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I.

As some of you may have noticed, I wasn’t with you here at St. Andrew’s last Sunday.  I was in Denver, at a meeting of young adults engaged in ecumenical work both in the US and around the world.  The 50 of us represented about ten different ecumenical organizations, and it was the first time that we’d all gathered in a room together to try and see the larger picture of how God was calling us to share our skills, resources, and talents with each other and with the world.

I was on the organizing team for the event, and I was assigned to do worship planning as my task.  For our morning service on Monday, we assembled twelve different contemplative stations for individual worshippers to engage with over the course of a half hour.  Each station had a passage of scripture, some colorful objects to stimulate meditation, and a simple activity to complete.  Since I helped create the stations, I wasn’t expecting this particular service to be all that inspiring.  But when I got to the last station, I found myself quite moved.  After reflecting on a passage of scripture about the Body of Christ, the activity was to take a post-it note, write on it was we thought was the particular talent or gift that we brought to the Body of Christ, and then attach the post-it to a life-size traced image of a body – choosing whatever body part we thought most needed our talent.  What was so moving about my encounter with that station was that, since I was the last person to go through that station, when I looked up at the traced image of the body it was just overflowing with people having offered their talents, at least symbolically, to the wider Body of Christ.  Though we, as a movement, face many challenges in working ecumenically all over the world, this was a good reminder that the resources and talents we needed to collectively overcome these challenges were already present among us.

II.

Maybe that’s why, on the plane ride home when I first looked today’s Gospel passage the image that stuck with me was the phrase “I was afraid, so I hid your talent.”  “I was afraid, so I hid your talent.”  It’s what the third slave says to the master when he has only the one talent to give back upon the master’s return.   And I think it stuck with me because like the third slave, when I get tempted to hide my talents, its usually has to do with fear.  Now the slave’s fear was that whatever abundance his talent created would be taken away from him.  My own fear about letting my talents work is a little different.  I tend to be afraid that a skill or ability I thought was one of my talents will, when put to the test, turn out to be a weakness.  

When we risk putting our talents to work, there is always the possibility of having to face the consequences of failure.  There is, of course, the potential for embarrassment in front of others – having no talents left while everyone around us has turned their two talents into four, or their five talents into ten.  And there is the even more terrifying possibility of having to admit not just to incompetence, but to self-delusion, as well.  What on earth made me think I could possibly have pulled that off?  How silly!  As those of us who have had those thoughts before know, admitting self-delusion – though a profoundly human experience – never feels good.  And so the consequences of failing, especially in any visible kind of way, often make us afraid of taking real risks with our talents.

You and I all know that, contrary to the famous line from the movie Apollo 13, when we make a bold move or take a risk, failure IS an option.  But one of the wonderful gifts that Jesus’ life and death and resurrection offer to each of us is the promise that failure is survivable.  Sometimes the risks we take don’t work out in the way we hoped, but there is always new life available, even on the other side of the worst failures imaginable.  What our faith reminds us, and what this parable emphasizes is that when it comes to our talents, using them and failing is not nearly so bad as failing to use them.  Now this is a pretty counter-cultural message.  There are so many ways that the society in which we live demands productivity and success from us, that I think it is worth reflecting for a minute on why, when it comes to our talents, God places more value on risk than on return.

III.

Consider again the phrase “I hid your talent”.  Out of context, it sounds kind of funny.  How could I hide someone else’s talent?  In Matthew’s world, it makes sense because in his day the Greek word for talent meant a sum of money, which a person could entrust to another, the way an investor entrusts a sum of money to a broker.  But to our ears, which hear the word talent in its modern meaning, it sounds kind of funny to think that one person could hide a skill or ability that belongs to someone else.  We think of talents as being the property of the person in whom they reside.  If Amelia is a wonderful ballet dancer, or if John is an empathetic listener, we say that dancing or listening is their talent or their gift.

But this parable encourages us to think about whom our talents belong to in a broader way – because it turns out that the two meanings of the word talent are related.  The modern sense of the English word talent, meaning a skill or quality, actually developed in the late middle ages as a figurative use of the way Matthew used the Greek word for talent in his allegory.  And the connection between the two meanings had to do with the idea that both kinds of talents are “divinely entrusted” to those who possess them.  Whether it’s an ability or skill or a kind of money, a talent is something that we hold in trust for someone else.  And as Christians we believe that we hold our talents (of both kinds) in trust for God – not just for our benefit, but to serve God’s mission of reconciliation and justice here on earth.

Rooted in the etymology of the word “talent” is the idea that the particular skills and qualities that make each of us the unique people that we are, fundamentally do not belong only to us.  They belong in part to God, who entrusted them to us.  And they also belong in part to the wider Body of Christ, the community of God’s people for whose benefit our talents were entrusted to us in the first place.  This shared ownership of our talents, between us, God, and the Body of Christ, suggests that the decision of whether and how to use our talents in the world should also be shared.  Each of the three co-owners has a say in deciding how our talents should be used.  Since we believe in human freewill, when it comes to our individual talents, each of us holds the controlling interest in deciding how to use them.  But the more we ignore, or even reject, the interests of God and of the Body of Christ in how we use our talents, the more strained those relationships become.  Allowing these relationships to be strained has consequences – both for us in our sense of alienation from God and from each other, and, perhaps more importantly for those who wait for the creative use of our talents to serve God’s mission in the world.  

IV.

One spiritual practice that the church has developed over time to avoid this kind of alienation is called ministry discernment.  The talents God has given to each of us, invite us into particular ministries.  Ministry discernment is a process of coming to name the talents you have to offer, and matching those talents with a particular place of need in the Body of Christ. But here’s the thing about ministry discernment – you can’t do it alone.  You need community.  You have to let your brothers and sisters in Christ explore with you where your talents intersect with God’s mission in the world.  Occasionally discernment can be a formal process, such as for those who are exploring whether their talents are an invitation to ordained ministry in Christ’s Body.  But ministry discernment is more often informal – something we do for each other in our Christian community, over coffee at coffee hour or while cleaning up a classroom after church school.   Part of being church for each other means lifting up the God-given talents we see in each other.  And another part of being church for each other is reflecting to the community the places in our world where we believe God mission of justice and reconciliation needs to be served.  In this way, every congregation is, at its core, a community of ministry discernment – helping all of its members connect their unique talents to particular places where ministry is needed in the Body of Christ.  

Making this connect between talent and need is what was so powerful for me about that prayer station at my conference in Denver last week.  And while I don’t have a post-it note for each of you to write on, I’d like us to close with a moment of reflective silence.  In that time, I ask you to think about what talents your sisters and brothers in Christ have, over the years, reflected to you as a unique quality or ability that they value in you.  Try to name it in a couple of words if you can. (pause).

And now imagine the Body of Christ in front of you – in all its many, many ministries, in all its kitchens and shelters, all its liturgies and celebrations, all its committees and councils, all its schools and parishes, all its advocacy work and charitable efforts, all its suffering and all its joy.  What part of that body is calling out for your particular talent?  What part of the body is reaching out to touch your talent, and to connect with the unique person that God has made you to be?    AMEN.

