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INTRODUCTION

| have a sizable head start on Thanksgiving. I've been feasting, been on the road
for continuing education back in Georgia and North Carolina, back to my roots
Been eating lots of soul food, seafood and barbecue, finding some new places
and revisiting some of favorites. One of which is famous as the world’s
largest drive-in. The Varsity, home of chili dogs, chili burgers, onion rings.

They have an interesting vocabulary. It's usually quite crowded. You can hear the
people working the counter yelling as each person approaches, “what'd ya have?”
They repeat it two or three times. It's their way of asking for your order.

I'd like to use that phrase and turn it around for this sermon, using “what'd ya
have?” not so much to ask what you want ... but what do you have?

Think of it like asking ‘what do you bring to the table?’ or ‘what can you contribute?’
That is the question Jesus is asking of us with this parable ... what do you have?

This parable is the third is series of parables ... all about accountability
They come at the end of Jesus journey, just before his arrest and betrayal
These parables of accountability are followed by Jesus’ talk of the final judgment
where the righteous are rewarded because they have helped the least of these
We’'ll focus on that passage next Sunday

Each parable is about waiting expectantly, about using our time and our gifts wisely
About being good stewards, good managers of what we have been given
And in this parable what we are given is a lot, a whole lot

That is what our New Testament lesson is all about — the stewardship of our gifts
This parable of the talents from Matthew’s gospel seems pretty straightforward
I's an encouragement to use what we have been given, our God-given talents,
to work with them, to build on them ... not bury them
That may well be the moral of this story
Yet that moral is plucked out of the story using a modern definition of the word “talent”
A talent in the original context of the story isn’t so generic.
It is a specific measurement, a very large sum of money.
It was the largest amount of Roman currency at the time. The largest bill
in US currency is a $10,000 dollar bill. Haven't ever seen one of those.
A talent is worth even more than that, much more



DO THE MATH

Let’s do the math. One talent equals six thousand denarii.
A denarii is a day’s pay for a day laborer. Starting pay at most Tyson meat
processing plants is $15.20 an hour. The federal minimum wage is far less
than that - $7.25 an hour. At that minimum wage. One denarii would be $58.
One talent, which is 6,000 denarii, would be $348,000
And that is at a minimum wage of $7.25!

If you were working at Tysons’s in Waterloo at $15.20 an hour, that denarii
would be $121.60. And a talent, which is 6000 denarii, would be $729,600.
And if you were me, the pastor / head of staff at this Place for Everyone

| did the math. You know how much | make. You voted on it, approved it.

Say | work 50 hours a week. Get four weeks vacation. 48 weeks.
Do the math backwards to a day’s pay to get a denarii, $369
Then to get my own talent, one denari worth $369 times 6000. That adds up
to my one talent being worth just over 2 million, 2 hundred thousand dollars.

Thought several times about deleting that part about me. Decided to keep it
Not because this is about me or how much | make. But to put it in perspective.
How much is your one talent worth. Maybe you’ll do the math yourself
If you do, please remember it's not really the price ...
it is how very much God has given each of us

You see how big the definition of talent is in Jesus’ parable
| thought about titling this sermon “lowa’s Got Talent” like the TV show
Yes, we have talent. But you see how far that title falls short
of what Jesus is talking about here. This is so much more
than a competition hosted by celebrity judges

What do we have? We have a whole lot. God has been very good to us.
| am challenged by Tom Long’s interpretation of this parable.
He wrote in his commentary on Matthew

Routinely, this parable is taken as an encouragement to discover

what gifts and talents we all have and to use them for God. So goes

the conventional interpretation. There is, of course, nothing wrong

with the idea that we should use our talents to glorify God, but that idea
alone is too tame for this parable. The parable is not a gentle tale about
what Christians do with their individual gifts and talents, as helpful as
that may be, but a disturbing story about what Christians do or do not do
with the gospel ...

Here at the end of his earthly ministry, Jesus isn’t just offering investment advice
He is talking about the stewardship of the gospel itself, a most valuable gift
So what do we have? We have the gospel itself

the life changing, life giving good news



SHARING IT OR SECURING IT

That is quite a gift, a God given, freely given gift

It is also a significant responsibility, a calling

Hence the question and a follow up question
What do you have ... And what are you doing with it?

What are we doing with the good news? Are we sharing it or securing it?
Looking for ways to get it out of the church building?
Or looking to safeguard it behind security systems and velvet ropes?
Are we doing with the good news of God’s love what the third servant did
with that one enormously generous talent ... nothing, just burying it?

That's the problem we see with the third servant. He received a great gift and buried it.
That’s a problem. It is a problem rooted in a bigger problem,
A problem with how he sees the master ... a problem with how we see God

It is the third servant, only the third servant, who describes the master as a “harsh man,
reaping where he did not sow and gathering where he did not scatter seed.”
But is that a fair picture of the master? He is not described that way before,
not by the first or second servants to whom he entrusted even greater sums.

The master entrusts great fortunes to his slaves
A harsh man doesn’t normally hand out really large sums of money
and entrust people to invest it wisely ... but this master does
This master calls the first two servants good and trustworthy.
He rewards them for their good work with more authority, more responsibility

Maybe the third slave has a distorted view of the master
He failed to appreciate what he had been given. He didn’t do anything with it
He quit. | realize that may sound harsh ... but that’s what he did
He did not try his best and fall short. Nothing wrong with that
He just didn’t try. And somehow the master comes out looking like the bad guy?

Again, | think Tom Long is on to something in noting the difference
between the slaves and how they view the master. He writes ...

The story is not about a generous master suddenly turning cruel and punitive;
it is about living with the consequences of one’s own faith. If one trusts the
goodness of God, one can boldly venture out with eyes wide open to the grace
in life and can discover the joy of God'’s providence everywhere.

For those who live in the confidence that God is trustworthy and generous,
they find more and more of that generosity; but for those who run and hide
under the bed from a bad, mean and scolding God, they condemn themselves
to a life spent under the bed alone, quivering in needless fear.



SUMMARY

Do we trust in the goodness and the generosity of God?
Do we trust in the generosity and the goodness of God enough to act on it?
Enough to act on it in our living and our giving?

The parable of the talents reminds us how very much we have been given
It reminds us that God has entrusted us with the greatest of gifts,
the good news of God’s ever so generous love for us
The parable of the talents reminds us, challenges us, to be thankful

It's the Sunday before Thanksgiving. Are we thankful today and tomorrow?
And yes, next Thursday, but not just next Thursday?
Are we living our lives with an attitude of gratitude?
Mindful of the worth of the talent we have been given?

| am intentionally grateful every morning and every night
| work at it in part because | know if | do not, | will get caught up
in the complaints and the worries and fall prey to seeing myself
as a victim (which as a straight white man | certainly am not)

| work at it because | know if | do not, | will become a cynic
and give all my power over to the squeaky wheels demanding grease
give up all my hope and give into despair

No, | am going to live my live with an attitude of gratitude.
And that is not because of my strength or stubbornness
It is because of God’s overwhelming generosity. God’s overwhelming generosity
fills my cup with an overwhelming sense of gratitude

That overwhelming sense of gratitude helps me see that God is not ...
A harsh master demanding perfection (or at least doing better than whoever
it is we compare ourselves to in a misguided attempt to build ourselves up
by putting someone else down) being such a ‘good’ Christian

That sense of gratitude helps me see that God is not ...
An old white guy on a throne up there with a big book of naughty and nice

That sense of gratitude helps me see that God is ... Generous
The life | have been given to live is worth so very, very much
No, | don’t have to do the math to come up with a figure

But figure out something good to do with it?
That sounds like a wonderful adventure!



