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Courage

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, our strength and our Redeemer, Amen.

One of the themes of my Remembrance Sunday sermon last week was courage: in particular, the courage to think differently about Remembrance and expand our understanding of it. The lectionary compilers this week continue with a similar theme. Both our epistle reading from 1 Thessalonians and our gospel reading from Matthew have the theme of courage at their heart.

In the case of his first letter to the Thessalonians, Paul is urging his hearers to remain steadfast in the faith. Be prepared for the challenges that lie ahead he says; you truly understand the world for, after all, you are children of the light. So, don’t become complacent but have the courage to stick to the demands of your faith. And encourage one another; build up each other as indeed you are doing. Plenty of examples of that happening since COVID arrived in the Spring.
But it is to our gospel reading – the parable of the talents - that I wish to turn and focus upon this morning, for the interpretation of this parable is widely disputed.

In the translation that we have heard this morning, our reading begins “Jesus said to his disciples, ‘the kingdom of heaven is as if a man, going on a journey’”…

However, if you turn to the original Greek, most of those words are missing. The very first words of the parable are literally these “as for a man going from home called his own slaves and delivered to them his goods and to one he gave five talents…and so the parable continues.

The words the translators have inserted are designed to connect this parable with the immediately preceding parable in Matthew, which – if it hadn’t been Remembrance Sunday – would have been the wise and foolish bridesmaids. 

The effect of this is to suggest that the parable of the talents is a description of the Kingdom of Heaven, and it is this connection that has given rise to the parable’s traditional interpretation. That is, that the parable of the talents is designed as an encouragement to us to use faithfully the gifts with which we have been born, whilst we wait for the parousia – the return of Jesus in glory. 

The Master portrayed in the story is therefore understood as God and to each of us has been entrusted different gifts in accordance to our abilities. (The talents in the story refer to an actual sum of money.) Those who use their gifts wisely will be richly rewarded and those who don’t have been warned of the potential consequences.

As moral codes go this interpretation has its merits. We should, of course, use the gifts we have been given to the full and for God’s glory. 

But there are three aspects of this story that contradict directly my understanding and experience of Jesus and God. And so for me the Master in this story cannot be our Lord and Saviour.

First, the suggestion that Jesus condones teaching in which the rich get richer is in direct contradiction to so much of the rest of his teaching in which he challenges the rich and demands economic justice.

Secondly, the Master is described as leaving his servants to go on a long journey abroad. Yet the gospels teach us very clearly that God in Jesus is always with us. We are never abandoned by God.

Thirdly, if the Master represents God, then I cannot believe in the kind of God depicted in this parable. Think about what we have heard read for a moment. Do you seriously believe in a God that is “a hard man, who reaps where he does not sow and gathers where he does not scatter”? Do you believe in a God that generates so much fear that our response is to shy away from using our abilities like the servant who hid his talent in the ground? Do you believe in a God that gets angry, that punishes us and casts us out into the darkness where this is nothing but wailing and the gnashing of teeth? That is a medieval description more akin to doom paintings of heaven and hell than of the God that I believe in.

An increasing number of scholars believe the parable of the talents is not a description of the Kingdom of God but an example of Jesus’ description of discipleship in the face of economic injustice. From this perspective, the parable is not an analogy but a straightforward description that sits alongside Jesus’ other teachings about the right use of money and against the exploitation of people. In this interpretation the Master is not God but simply a businessman who expects his servants to replicate his own level of exploitation in his absence.

So, the first two servants who take the master’s wealth and manage to replicate it – and it’s interesting to note that the master doesn’t care how the money was made – are rewarded richly and invited to live in accordance with their master’s ethics.

And then we have the third servant who sees through the injustice of the master, recognises him for what he is, and refuses to play ball. Instead of participating in whatever the latest scam or pyramid selling project was going around 1st century Palestine at the time, the third servant says ‘no’ I will not reduce myself to his level, I have integrity and I will protect my good name. And for that, the third servant is scolded and rejected and thrown away by the master as worthless.

Standing up to bullies like this master takes real courage.

Interpreted in this way, I believe the parable of the talents is a parable for our age. There has never been such an escalation in the gap between rich and poor in this country as in this current COVID recession. The richest 1% of the population in Britain share wealth equal to the poorest 60%. It is scandalous and it need not happen.

These issues matter for all sorts of reasons. 

It matters because we are all made in the image of God and the poorest person on earth is of equal value to God as the richest. And what is right for God must be right for us too.

It also matters because Jesus talked endlessly about money and economic injustice. Hence his care for widows, his attacks on tax collectors, his tough advice to the rich man, or the story about the rich man and Lazarus and many, many more examples. The treatment of the poor by the rich mattered to Jesus and so it must matter to us too.

But there is also a third reason and this is a reason that is particularly apposite in the shadow of Remembrance Sunday. 

Economic injustice is a concern for Christians because the seeds of war are so often in economic injustice and exploitation. 

We know this through the simplest analysis of history or even simple observation of where rich countries choose to fight their wars and where they don’t. 

If we truly want to bring an end to war, we must strive for an end to poverty and that means the rich living simply so that all may simply live. 

As Jesus said: I have come so that all may have life in all its abundance. 

We cannot aspire to that without committing ourselves to ending the root causes of war. And that is going to take courage. Amen.
