Money, Money, Money
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I don’t know if the people who put together the lectionary chose the Matthew parable on purpose for this week.  Maybe they did, because in many churches in North America and Europe, this week or next will be Stewardship Sunday, the time of the church season that congregations plan for budgets and finances.  The last time the lectionary gave us this text—the famous Parable of the Talents—was three years ago, because the lectionary is a three-year cycle.  At that time as the Recession was beginning in 2008, the markets were crashing, and it looked like the guy who buried his money was the smart one!  Sometimes God is just sneaky like that.

During his ministry, Jesus talked more about money than any other single topic.  He talked about paying taxes to Caesar; he challenged a rich man to sell all he had and follow; he said that it would be easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God, and just before telling this parable, Jesus turned over the tables of the money changers in the Temple in Jerusalem, in the last week before he was crucified.  It seems that money was a problem for the first century, just as it is ours.  
There are three traditionally challenging areas of the Christian life—money, sex, and power—and the earliest Christians were known for their radical approach to all three.  Some early Christians lived communally—“Held all things in common”—as it says in the book of Acts.  In contrast to the easy sex lives of the culture around them, most early Christians were known for either their monogamy or chastity.  And finally, early Christian communities were known for their eschewing of power, so much so that it became a virtue of leaders in the church to protest their elections or appointments to positions of power, even when they started desiring it.  In the course of Christian history when monastic communities came into being, their vows—of poverty, chastity, and obedience—were meant to address those life challenges, “Money” being the first.

When I was ordained by the Presbytery of Shenandoah, I had to stand before the presbytery for an open question and answer session.  (They give you some of the questions ahead of time, just in case there are no questions from the floor.)  One of the questions I was asked was: what do you think is the biggest challenge to the Presbyterian Church USA today?  I’m sure that someone was expecting me to say “sex” but I didn’t.  I said, “Money, our wealth, as individuals and as a denomination.”  We are a wealthy people, and this presents us with a peculiar kind of spiritual challenge, so it’s no wonder that we cringe at the parables that Jesus told about money, even this parable, the well-known parable of the talents, which also appears in Luke. [Sue Cappozzi said this morning that this parable is still perplexing to her.]
A talent, in the story that Jesus tells, is not a gift or skill a person possesses, but a really, really big sum of money.  In a strange way, the word “talent” has come into the English language because of this story, another way in which the KJV has worked its way into our culture without us being aware of it.  We now use the word “talent” to mean a gift or skill that a person possesses, because our ancestors in faith knew this story well and heard many sermons about it as a metaphor for faith.  Many of those sermons went something like this: God has entrusted everyone with gifts and ‘talents’ beyond measure, some more some less, but everyone has something significant to work with and a trust to be kept.  So go out there and do it!  I bet that most of you here have heard a sermon like that on this text.  If you grew up in the church as I did, you heard any number of teachings like this, most of which were exhortations for you and I to use our “God-given talents” to the best of our abilities and achieve, achieve, achieve!  Isn’t that the Protestant ethic, after all?  If you haven’t heard the story this way, then perhaps you’re fortunate.  Maybe you can help the rest of us to listen to Jesus without these modern filters that get in our way.

What would happen if we heard this story as Jesus first told it?  What if we listened for the original meaning of the word “talent:” a really, really large sum of money?  What does the story mean then?
I have sometimes thought that for many congregations the big problem is not a budget shortfall.  Most congregations can deal with shortages.  We know how to pinch pennies.  We can always reduce mission giving or tell the staff, "Sorry, no raise this year, but you understand."  The real problem for most congregations would be if someone unexpectedly dropped a million bucks in their laps!  That would be a crisis!  Every once in a while something like this does happen to a church, and then they tend to either 1) fight over the money or 2) squirrel it away in some untouchable account, like the guy who buried it.  Sometimes they do both, bury it and fight about it. 
However, before we can hear this parable as Jesus told it, we have to have one more shift in our understanding.  To hear this parable as Jesus told it in the first century we should be aware that in Jesus’ day the Temple in Jerusalem was equivalent to the national bank.  The Temple was where all the records were kept related to the lines of credit and debts of everyone in Jewish communities around the world.  It was the basis of their financial system.  Money changing was just a small part of the Temple’s functions.  From time to time when Jews revolted and took back their country from the occupying empires, the first thing they did was re-occupy, not Wall Street, but the Temple and burn all the credit records.  The Temple was supposed to be the place where Yahweh was worshiped, sins were forgiven, the Covenant was maintained.  But it also became the place where the ruling elites, the Sadducees in Jesus’ day, in cooperation with the occupying empire, the Romans in Jesus’ day, kept in place a system of economic oppression where the poor were kept poor and the rich were kept rich.  No wonder the common people loved Jesus, who was saying and doing things that called into question the system of domination by the Romans; the Temple was right in the middle of it.
It really is true that our collective economic well-being is tied up with our collective spiritual well-being, and neglect of one is neglect of the other.  When Jesus invoked the image of the Master, leaving his fortune in charge of slaves, his first century hearers would immediately know that he was speaking about the Temple in Jerusalem.  And today, it really would be the height of audacity to think that Jesus wasn’t talking about our money—no, about God’s money.  For everything that we think we own, we do not.  Everything, including life itself, is a trust from God, and God will demand an accounting.  A survey was taken recently of people who are over 95.  The people were asked one question.  It was an open ended question they could answer any way they wished.  The question was: If you could live your life over again, what would you do differently?

Among all the different answers, these three answers came back most frequently:

1. If I could live my life over again, I would reflect more.

2. I would risk more.

3. I would do more things that would live on after I'm dead.
Every new step in living for God is a risk.  It takes courage to exercise good stewardship.  Notice that the most telling difference between the first two slaves and the last was his fear.  The money entrusted to the slaves—a really, really big amount of money—was an amazing, reckless, unearned, unheard-of amount, something that showed how far the master was willing to go in trusting the slaves.  The first two responded with daring and trust of their own, courageously doubling the gift.  The worthless slave didn’t understand what he'd been given.  He didn’t get it, and he hid away in fear.
So here’s the question for us as a church: When we are called to account for Church of the Covenant, the question will not be how well did we preserve the balance sheet or the church building, or even how well we maintained our status as “good citizens” of North Arlington, but whether we followed God’s daring in entrusting all of this to us.  Have we used these tools for the purpose for which they’d been given?  Have we shared the gift of Jesus with our neighbors? 
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