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Doesn’t the punishment of that third servant seem way over the top?  I mean, what he did, does it seem to you that odious, hideous enough for dire punishment?  Now, if through carelessness he’d lost the treasure or allowed someone to steal it…but he hadn’t been careless.  To the contrary, he’d been cautious, carefully conservative, burying the treasure to make sure it would be there when the master returned.  And, it was there.  So, okay, he hadn’t increased the amount of the treasure like the other two servants had.  But neither had the treasure decreased.  It was exactly what had been entrusted to him.  Shouldn’t he get some points for that, for maintaining it, and for not allowing anyone to steal a penny of it?  Ah, but you see, this man himself was guilty of theft, and he was guilty of betrayal.

As the story goes, the master chose these servants carefully, servants he knew had the ability to expand his financial holdings.  When he placed his treasure in their hands, he was trusting them to use their ability.  The third servant betrayed that trust.  And, in betraying that trust, by not using his ability, the man was guilty of theft.  He stole the potential of the treasure, its potential growth during the master’s absence.  And the master was very, very displeased.

So, what are we to make of this parable?  It’s a teaching story, as all parables are, but what is the lesson?  Well, obviously it’s about using one’s own God-given abilities, with a strong warning that we must use them and must use them well, or suffer the consequences.  Is it that, by not using our gifts rightly and well, we display a lack of gratitude to the One who gave us the gifts?  Is it that, by not using our gifts, we betray the trust of the One who gave us our gifts and trusts us to use them rightly and well?


The answer to both of those questions is Yes, and so, many a Sunday School lesson and many a sermon stops right there, the message being, “Exercise good stewardship of your gifts and abilities.  Don’t hide them, don’t bury them, for doing that you dishonor the Giver.  Use your gifts gladly, gratefully praising God.  Be worthy of the trust God has in you.  Remember, your gifts and abilities are the treasure entrusted to you, so be a good steward of them.”


I’ll bet you’ve all heard that lesson taught, that sermon preached.  There’s only one thing wrong with that lesson and that sermon.  Trouble is, it’s a huge wrong.  Your gifts and abilities:  they are not the treasure which has been entrusted to you.


Go back to the parable.  The abilities of the servants, are they the treasure which the master has entrusted to them?

No; their abilities are one thing, the treasure itself is something else.  But make no mistake:  their abilities were very important; our abilities are very important; their good and trustworthy use of their abilities was very important; our good and trustworthy use of our abilities is very important.  But the focus in this parable is not on your abilities, not on developing your own potential, on recognizing your own God-given gifts and bringing them forth to bloom.  Yes, of course, we are to do that, but the focus is on the master’s treasure.  We are to recognize our abilities and use them rightly and well as stewards of that treasure, that amazing treasure which doesn’t belong to us, which we don’t own, but which has been entrusted to us.
See, you and I are the chosen servants, chosen because we have the ability to do what needs to be done.  It’s true:  we’re all gifted and talented.  Oh, I know, some folks don’t recognize their gifts, other folks recognize but discount their gifts, don’t see them as important, because their gifts aren’t as glittery and glamorous as someone else’s.  And there are some very very gifted folks who use their gifts in ways which cause harm.  The gift of persuasive speech, for example, can be used in the cause of love or in the cause of hate, to express reconciliation and forgiveness, or to inflect retribution.  But all of us are gifted and talented.

We don’t all have the same gifts, and some have a bucketful of talents, while others of us have just a few.  But we’re all gifted and talented.  And the lesson of this parable, it’s about using our own gifts and talents rightly and well, as good and trustworthy stewards of the treasure.  But what is the treasure?
Well, in the parable, the treasure is monetary.  A talent was a weight, a big weight, of something with great monetary value – copper, silver, gold.  So, I guess there could be a sermon here about good stewardship of our money, and good stewardship of our money, well, good Christian folk know that it includes giving to your church.  You’ve all heard that sermon, too, I imagine.  Trouble is, the treasure that’s been entrusted to us can’t be our money.  It can’t be because, according to the parable, the treasure is something that doesn’t belong to us.  Our money does belong to us; we earned it; we own it; we decide what to do with it according to our own priorities and perspectives.  Oh, sure, worldwide economic distress, family crises, the Internal Revenue Service – there are plenty of externals which effect our decisions about our money.  Nonetheless, money is something we can claim ownership of, while the treasure that’s been entrusted to us is not ours to own.  But great trust has been placed in us, that we will use our abilities as good and faithful stewards of it.
And when you know what that treasure is, then you understand why the owner of the treasure reacts to poor stewardship with such outrage, and with such angst.  And, when you know what that treasure is, you understand that it’s not just the poor steward who suffers dire consequences, but that the whole world suffers the consequences, too.  This treasure, you see, it’s what makes life in God’s garden good; it’s what makes life beautiful in the garden of God who is Love.  Good stewardship of this treasure grows the treasure, cultivates it to grow and blossom and spread out, so that the garden becomes more and more beautiful, and life in Love’s garden becomes more joyful and so much more peaceful.  And this treasure, and the growing of it, has been entrusted to you the church, to each member and to all of us together.
To be good stewards growing the treasure, this is the reason for everything we do as church.  This is why we give to the church.  This is why we give money to the church, not just to pay the utility bills, but because we the church are the servants chosen to be stewards of the treasure.  This is why we give the years, months, days, hours, minutes, seconds, why we give some of our precious time in the church’s ministry, not just because it’s our Christian duty, but because we’re the servants entrusted with stewardship of the treasure.
And this is why we discern and use our abilities and talents in church programs and projects; this is why some teach, some sing in the choir, some chair committees, some go on mission trips, some lead stewardship campaigns and on and on; this is why we church members try to use our gifts as well and as rightly as we can – it’s all because we are the servants chosen by the One who knows we have those abilities and trusts us to use them, as good and faithful stewards of this amazing treasure, which can be grown to make life in Love’s garden so good, so beautiful.
The outrage, the angst of One who owns the treasure, when someone is a poor steward:  it’s understandable when you know what the treasure is and what it can do, when placed in trustworthy hands.  This amazing treasure that’s been entrusted to our hands and hearts and voices:  friends, you know what it is.  It’s the word, the word of God’s grace, the Good News of Jesus Christ.
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