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Proverbs 31: 10-13, 19-20, 30-31

I Thess. 5: 1-6

Mt. 25: 14-30


Today’s readings remind me of some advertisements I’ve seen over the past few months, as well as some statements made in debates in the recent elections. A candidate in Anne Arundel County was heard to say that our society was in deep trouble if we allowed our children to be taught evolution in our schools. No wonder people have no self-respect, he opined, since they all think their grandmothers slithered out from under a rock!  Some other examples of anxiety-inducing advertising are: a billboard that read: Jesus is coming: Look busy! And a bumper sticker that said: Come to Church: There Is No Plan B! Then, we have the limited supply ads from our favorite department stores that advise us to Get ‘Em While They Last!

Advertizing, and, I would add, political campaigning – is all about getting people to do what you want, buy what you want them to buy, vote the way you want them to vote! Many of the parables toward the end of Matthew’s gospel have that same apocalyptic feel to them. Time is running out. You need to jump on the bandwagon, make a decision – in other words, You need to get it before it’s too late.


This week’s parable is no exception, and our reading from I Thessalonians reinforces the point. We know that fear is commonly used all of the time by people to get you to do what they want. They scare people to divide them from one another by vilifying the unknown or the misunderstood. They create addiction in people by creating a false sense of fulfillment in consumption and over indulgence – a feeling of fearing “missing out.” They create a false sense of scarcity, fostering a fear of sharing. They even frighten people into coming to church, using the specter of punishment as a motivator, rather than a sense of unity and community. This is the essence of negative reinforcement.

But that is not what today’s parable is all about. This parable of the servants entrusted with investing the master’s money is at a much deeper level. It is not really so much about monetary risk and reward as it is about mutual trust. The mistake made by the third servant is not about failing to trust the market so much as it is about failing to trust the master. This story is more about relationship and vocation than it is about investment. 


It is also important to remember that the audience for whom these parables were written by the author of the gospel of Matthew were Jewish Christians in the years just after the catastrophe of the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple. Recriminations were flying as to who was to blame for the Romans coming down so hard. Many Jews blamed the Jewish Christians – so fear was in the air. Laying low. – (or you might say, burying your talents) was an attractive option. Taking risks by spreading the news of the reign of God that Jesus preached was not an easy choice.


Now, let’s take another look at the other readings and find the common thread. Proverbs 31 is traditionally looked upon as praise for a faithful and industrious wife who brings good to her husband and family, and is willing to work with her hands and every gift she possesses. The important thing is that she has the vision – the vision of the common good of the community. She is all about relationship, about partnership, about mutual trust and support. She gets the big picture and she is in relationship with the head of the house, whom she trusts and who trusts her.


I Thessalonians speaks of the Day of God, a favorite theme of the prophets Amos and Jeremiah! Paul describes the suddenness of God’s arrival on that Day, just when people were beginning to trust in their own ability to handle life’s issues. When Paul alludes to these people being in darkness, you can relate that sense of false security to the ones who shop til they drop – who can’t consume enough stuff. “You are not in the dark,” Paul tells the Thessalonians emphatically. You have Christ who has shown you the light, and it is your job to stay awake and aware, to live in the light, to read the signs of the times, and to stay focused on God’s reign.

So, taken together, these readings explain to us what is the basis for our falling into fear. It is failing to trust the Master, and thus feeling alone, confused and insecure. They also indicate the basis for trust. It is, knowing that we do not stand alone, that we are in relationship with God and the community, and that Christ is our light. 


The parable of the talents, as it is often called, also highlights the need for faithful activity, and not just passive faith. It highlights the need to take risks; to take a stand at times. It hints that unless we can do this, we are not really living faithfully at all. We are enjoined to remember that God is for us. God is One who gives us great gifts. The real question facing us as people of God is: How should we receive the gifts? How will we receive the gifts? With faith? Or with fear like the third servant? We are, of course, called to receive the gifts with faith. We are called to transform a fearful orientation into one of trust, and to move beyond terror, or doubt into faith. We are called to move from isolation into partnership with God and with God’s people. 
