Did you catch those last phrases of the gospel reading?
I thought that last week’s reading was harsh enough… do you remember the story?

It was about the young women… half were not wise and didn’t provide themselves sufficient stock of oil… as a consequence they are locked out of the banquet and excluded from entry.

This week, we hear of a guy whose main fault seems to be lack of a brave heart willing to take risk… or maybe laziness… or whatever.

But, does his action or lack of action deserve the judgment cast on him?

We heard a moment ago at the conclusion of the reading… “As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth…”
THIS is the gospel of the Lord, Thanks be to God.

Today is the last regular Sunday of the year; next week concludes the church year with a “Christ the King” celebration.
By the way, I think you will find next Sunday’s service to be interesting, informational, unique and a great way to conclude the church year.

The liturgy will take us through the whole church year in about 30 minutes, with a short focus on each of the six primary seasons: Advent, Christmas, Epiphany, Lent, Easter, and finally Pentecost.

Back to today… the next-to-the-final Sunday before beginning a new year…
We hear in the gospel parables of today and last week a demanding admonishment to be ever watchful and intentional… with dire consequences for those who let go of such vigilance.

It is like the organizers of the 3-year lectionary (providing our series of weekly worship readings) are compelled to use the most edgy, discomforting, attention-getting readings in the last weeks… like, there isn’t much time… we’d better hit folks over the head… hard.
What better way, it seems, to get people’s attention than to strike the very fear of God into their awareness… or at least fear itself.

But, I wonder if to do so might cause us to miss the greater sense and power of what the text offers.

Too often, we (and I know this to be true of me)… we are too quick to draw our attention to the parts of a story that exhibit weaknesses,  failures, lacking, and hopelessness of the future.

But, I’ve seen this happen all too often within individuals and groups… including congregations… the focus is on what we CAN’T do, on the problems, on how we are unable to respond to the challenges of life and faith in the gospel in our time and place.

In so doing, we miss other things… we lose track of our strengths, resources, options, and possibilities toward the future.

We lose track of who we are… of who we are yet to be.

I don’t think this parable of Jesus is at its best when approached as a teaching about using good, effective financial practices… although the story uses investment and profit as a base concept.
I don’t think this parable of Jesus is primarily about justifying capitalistic practices and priorities… or implying that winner-gets-all… or that the rich will get richer and poor will get poorer.
It isn’t about making shrewd calculation in business affairs.

I’ve been studying a book by Edwin Friedman for a while.

The main thrust of the book is to promote ways of thinking and functioning that defy the safety-seeking, sure-fire, quick-fix styles of thinking that have become increasingly prevalent in our society and world in the past couple decades.
He states a primary premise… “the climate of contemporary America has become so chronically anxious that our society has gone into an emotional regression that is toxic to well-defined leadership.”
This current environment “compulsively searches for safety and certainty”… when a spirit of renaissance and adventure is needed that can push past chronic pain, perhaps intensifying anguish or struggle… but also bringing new freedom and more abundant life.

Friedman encourages self-defining, while also being well connected with others, as a crucial approach to community and leadership.

It is an approach that defies what is more usually held up as effective leadership.

Friedman’s framing and approach to maturity and leadership turns things surprisingly upside down… not too differently from what this parable does.

As mentioned, I’m quick to focus on the third character of the gospel parable… the one who safely buries that which is entrusted to him.

“Look what happens to him!”  I think.

“THAT’S what the story is about… You’d better watch out and not be like THAT guy!”
But, with that focus, I’m losing sight of what happens with the other people of the story… the master… the two others to whom the master entrusted his abundant wealth.
Might those characters embody what is most important in the text?
The master is abundantly, extravagantly wealthy… inviting his servants also into such similar fullness… eventually inviting them into the “joy of the master”.

The first two servants have caught onto something akin to the very nature of master.

As I encounter this parable in the wider context of Matthew I find that I envision the master as… Jesus… the one who is present… who departs for a while… and who will return again… implying that we are in the middle mode (the master has departed for a while.)
The early church would make this connection rather quickly, as well.
We are not seeing the master as one who harshly demands unrealistic things from those who serve him… from those in whom he invests from his abundant life.
Rather… the master is inviting ALL of his servants into a kind of fullness, a superabundance of grace that is continually offered.
The master – already possessing many talents – invites his servants to share in his joy… to discover what it is to make use of those talents… to discover the lavishness of God’s grace in Christ.

There are always aspects of risk when living in a graceful life in Christ.

We find ourselves venturing, risking, and even leaving safety for the joy of adventure into something less than safe and easily known.

A long-time youth director/pastor that I’d heard and studied from in the 1970’s wrote a book much later in his life about 2001 or so… it is entitled “Dangerous Wonder”.

He spoke of his thoughts about “Dangerous Wonder” at a convention I attended 6-7 years ago.

When referring to his new book he said something about the exhilarating riskiness of his approach to life and ministry… knowing the struggles and joys… venturing, not with safety and surety, but with a heart of wonder… dangerous wonder… and always hoping that at the end of it all, he would be able to exclaim about his life and ministry… “Wow!  What a RIDE!”

Shortly after that convention, I learned that he was killed in a car crash… no day ever has the surety of another day of life.
We can be overcome by this danger of living fully and extravagantly in a life of faith and discipleship, as seemed to have happened with the third servant of our story.

I can’t help but think that this person’s own fear, his disbelief in self and in the gracious abundance of the master brought about his own consequences.

It sounds like harsh consequences… unless one holds to the notion of the master being one who is inviting, continually inviting his people into the superabundance of God’s grace and joy.

Consistently heard in the Gospel of Matthew, this invitation is repetitive… and it essentially is an invitation into discipleship.

That’s actually what the other two servants did… they entered into meaningful discipleship… risky though it may be… and into a life requiring maturity and willingness while also letting go of safety and surety… and entering into the lavish grace of God… the joy of the master.

Did the third servant – out of fear, choice, or attitude – decide in a sense to NOT hear the invitation or act upon the call toward discipleship… and rather, in effect, bury himself… and, in a sense, condemn himself to not know and experience the joy of God’s life?
Did the other two servants move ahead in response to the call toward discipleship, into what the book-writer I mentioned earlier called “dangerous wonder”?

Does the master’s encouragement to enter into the “joy of the master” refer, not to a greater fullness in itself, but rather to the greater recognizing of the joy that already undergirds the gift of living in faith?

In another part of Matthew we hear these words from Jesus, “And everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or fields, for my names’ sake, will receive a hundredfold, and will inherit eternal life.”
The obedience of trust, described in today’s parable, is not about being fearful or safe… but precisely about drawing us into the abundance of the disciple-life in which everything is framed as being a gift from God.

It is about leaping fully with heart and gusto into the dangerous and wonder-filled superabundance of God’s grace in Christ.

A closing illustration to consider… the room you are sitting in – the big part of the sanctuary with the pews – is architecturally called the “Nave”… akin to words like navy and navigate… yes, like a ship… like you are sitting in the hold of a ship that provides a kind of safety from the “world” and the weather out there.

But, a ship is made… to do what?  Sit safely in the harbor?

No… it is meant to sail into the wider sea… to journey to other places… and whenever such journeys take place there will always be some risk and danger… yet the process of the journey is also wonder-filled… joy-filled… and exciting.

We are captained by a God who has helped our journey process in the past… and who continues to be a ready help and participant… who calls us into discipleship… and calls us as well into the “joy of the master”.
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