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It’s an odd juxtaposition, isn’t it?  We’ve been singing songs of gratitude all morning, only to 
then hear a passage of scripture that ends with weeping and gnashing of teeth and then to be 
directed to say, once again, “Thanks be to God.”  Well, if you are feeling a bit off-kilter at this 
point, don’t feel as if you are the only one.  This parable has given Christians fits for millennia, 
both those who hear it and those who proclaim it.  But it’s my intention this morning to convince 
you all that there is much here to be grateful for, that in addition to being about buried treasure 
this odd story told by Jesus also contains buried treasure.  And I’ll give you the punch line at the 
beginning of the joke instead of at the end: the buried treasure is love. 
 
Now, to start the process of excavating that buried treasure, I’m going to suggest that we (guess 
what!) look at the context in which this parable is told.  This story is part of a longer discourse 
that begins in chapter 24 with Jesus’ prophecy of the destruction of the Temple.  While he may 
have simply meant it as a reminder to his disciples not to put faith in the works of humankind, 
which are subject to destruction, they take it as a prophecy of the end of the present age and ask 
him when this will occur.  His response fills the rest of chapter 24 and all of chapter 25.  We 
might summarize it as, “I don’t know and it’s not important for you to know.  What is important 
is how you live between now and then.” 
 
If you weren’t here last Sunday or nodded off during my long-winded sermon or simply left 
confused, for which I couldn’t blame you, let me also summarize what I said about the story of 
the bridesmaids, which precedes today’s parable.  This is not Jesus’ vision of the end of all 
things.  This story and our story today are all about how to live in the day-to-day now, the 
waiting time between the already and the not yet, between the inauguration of the Beloved 
Community and its full realization.  We are to be ready to celebrate the coming of the 
Bridegroom and we are to help others to be ready as well.  We are to keep awake so that we can 
help others by showing them how to live in the light of God’s love.  The parable last week was 
not a story about who is eternally in and who is eternally out and neither is this story. 
 
As we get into this story, there are a couple of details that I want to point out to clarify and enrich 
our understanding of what Jesus was saying.  First of all, what’s a talent?  Literally, in the world 
of Jesus, a talent was a coin of precious metal of a certain weight.  It was equivalent in value to 
about 6,000 denarii, a denarius being the customary wage for one day for a day laborer.  So if we 
calculate that at the rate of $15 per hour times 8 hours per day, we’re talking about around 
$720,000 per talent.  That’s not an insignificant amount of money that is being entrusted to each 
of the three slaves: $720,000 to one, $1,440,000 to another, and a whopping $3.6 million to the 
third.  How would you feel if you were given a project worth that much to your employer to 
administrate? 
 
It’s also worth noting what a talent isn’t.  It is not, in this context, your singing voice, your 
facility with pen and ink or paint or a sculptor’s chisel.  It’s not your ability to dance or to cheer 
people up, or to cut to the heart of a difficult problem.  All of these abilities are important in life 
and can indeed be put to the furtherance of the Beloved Community.  And I know I and probably 
most of you have heard sermons based on that interpretation to our edification and 
enlightenment.  But that’s not really the point that Jesus was making.  The point is that what each 
servant was given was valuable almost beyond measure.  Since I’ve already told you where I’m 
going with that argument, I’ll leave it to later to finish it up. 
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Two other details that I want to touch on quickly are in the response of the master to the two 
slaves who did as he intended.  I think it’s interesting that our faith heritage has never had a 
problem equating the pleased master’s words with our expectations of God.  How often have we 
heard the words “Well done, thou good and faithful servant,” applied to a saint who has passed 
from this life to the next?  I know that I’ve said, rather carelessly, that those are the words I hope 
to hear from God when I reach the throne, or however it works on the other side.  Those words 
encapsulate for many of us the love and acceptance we expect to encounter in God’s presence.  
That correspondence of the master to our Loving Creator is enhanced when we learn that a 
translation of this parable back into the Aramaic that Jesus spoke renders the rather awkward 
“enter into the joy of your master” into the altogether more understandable “welcome to your 
master’s banquet.”  Ah, there’s Jesus talking about a party again… 
 
The sticking point of this parable, of course, comes when somebody’s invitation to the party gets 
cancelled.  Again, I think it’s instructive to examine the words of the master, in this case to the 
third slave.  Having heard the timorous man’s excuse for why he didn’t work to invest and 
increase his master’s money, the master essentially repeats his words back to him.  Nearly all of 
our modern English translations turn it into a question: “You knew, did you, that I reap where I 
did not sow, and gather where I did not scatter?”  I read it more in sorrow than in anger.  “Is this 
really what you think of me?  After I trained you and trusted you, did you really think I was just 
looking for a chance to trip you up?  Give me back the treasure and let me put it where it will do 
some good.” 
 
How do I justify softening the response from the master?  For one thing, if indeed the master of 
the slaves is a stand in for God (and who else did Jesus name as the one who throws the party?), 
then the slave’s description is almost exactly the opposite of what God’s character has been 
revealed to be.  D. Mark Davis, a Presbyterian pastor in California whose blog, “Left Behind and 
Loving It,” I often find to be on the mark (pardon the pun), has written this: “The unchallenged 
premise of the parable is that the divine figure of the story is “a harsh man, reaping where you 
did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter seed.” That is the very opposite of the God 
of Israel who brought God’s people into a land flowing with milk and honey, drinking from 
cisterns they did not dig and reaping harvests that they did not plant. It is unlike the God who 
tells harvesters to harvest badly, leaving the edges of the wheat, leaving dropped sheaves behind, 
not stripping the vines or shaking the olive trees, so that those who have nothing to sow can reap 
anyway. It is equally unlike Jesus’ sower who goes out and throws seed wastefully all over the 
place, knowing that whatever lands on the good soil will produce beyond one’s wildest dream. 
The “lazy” servant’s depiction of the assumed divine figure—which goes unchallenged—is not 
the God made known in Christ.” 
 
It seems to me that far too often we say we believe in God’s love and then act as if we’re 
expecting God to drop the hammer on us for every misstep.  You’ll pardon me, I hope, for a little 
levity but I do love that madcap British comedy group of my youth, Monty Python’s Flying 
Circus, and their first feature film, “Monty Python and the Holy Grail.”  In that very silly 
retelling of the story of King Arthur, there’s a scene in which Arthur and the Knights of the 
Round Table receive the quest for the Holy Grail from God.  Here it is… 
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(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VZ42IMu7HIQ) 
 
Arthur and his knights exhibit exactly the same attitude as the third slave in Jesus’ parable: “Uh 
oh, God’s here… we must be in trouble.”  And yet, Jesus came and taught and lived and died 
exactly to show us how much God loves us and wants to be in relationship with us.  Remarkable. 
 
But if the slave’s remarks about the master are actually not revelatory of the character of the 
master, they are revelatory of the character of the slave.  He’s been given a tremendous treasure 
(and we’ll get back to that in a minute) and instead of doing something with it, he’s hidden it in 
the ground.  He has assumed the worse about his master when all the evidence is actually in 
opposition to his assumption.  And he’s probably scapegoating.  Did he hide the treasure instead 
of using it because he was afraid or just because he couldn’t be bothered?  The master says he is 
lazy.  Can we draw from this that the master gave this slave the smallest amount because he 
wisely knew that this would be the temptation for that slave – to simply while away the time 
instead of putting it to good use? 
 
For me, all this begins to come together when we compare this story with other parables and 
sayings of Jesus.  Jesus has talked about the banquet before as the symbol of the Beloved 
Community, the Kingdom of God which we are to pray will come on earth as it is in heaven.  
The banquet stands at the end as our eternal home but also as the model for what life should be 
like here and now.  We are servants of God and also of each other.  One of the possible meanings 
of the parable of the pearl of great price, which we looked at this summer, is that the buried 
treasure is the Good News of God’s love for the world.  Once we have found it, we should be so 
overjoyed that we are willing to give up everything for it.  But what if we hear that Good News 
of love and bury it? 
 
Part of the difficulty with this parable is that we naturally sympathize with the third slave, the 
loser, the underdog.  We don’t want anybody to miss out on the party.  That’s the appropriate 
instinct, I think.  But there’s nothing here that says to me that this fictional lazy servant is going 
to miss out forever.  Like the foolish bridesmaids last week, he’s missed out on a terrific 
opportunity to join in the abundant life.  But we know that our Loving Creator is all about second 
chances.  Look at Abraham.  Look at Jacob Israel.  Look at Paul.  But specific opportunities only 
come once and then are gone.  Once we miss them, we may learn and live up to the next 
opportunity.  But we will have the regrets of what we missed. 
 
What we can’t do is fail to learn from our own missed opportunities or those that we learn about 
from Jesus.  What we can’t do is live our lives so afraid of that fictional punishing God that we 
never take the risk of loving.  Instead, we need to open our lives up to the possibilities that God 
gives us; we need, in the words of our hymns this morning, to live in thanksgiving.  Another 
commentator, from whom I have learned much over the years, David Lose, puts it this way: “(If) 
we imagine God primarily as an enforcer of rules, …we get hung up by the legalism of religion. 
We visualize God as stern and prone to punishment, and we come to believe that everything bad 
in our lives is punishment from God. We see God as arbitrary and capricious, and that’s what we 
experience, a fickle and unsympathetic God who meets our expectations.  On the other hand, 
when we view God primarily in terms of grace, we are surprised and uplifted by the numerous 
gifts and moments of grace we experience all around us. And when we imagine God to be a God 
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of love, we find it far easier to experience God’s love in our own lives and to share it with 
others.” 
 
We can’t live in fear and create our own self-fulfilling prophecy of an angry, punishing God.  
That’s not what Jesus came to teach us.  We can’t live in fear and cower in the shadows with a 
failure of nerve, either.  That’s not what Jesus came to teach us.  A piece of poetry that deeply 
affected me in high school and that still lingers in my memory is T. S. Elliot’s description of 
those who live life without passion.  He called them The Hollow Men: 
 
“We are the hollow men 
We are the stuffed men 
Leaning together 
Headpiece filled with straw. Alas! 
Our dried voices, when 
We whisper together 
Are quiet and meaningless 
As wind in dry grass 
Or rats' feet over broken glass 
In our dry cellar 
 
Shape without form, shade without colour, 
Paralysed force, gesture without motion; 
 
Those who have crossed 
With direct eyes, to death's other Kingdom 
Remember us—if at all—not as lost 
Violent souls, but only 
As the hollow men 
The stuffed men.” 
 
To me, that description rings true of those who would bury the treasure of God’s love in the 
ground for fear of sharing it.  I hope that Eliot, a St. Louis native who became a naturalized 
British citizen and a devout Anglo-Catholic in the Church of England, would not object to my 
connection. 
 
We followers of Christ are not called to live without passion, not called to live in fear.  Instead, 
we are called to live boldly, even to sin boldly.  Those of you who grew up in the Lutheran 
tradition may remember that admonition from the great Martin Luther himself:  “If you are a 
preacher of Grace, then preach a true, not a fictitious grace; if grace is true, you must bear a true 
and not a fictitious sin. God does not save people who are only fictitious sinners. Be a sinner and 
sin boldly, but believe and rejoice in Christ even more boldly. For he is victorious over sin, 
death, and the world. As long as we are here we have to sin. This life in not the dwelling place of 
righteousness but, as Peter says, we look for a new heavens and a new earth in which 
righteousness dwells. . . . Pray boldly-you too are a mighty sinner.” 
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Perhaps it feels as if we’ve wandered far from Jesus’ original story but I don’t really think so.  In 
his parable of the slaves entrusted with their master’s treasure, I hear a reminder that God has 
already given us, as Bono put it, the keys to his kingdom coming.  What our God expects of us in 
return is to share the Good News that God’s love and grace are available to everyone for the 
asking.  We are not to hide here in our little sanctuary and sing our songs of thanksgiving and 
think that we have done what is necessary.  Not at all!  We are, to borrow another familiar 
phrase, to boldly go, to seek out life that needs newness and to share the love with which we 
have been entrusted.  We have, in our hearts and in our minds, a fortune, the finest fruit of 
Creation, the fruit of the Spirit!  Let us go and share the harvest of God’s love with a world that 
is hungry for it!  And may the love of God and the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ and the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit continue to accompany us every step of the way.  Amen. 


