Sermon Preached at The Church of the Holy Trinity, Philadelphia on Sunday November 13th 2011 
by The Reverend Alan Neale
“Caution to the Wind”

Perhaps you remember the story of the young,  the very young, theologian who sat in a Sunday School Class?

The Sunday School lesson had come to a close and there were a few minutes before the students joined the church service. The teacher suggested that the time was used to draw a special picture for parents or friends. As the teacher walked around the room she noticed that Jane was intently, carefully laboring over her work. “What are you drawing, Jane?”. “I’m not finished,” said Jane “but I’m drawing a picture of God.”. “Oh Jane, no-one knows what God looks like.”. “I know,” said Jane disarmingly, “I know… but they soon will!”

Not only young Jane, but all of us, each of us, carry with us a picture or image of God; we are, in effect, all theologians! What we do, what we say, how we live – all of this, and more (if there is more) implies and defines our image of God. When I talk with someone in a pastoral conversation, I try to listen closely to what they say.. and how this defines, describes, delineates their image of God – generous or mean, distant or involved, demanding or enabling and the list goes on.

In today’s Gospel  (Matthew 25 – The Story about Investment), we read of the servant who took his talent and buried it in the ground to the profound irritation and gross displeasure of the master. When charged with his bad behaviour, the servant offers this ground for “extenuating circumstances” or as a plea for mercy and clemency.  Matthew 25:24 “I knew you to be a hard man” (Message translation “you have high standards and hate careless ways, you demand the best and make no allowances for error”) and Matthew 25:25 “I was afraid” (Message Translation “I was afraid I might disappoint you”).
You see how the man’s image of the master affected, shaped, moulded his actions but also how those very actions defined, described, delineated his image of the master – there’s a very profound, psychic interchange taking place here.

Now, copying a technique from my respected colleague Diana, I want to press a pause button right now, for the moment, and make a few in-process comments.

First, let’s have nothing to do with the idea that this parable is about talents such as natural gifts and abilities. We may, if we wish, apply lessons from the parable to such talents but Jesus is here talking about money – the talent is a measure of weight which later came to denote a fixed amount of silver or gold. This is all realty very earthy – the stuff of commerce, money, is taken and buried in the very earth.

Second, though this parable may seem to implicitly approve inequality (five, two, one talents) it actually is a parable that abounds in equality – equality of status (all are servants), equality of opportunity (all are invited to invest boldly and well) and equality of experience (whether 5 or 2 talents are owned, each person is showered with approval and blessing; to both is said, “Well done…  enter into the joy of your master” (Message Translation “Good job… from now on be my partner”).
But now time to press play and carry on with the message!

The one talent, earth burying, servant is castigated by his master… he ventures nothing for Christ at risk, he is content with “things as they are”, he refuses to break new soil, and resists the call to hazard the untried road.
Zephaniah 1:12 “I will punish those who rest complacently on their dregs”, those who way “The Lord will not do good, nor will he do harm”. Message Translation: “I'll find and punish those who are sitting it out, fat and lazy, amusing themselves and taking it easy, Who think, 'God doesn't do anything, good or bad. He isn't involved, so neither are we’”.
Friends, these blue finance pledge cards for 2012, these cards can simply, easily represent our image of God or, with the help of the Holy Spirit, these cards can challenge us to draw afresh, to write anew, to think with innovation what God should and really does mean to us – the God who loves us and entices us to accept new challenges, make bold decisions and live in faith and hope and expectation. Or will it be “same old, same old”?
Recently, amidst all the words written and spoken about Steve Jobs, I was told of this true story told by Mona Simpson in the eulogy she gave at her brother’s funeral October 16th.
After making it through one final night, wrote Simpson, her brother began to slip away. "His breath indicated an arduous journey, some steep path, altitude. He seemed to be climbing.

"But with that will, that work ethic, that strength, there was also sweet Steve's capacity for wonderment, the artist's belief in the ideal, the still more beautiful later.

"Steve's final words, hours earlier, were monosyllables, repeated three times.

"Before embarking, he'd looked at his sister Patty, then for a long time at his children, then at his life's partner, Laurene, and then over their shoulders past them.

"Steve's final words were: 'Oh wow. Oh wow. Oh wow.'"

We are entitled, we are intended, we are created to have such an image of God that inspires such a simple statement of awe… shaping our live and our loves, our words and our thoughts, our actions and our service.

Please Lord, let it be so for me, for us, and for this community of faith.


AMEN

