“Use It or Lose It!”
Matthew 25:14-30
November 13, 2005, Stewardship Sunday

I am not in as good of shape as | was ten years ago and especially thirty
years ago. More exercise would certainly help. The axiom is mostly true “if we
don’t use it we will lose it!”
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Welcome to our Sunday morning worship experience. The focus of
today is stewardship. Stewardship is more than raising money to support the
ministry of this or any congregation. To be a steward of something is to
manage it---to be a good steward is to manage the something well. Our
physical bodies, our intellect, our relationships, our vocations, our time, our
talents, and our money are all under the umbrella of stewardship.

This parable in Matthew---which if you remember from last week
concludes a section on waiting and being faithful until the end of the age----this
parable has twists and turns and even a surprise ending.

There are three stewards involved in the story. The first two invest the
money that the master entrusts to them, increasing the value of the money.
The third steward took his money—his “talent” and buried it thus keeping it safe
for when the master returned. A “talent” was the equivalent of 20 years wages.

When the master returns he is overjoyed with the first two stewards and
praises them. He is unhappy with the third steward who returns the same
amount as he had been given. He chides the steward for not taking the risk of
investing and using his talent. The master takes the talent from the steward
and divides it among the other two. The master then casts the “worthless”
steward into the outer darkness where he would weep and gnash his teeth in
regret for eternity.

That is a pretty tough little story! The master’s reaction, quite honestly,
seems very unfair, very unjust and very unloving.

Jesus surprises his listeners with the ending of this parable. Traditional

wisdom and teaching would have expected the master to reward the third



steward for protecting what he had been given and to chastise the first two
stewards for taking the risk of losing what had been entrusted to their care.

For Jesus this was an indictment of how most people viewed religious
obligation in his day and time. People were taught that your DUTY was to
preserve the tradition and protect it from all threats. Jesus by his radical
inclusiveness took a great risk in ignoring what the scriptures taught and
expanding the circle of love to include Samaritans, women, notorious sinners,
and others viewed as outside the circle of God’s love. Jesus reinterpreted
things like Sabbath law and chided religious leaders for laying heavy burdens
upon the people, burdens they were unwilling to bear themselves. By making
heroes of the first two stewards and chastising the third Jesus was reversing
traditional teaching.
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What does this story mean for Matthew and the Christians of his day and
time?

Most experts on the subject date the gospel from the late First Century
Common Era. It was written after the destruction of the Jewish Temple by
Rome which occurred in the year 70 C.E. Many Jews especially after the
destruction of the Holy Temple saw their role as protecting the scriptures and
preserving the religious laws until a better day. Was Matthew chiding fellow
Jews for hunkering down and attempting to preserve the status quo?

Was Matthew also chiding fellow Christians who in the volatile
atmosphere of those years wanted to hunker down and keep a low profile?
Was Matthew telling fellow Christians through the story that they had to use
their faith or be in danger of losing it?
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What does this parable say to you and me here and now in this
moment? |s Jesus suggesting that hunkering down, protecting the faith, and
failing to take risks in ministry is the formula for earning the displeasure of the

master?



Many years ago | visited a church in Mexico. The dim sanctuary had a
mix of chairs and tables. It was obvious that they were the cast-a-ways of
others. They had few hymnals, no public address system, no curriculum, and
the pastor was bi-vocational. Yet, the congregation was alive. There was a joy
that permeated the church. They shared what little they had with the greater
community.

That congregation was not all that popular with local authorities because
the membership was active in advocating for the poor. They often challenged
and brought to light the corruption among local authorities.

Ironically at the time | visited this church my own congregation was
locked in a do or die battle over what color of carpet to put in the fellowship hall-
sanctuary. Members were drawing lines in the sand and taking no prisoners.
How ironic that we had the luxury of debating the color of carpet while this
congregation in Mexico debated how they could raise enough money to get
some of their members out of jail because they had protested local corruption.
| am sometimes bothered by that spiritual axiom, “to whom much is given,
much will be expected!!”

We may at times feel sorry for ourselves when we have tight budgets
and have the desire to pull in—protect, but the truth is that most of our churches
in America have so much potential that it staggers the mind. | believe that
within every congregation are the talents, the resources, and the knowledge
to do any ministry that God calls a church to do! The problem is not a lack of
resources or a lack of talent but an unwillingness to use what we have.

One truth that comes out of this parable is that God expects us to use

what we have---what we have been given---or we will lose it.
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A second insight for us comes from the reaction of fear that the third

steward demonstrated. He was afraid that should he lose the investment the
master would be angry. Ironically the master was angry because his fear
caused him to not take risk. Modern religion may have more in common with

this third steward than we may realize.



FEAR is an interesting emotion. Itis presentin order to protect us from
danger. There are things and situations in the world that we need and should
FEAR. If | were “fearless” | might well walk up to a big, furry bear and end up
being the bear’s dinner. We all have fear---all us animals—so that we might
have a better chance of survival.

Fear is a good emotion unless it becomes distorted, unrealistic,
unfounded and dominants our existence. Inthe parable the steward had the
perception that the master was harsh and unforgiving. He hid his talent
because he feared the master and that fear became a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Does our perception of reality create the reality we experience?
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One congregation feared the loss of certain large givers. The fear was
based in reality in that some of the main givers were growing older. Their fear
was that once the givers were gone they would have to cut back on staff and
programming. So they began to pull in---to play it safe---to cut staff and
programming so that they could save money for the future time when large
givers might be gone. The result---they lost members because of a lack of
vision and as the givers began to die their action---like the third steward’s
action—became its own self-fulfilling prophecy.

Matthew’s church had a lot to fear. It was not aimagined fear but a real
fear. Jerusalem had been destroyed. The Temple was in ruins. Peter, Paul
and many others HAD been executed by Rome. Many Christians were in
prison awaiting certain death. The church had every reason to hunker down,
bury their gifts, hide their faith and await some future return of Jesus. Is
Matthew reminding the church that they---WE-- have work to do? |Is Matthew
reminding the Christian community that the greater fear is not the Romans but
not using what God has entrusted to us?
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There are real challenges facing every congregation and every Christian.

Today the financial cost of doing ministry, the cost of maintaining a place to



meet and the cost of confronting the evils of injustice continue to grow.
Christians might face real consequences for the living out of their faith.

According to the L.A. Times, , (and | quote) “The Internal Revenue

Service has warned one of Southern California’s largest and most liberal
churches that it is at risk of losing its tax-exempt status because of an anti-
war sermon two days before the 2004 presidential election. A

An editorial in the New Hampshire Union Leader this week written in

response to the situation with All Saints Episcopal Church was concerned
about the growing use of partisan politics against churches that disagree with
policy. They also highlighted the partisan abuse of the IRS that occurred under
President Clinton when conservative organizations regularly found themselves
audited.?

In other words there may be cost in doing ministry and in taking risks---
just like always.

This Friday we celebrated and honored veterans. We honored men and
women who have made profound sacrifices---often their lives---for something
greater than themselves. Their example is an inspiration and a challenge to all
of us.

Whether we are talking about persons like Thomas Edison who spent
hours upon hours at great personal sacrifice to invent new things, or the
Missouri farmer who borrows money to plant his crop, or the soldier who
sacrifices family and job to respond to a nation’s call, or the faith worker who
sacrifices for the sake of the gospel----we are inspired and challenged by such
sacrifices.

Our task is to be faithful stewards. Our task is not to hunker down and
protect what we have but to continually seek to do innovative and inspired

ministry in this new century of opportunity. We have much for which to be
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grateful here at the United Church. If we are willing to make some sacrifices---

to take some risk---who knows what our talents might become?



