22nd Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 11.13.11
Scripture:	1 Thessalonians 5:1-11
		Matthew 25:14-30

There is weeping in this world; there is gnashing of teeth.  This is incontrovertible—maybe the only thing about the parable of the talents that is.
I talked to a lot of people about this parable over the last week; and I read a lot of things—commentaries, sermons, meditations, blogs; and I found that everyone had a different take—a different take even on the seemingly uncomplicated question of what a talent is.  
A talent.  It was in Jesus’ day an enormous sum of money—the wages of about 15 years’ hard work.  But it is to our usage, as you know, strengths and gifts of various sorts.  “America’s Got Talent,” we’re told, and then we’re treated to the high-pitched wailing of some poor sod.  Given this strange double-meaning, some people argue that this is a parable about money, calling us to consider what it’s for, how we’re to make it, how we’re to use it; while others argue that this is parable about how we’re to invest our whole lives—to what purpose and to whose service we’re to offer our gifts and talents. 
More generally speaking now, of the many different takes, Mark Labberton, a professor of homiletics, draws out two camps.  He writes, “The classic interpretation of Matthew’s parable focuses on…the importance of growing the talents or gifts the master entrusts to us.  In this interpretation, the one-talent steward demonstrates a failure of faith as well as a failure of fruit-bearing…
“In dramatic contrast is a second interpretation, which has us think more about tyrants than talents.  Here the emphasis falls on the master.  His illegal gain is named for what it is, and his harsh, demanding greed is exposed by the only one who refuses to be co-opted.”  In this reading, Labberton concludes and I paraphrase, the one-talent steward is a whistle-blower who pays a terrible price, and the lesson to be learned is that to live faithfully in face of power and its abuses is not slavishly to comply but boldly to resist. 
As for me, today at least, I find myself among the classical camp.  
Matthew’s gospel begins with Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, which has Jesus proclaiming a realm where things are not as they are in any realm the world has ever produced on its own—a realm where the poor in spirit are considered blessed, and not just them but also those who mourn and the meek and those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, those who are merciful and the pure in heart; a realm of turning the other cheek and going the extra mile and praying for those who persecute you and loving even your enemies.  
Matthew’s gospel ends with Jesus, resurrected and appearing to the disciples-turned-apostles, now commissioning them:  “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I have commanded you.”  
I hear the parable of the talents as held up by these two bookends—the Sermon on the Mount and the Great Commission.    
The Sermon on the Mount we heard sampled from in the beginning of this year—beginning as it does the gospel that we followed all year.  So you might remember my preaching in resistance to the long tradition of tamping down the radical realm Jesus proclaimed here.  From Augustine of Ancient Hippo to Neibuhr of the modern Cold War, professional Christians have long asserted that Jesus didn’t mean to prescribe how those who meant to follow him were to live in the world, but that instead he meant to describe a set of ideals that would inform individual behavior as best they could.  This, of course, paves the way for Christianity to become a private, pietistic religion, concerned about “saving” individual souls, but thinking hardly a thought about the Church—the Church as a transforming answer to the problems posed in human society, the Church as a radical alternative to human societies of all kinds.  
Imagine, I encouraged us to do then, a place where a poverty of spirit is met with blessing.  Imagine, I implored from this pulpit, a place where grieving people aren’t denied but are made central.  Imagine a place where meekness is given access to life-giving power, where those who thirst for righteousness are slaked by truth and witness, where peacemaking isn’t compromised when the going gets rough but resists such temptation in favor of faithful discipleship.  Imagine a place where the outcasts of the world—reviled, gossiped about, persecuted even—are given sanctuary.  
Throughout the centuries, Christians have responded to such imaginings, “Yes, yes!  Heaven will be a great place!”  But Jesus implicitly asks in his preaching, “Why wait?” offering instead this sermon as a charter for the Church.  “Why wait, since the Church can be a foretaste of the fulfillment we’re promised?”
As for the Great Commission—“Go and make disciples of all nations…”—we might hear this as a mandate to make all people Christian.  We might hear this as marching orders that we make all people assent to the propositional faith so much of Christianity has become.  Moreover, if this is how we hear it, then we might well reject it—and indeed we would be right so to do.  After all, we know well what such a mandate manifest comes to look like.  We know well how such marching orders historically get realized.  And I don’t imagine any of us is up for more Crusades.  I don’t imagine any of the mainline church is interested in imposing baptism by coercion or threat or force.  Not only do we know now to behave ourselves.  (At ease, now, Christian soldiers.)  We also trust that any such attempt operates in violation of its own professed end.  It’s not the Gospel if it operates in violence, however minute.  It’s not the Gospel, which is to say “Good News,” if it’s not received overall as good. 
Okay.  What then are we to make of this so-called Great Commission?  Well, how about inducement to build the beloved community and to welcome all in?  How about encouragement to model and to teach the discipline by which people might live amidst such a beloved community—this discipline of justice and mercy, of forgiveness and reconciliation, of honesty and love?  Yes, perhaps the Great Commission isn’t so to build a great religion (that our team might be the biggest and the winningest) but so to build a way of living by which all might have life and have it in abundance.  After all, to be a disciple of Christ is to live according to his way of grace and forgiveness, peace and reconciliation.  So to make disciples of all nations is to induce all the world so to live as well.
Our other option, of course, is to dwell in a world where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth and not much else—no leavening of love victorious, no salt of righteousness, no light of truth by which even darkness is light.  Is that too bold a line to draw—that the world without the Gospel amounts to such a place?  Perhaps.  But I’m a preacher, so I’m supposed to make bold claims, at least once in a while.  
Notice please that I didn’t assert the Church as having exclusive claim on the Gospel.  Notice please that I didn’t say only and always in every congregation of Christ’s Church is the beloved community being lived out.  I do believe there’s a distinction to be made between the Gospel of Christ and the Church of Christ.  Likewise, in my experience there are communities that are doing Church even if no one professes this as their aim.  
And so I do say that absent the Gospel the world would amount to a place where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth and not much else, and moreover that the Church is commissioned to grow the beloved community such that the terrors that induce weeping and gnashing of teeth are ever in retreat, fleeing away.  
There’s a tendency, of course, to hear this familiar scriptural phrase as referring to some other-worldly place—hell, eternal torment, just desserts for the guilty, call it what you will.  But there’s no need to create such a place in our minds for we can see it all around us, right here in the world.  Similarly, we tend to think (and because the story tells us to) that the deserving are sent into the outer darkness where there is weeing and gnashing of teeth as punishment for something they’ve done or left undone.  But there’s a more compelling way to understand this—that such outer darkness is the natural consequence of joy unshared, of justice denied, of truth withheld, of love ungiven.  
The slave that sat on the talent while his master was away is like someone who sits in a church pew to hear and swear by good news and yet doesn’t live so to build up the realm by which weeping and gnashing of teeth is not all there is.  
The slave that sat on the talent while his master was away is like someone who receives of the Gospel but never gives of it.
We all need for the Gospel to grow because if it doesn’t the outer darkness just might.  The slave who, though entrusted with a talent, isn’t helping much.  
Are we helping much?
I attended a workshop last week in Framingham, which is Vatican City for the Mass. Conference of the United Church of Christ, of which this congregation is a member.  It was time well spent, though led by someone who thinks utterly differently than I do on a subject I would make use of only peripherally.  Discussing her book Holy Clarity: The Practice of Planning and Evaluation, Sarah Drummond outlined useful ways for congregations and their leadership to discern, plan, execute, and evaluate programs and ministries.  One line she said stuck with me—that if, in your evaluation of a given ministry, you encounter an unexpected result, you can then correct this and have more success in future administrations of this given ministry.  My thought response is that I am all about unexpected results.  Seldom something I feel the need to correct for, outcomes that take me by surprise are often reason for rejoicing, and moreover are at the very heart of what it means to be Church—trusting that God is at work in all things for good, hoping in the Holy Spirit to make of this bungled confusion of people and experiences something that not only makes sense of, but sustains, life, and otherwise just staying out of the way.
This could be a clever way to condemn Sarah, who I knew in divinity school, as of lesser faith than I.  But that’s not what I’m doing because that’s not what I’m thinking.  She’s an energetic, smart woman devoted to the Church and (quite by grace) a mentor to a couple people we’ve also been mentor to.  As a faculty member at Andover Newton, Sarah has touched the life and ministries of both Liz Garrigan-Byerly and Laura Stone.  (Now that was unexpected, wasn’t it?)  What I do mean to say is that there’s room in the Church for such organized thinking as Sarah’s and such seat-of-the-pants stuff as we here tend to do.  
So, are we helping much?
If you want to evaluate by measurable results, consider that this year we, as a congregation of Christ’s Church, have sent money to Construct in Great Barrington, earthquake relief in Japan, and the Shove family in Lenox when their home burned down.  We gave over 50 items of food to the local food pantry and participated in the UCC’s efforts to give over 1 million such items.  In the past we’ve also supported Railroad Street Youth Project, Heifer Project International, Partners in Health and AIDS orphans in Rwanda through a personal connection of Steve Snyder.  We also have several ministries that individual members participate in—Lydia’s knitting prayer shawls, Mary Kate’s leading spiritual services at Timberlyn Heights, Bart’s service as a volunteer and board member at Gould Farm, my service as a board member of Volunteers in Medicine, Sally & Steve’s recent collecting of coats to donate to a local winter-outwear-drive, to name a few.  Then there’s the gathering of singers who’ve offered hymns to Margaret as she lives with, and will soon be dying of, cancer.  
But if you’re moved to consider the immeasurable, you might do so now.
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