Good News Stewards
Matthew 25: 14-30

November 16, 2008


That third servant had been ever so careful with the property owner’s money.  He’d gone to all the trouble of digging a hole and burying the money in it, to keep it safe from thieves.  Because of his diligence, the money, every penny of it, was intact, just as the owner had left it.  Yet, for this servant there were no words of commendation, no “Well done, good and faithful servant.”  Instead, the servant was cast out into the dark weeping and gnashing of teeth.


Now, does that seem right to you?  I mean, if he’d misappropriated that money, had squandered it on himself, or if he’d been careless and had allowed it to be stolen by thieves, then of course there would be, should be, dark and drastic consequences.  But the money was still there, the whole unchanged, exactly as it had been when the owner left.  What was wrong with that?


And those other two servants, really, hadn’t they behaved rather audaciously?  As the story is told, the property owner had not said one word to suggest that they should try to increase his financial assets.  But those two servants took it upon themselves to dabble in the risky business of portfolio growth, using money that wasn’t theirs, risking what belonged to someone else.


Their risky venture had paid off, yes, but how easily they could have lost what the property owner had entrusted to their care.  What was right about what they did, such that each of them received the owner’s praise and commendation, “Well done, good and faithful servant”?

Last Wednesday afternoon, all of us in the Bible study group had quite a time trying to make sense of this parable.  The parables, as you know, were made up stories designed to teach something.  But what was Jesus intending to teach as he told this parable?  The Wednesday group was all over the map, maybe this, maybe that.  Really, there were only a couple of things we felt sure about.

One, this parable clearly is about stewardship.  It’s about being trusted to take care of something.  It’s about having something placed in your hands, something which isn’t yours, something you don’t own, but which has been entrusted to your care.


Second, this parable was specifically addressed to the disciples.  At other times, Jesus told teaching stories to “the crowd,” but, according to Matthew’s gospel, this story was told specifically to the disciples, and we noticed that it was told to them as a group, not singling out or addressing any one individual.
Apparently, Jesus didn’t tell this parable to teach something about individual stewardship.  At other times, Jesus did talk about that, about faithfully using your own gifts, those God-gifts which have been entrusted to you personally.  But, though some interpret this parable that way, Jesus isn’t addressing something which any one disciple can take and hold and care for individually.  This time it has to do with group stewardship, something that’s been entrusted to disciple togetherness, that discipleship togetherness we call “church.”  There’s something that’s been entrusted to us together, as Madison Square Presbyterian Church.
Is it this building, this property at 319 Camden?  Well, sort of, in that the building does provide that sacred space we need, where we can learn about what’s been entrusted to us.  But what’s been entrusted is way, way bigger than any church building.  And, apparently, what’s been entrusted to the togetherness of disciples is something that was urgently important to Jesus.  You can feel the urgency, the tension as Jesus tells this parable.  You can feel the huge importance of what’s being entrusted, such that poor stewardship of it will result in the darkest and most dire of consequences.  You can sense the tense urgency which led Jesus to tell this story.  Why that urgency?

Well, remember, this parable was told as Jesus was walking to Jerusalem for the last time.  The end of his earthly life was near, and he knew it.  Hence, this urgency to sort of tie up the loose ends, as it were, this urgency to make sure that his death would not render his mission equally dead.  See, this very, very important something which Jesus was entrusting to his disciples, it was his own mission to proclaim the Good News.
The Good News that God is love, the Good News that God’s love heals, brings hope, creates new life - oh so many people in this room know how important that Good News proclamation is, how very, very important it is to know that God loves you and is at work in your own life.  That message is what’s been entrusted to us disciples, and good stewardship of that message absolutely does not mean burying it, as if it were something to be tightly guarded, tightly controlled, kept safe, perhaps within the walls of set-in-concrete institutionalized stuff, to make sure that it is today exactly what it was yesterday, safely unchanged, everything exactly as it was when the “owner” of the Good News left this earth.  No indeed!  The very Spirit of Jesus Christ is ever stretching that Good News wider, higher, deeper, not leaving it exactly as it was 2000 years ago.
And so, for Madison Square Presbyterian Church members to be good stewards of the Good News, we have to be willing to stretch ourselves to move on with the Spirit.  Trouble is, that stretching includes use of that old green stuff called “money.”

You knew I’d get around to it, didn’t you?  It’s stewardship season, pledge card time, time to talk about using our time and talents to serve God’s people, but also, time to talk about money.  Well, of course we have to talk about money; we may not be of this world, but we are in it, and spreading the Good News requires financial resources just like anything else.  Thing is, there’s a lot of fear attached to money this year, and fear surely could mess with this church’s ability to be good stewards of the ministry that’s been entrusted to us.
Fear is such an enemy of faith.  That third servant did what he did because he was afraid; in fear, he buried what had been entrusted to him.  And, in fear, we could do much the same.  In fear we could become as if “disciples” of the world’s economy and its bad news.  We could let ourselves be coerced by these shaky financial times, could let fear send us scrambling for safety, could let fear push us into burying what’s been entrusted to us, could let fear push us into the safety of the maintenance mode, to seek nothing but to maintain status quo, fear causing us to close in, stop stretching, cut the budget.
But oh the darkness of that closing in, the weeping and gnashing of teeth, should Madison Square’s Good News voice out in the world be reduced to a whisper, should we reduce our ministry to maintenance mode, to safeguard what is, too afraid to stretch toward what could be.  Oh, the darkness…  But remember the light that shines to overcome all darkness.  Remember, that light is still shining.  We can trust the One who trusts us so much, who has entrusted something so important to our care.

This year I am writing thank you notes to everyone who pledges, and it’s such a joy.  I don’t know the dollar amount of anyone’s pledge; I don’t want or need to know that.  But it’s so heartwarming to be part of this church family’s faithfulness, your willingness to take that risk even in financially risky times, your willingness to commit yourselves to more Good News ministry next year, your willingness to stretch as Good News stewards.  However, not everybody has pledged yet.  Almost everybody is continuing to give, and you’re giving generously.  But not that many have signed a pledge card yet, and I wonder why that is.
Maybe some are where I was about forty years ago.  I really didn’t understand what that pledge card was all about, didn’t understand the difference between giving and pledging, till a couple of elders came to our house and explained.  Then I got it, that pledges enable the church to anticipate its income and budget accordingly.  It’s sort of like what you do at home; imagine the difficulty, deciding what you could afford if you didn’t know what your income was.

So I guess some members of Madison Square just might not have realized how helpful it is to the whole church when pledge cards are filled out.  But I suspect there may be other reasons for the lack of pledging, too.
Maybe, for example, some folks think that Madison Square has this huge endowment, which makes pledging unnecessary.  Well, let me assure you that that isn’t true.  We do have an endowment, thanks to the generous bequests of some faithful members who left money to us when they died.  But the amount of our endowment is not huge.  Were you not pledging generously, our endowment could get used up in a heartbeat, just maintaining this building, a beautiful building indeed, but a building with all the aches and pains of old age.

And another possible reason why some don’t fill out pledge cards:  maybe it has to do with the dreaded “C” word, “commitment”.  You know, a lot of us have been told since we were knee-high to a grasshopper:  Don’t make a promise you can’t keep.  But listen:  your pledge will be kept.  Even if something crashes in your life and you can’t fulfill the promise you made – I’ve seen it happen here at Madison Square, like a miracle – God honors the promise-maker’s faithfulness by sending an “angel” to complete the pledge on behalf of the promise-maker.
So, don’t be afraid to make that commitment.  In fact, do it joyfully, knowing that you’re going to feel something wonderful spiritually.  Now, I’m not saying that you should give in order to get back spiritual nurture.  I’m just saying that you can expect that to happen.

Friends, the Good News of God’s love which heals and brings hope and creates new life, that Good News message has been entrusted to us.  God has trusted us that much.  Let’s trust God right back, as good stewards, as good and faithful servants of Jesus Christ.
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