(Sound of EAS warning)  When we hear that sound, we know immediately either there is something wrong, or it is a test. Sort of like when you were, or are, in the classroom and the teacher says, “Okay, class, close all your books and put them away and take out a clean piece of paper.  We know immediately…this is going to be a test!
When Jesus started a story and then said the words, “Then the master went away…” his hearers knew immediately, this was going to be a test.
I can’t help but think it is sort of ironic right now in our country and in our world, to have a parable based on financial and investment risk!  Earlier this week when Roe asked what text I was preaching on…and I told  him the story, his first response was that today, the first two stewards would be lucky to have 60% of the master’s money to give back to him and the one-talent steward would be the hero.  He’d at least have it all left!

And – seriously – the hearers of the parable in Jesus’ day would actually have sympathized with the 3rd steward as well. Burying money was the only safe place for it…it was the responsible thing to do.  If you buried money you were deemed not responsible for it any more…and people found buried treasure a lot!  So, the ending – where the one-talent steward is called wicked and lazy was a complete surprise.  In fact, when Luke told this story and the master takes the one talent and gives it to the one with ten…his audience objects!  
We hear that line, “29For to all those who have, more will be given… but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.” And we object!  We immediately think he is talking about money!
So - this is a test.  But is it about money?  Or is it something else?  If you chose “something else,” go on to the next question: what, then?!  What is it that we are supposed to risk and invest and not bury or even keep safe?
Jesus was talking to his disciples, not to bean-counting Pharisees.  And as Jesus often does…he uses hyperbole – he makes his example so big, so magnanimous, that it is too big to be true.  A talent was first a measure of weight, and then a measure of silver – a huge measure of silver – 74 pounds of silver – worth 6000 denarii.  If one denarius was equal to an average days’ wage, then 6000 was equal to 20 years wages!  And five talents would be more than you could earn in 2 or three lifetimes.  This was an over-the-top amount of money.

Bottom line?  He gave even the one-talent steward a very generous opportunity.  And then the master went away.  This is a test.
Jesus the master is telling his friends he is going away.  Jesus finishes this parable, there’s one more before he says to his disciples, “In two days the Son of Man will be handed over to his enemies and nailed to a cross.”  The master is going away.  
Jesus is going away, and while he is gone his stewards, his disciples, are going to be in charge of a lavish, generous, too big to contemplate opportunity and responsibility.  This good news of the grace of the Father and the salvation of the Son and the power of the Spirit – this trust larger than lifetimes of earnings – is going to be given to them, is given to us now – and there’s going to be a test!
We can’t miss the generosity, the graciousness of the master…giving in abundance…but there’s also grace in how he gives.  To each according to his ability!  Whew!  That means we don’t have to measure ourselves against what someone else seems to be doing better or more of.  It’s not going to be a test graded on the curve.

From this parable is where we have gotten our modern understanding of ‘talent’ as something other than money.  We talk about stewardship as how we use and how we share our time and our talents as well as how we use our money.  For some it’s easier to just give money…it’s riskier for them to invest some time in growing the kingdom.  Many would rather write a check than actually go on a mission trip or teach Confirmation to a group of teenagers, or go to the prison and worship with the inmates.  That’s risky, even scary for some.  For others, those things are quite easy to do, enjoyed and anticipated even, but pledging10% of their income to the church next year?  That’s way too scary.  That’s too risky!
Think again about that third steward.  The one Jesus called wicked and lazy.  Exactly what was his sin?  What did he refuse to do? Take a risk.  Not trust the master.  He played it safe, and he flunked the test.  He failed out of fear.  And, did you hear his defense?  First he called the master harsh, grasping, reaping where he did not sow.  (Time out)  Is there anything in this story to back that up?  No!  The other stewards who knew the master well set out immediately to take risks with what he had given them. They knew him well, had watched him and they did like they had seen him do!  In fact, they risked it all and weren’t afraid of the consequences!
Which brings us back to the test.  Because one thing we cannot miss in today’s parable is that there is going to be a test.  And grace notwithstanding, we are going to stand before the master and answer for how we used the gifts he gave to each of us.  What this parable says is that risking is better than being cautious, taking a chance on improvement is better than preserving the status quo, giving is better than holding onto.  Jesus is clearly saying there’s going to be a test.  We will be judged before God, and the test will be whether we loved and trusted him enough to take risks for the growth of his kingdom, or whether we were fearful and into self-preservation.
I hear in this parable that God wants to see action!  He wants boldness!  There’s a Will Rogers quote that Fr. Odo, a Catholic priest friend of mine in Brookings, gave me on a little wall plaque.  It had a picture of a little train car sitting alone on the track, and below it, it said, “Even if you’re on the right track, you’ll get run over if you just sit there.” 
Jesus, in one of the very last things he tells his faithful friends and followers is don’t sit on this!  Get out there!  Make time, take time, spend time, spend money to spread the good news!  Grow my investment in you – my enormous investment – my very life – invested in you for the sake of all people!


The really good news is that we are not supposed to fear the test!  It didn’t matter to God whether a steward had gained 4 or 10 talents.  It even seems like, reading this parable, he let them keep what they had gained – or we might say he let them continue what they were doing…and then he gave them even more opportunities to please him.  What mattered was that they used what they were given…got busy and invested it for him.
And their reward? The reward was being invited into the joy of the master.  The reward is experiencing the joy of serving and giving right here and now.  The parable says to me that God cares very much how we live.  

It’s like the real EAS warning.  The one that’s not a test - where a voice comes on telling us just where the danger is and what to do to avoid it.  God wants us to take risks with him, to find joy with him, to not be afraid!  And…with God…that test…it’s an open book test.  And if that isn’t easy enough, he gives us his Spirit to whisper the answers!  

One parting test question.  Maybe it’s more like a take-home essay question. What if the test isn’t just for individual Christians?  What if the stewards are not only us as individuals, but us as a church…this church?  Are we playing it safe, or are we as a church open to taking risks with trust rather than with fear?  Surely Peace would be one of the first two stewards.  Our history has been filled with times of stepping out in faith not fear – building projects, Heartland Ephthatha, helping to start Rejoice!  In fact, surely Peace would be the first steward…the one entrusted with the five talents…with really big opportunities!  

Look at us!  Look what we have done and are doing with what we have been given.  And yet…look at us!  We are maxed out for space, for time, for budget!  I’ve seen the list for our next new member class.  There are 45 names on it!  If we were turning in our test today, I’m thinking God would smile and say, “Well done, good and faithful servants!”  

And yet, in our parable, no sooner had the five-talent servant turned in his ten, and he heard the “Well done, good and faithful servant”…”come into the joy of my kingdom”…than the master gave him one more. Gave him more to do!  Those who are doing a good job will be given more to do.  Our test goes on.  
For us, the master has not returned.  We still have time – time to share in the joy of God’s work in this place, to take risks and to invest what we have been given.  
Final test…final question:  What are you doing with the generous gift of the gospel while the master’s away?
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