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The chicken and the pig were walking past the church one day and discussing the problems of world hunger. The chicken suggested that between her species and the pig's they could provide everyone in the world with a good breakfast of bacon and eggs every morning. The pig thought long and hard before replying, “That's OK for you to say, because from you that's only a contribution – but from me that's total commitment!”

In our commitment phobic world, most of us today feel like the pig. And there is a reason why we put up blockades against commitment. The world is a very hectic and demanding place today, and everyone seems to want a piece of us. We are being asked to wholeheartedly commit to our places of employment, environmental causes, political causes, societies and charities, our kid’s schools and sports teams, the list is endless. And there are always those in leadership in these groups whose very existence makes everyone else feel guilty, because they eat, drink and breathe their particular cause. So we pull back. And as for the Church, it unfortunately in our minds becomes just another demand on our time and energy. We forget that this commitment is different, because it is not actually a commitment to a building or a congregation, but to Jesus Christ himself. It is our spiritual lives we are talking about. This is an area of our life that should encompass every area of our life. 
In Matthew’s gospel reading this morning Jesus tells a parable. A man goes on a long journey. The “man” in this case, is of course, God. We have to be careful of stretching the parable too thin, because God has obviously not really gone anywhere, but what we are talking about is our life on earth and judgment. The man, or God, gives each servant responsibility and resources according to his or her ability, in this case five talents, two talents and one talent. The term “talent” does not mean what it does today. It was the largest measure of money in terms of weight.  A talent of gold would be worth more than a talent of bronze. We’re not told what type of talent this is, but we can assume it is extremely valuable. What is important for us to distinguish is that the talents were not abilities. They were resources given to the servants on the basis of their ability. We don’t all have the same abilities, but we do all have a choice about what to do with our abilities and resources.
Both the first and second servants immediately got to work. Each according to his ability and resources used what he was given and produced more. They were rewarded by entering the joy of their master, or heaven. The last servant, however, is a problem. He doesn’t do any work at all. He’s so lazy and self-centered, that he doesn’t even take the money to the bank where it will earn a little interest. That doesn’t require much effort! Instead he buries it in his back yard. 
The master is gone for a long period of time, maybe for our purposes we could say a lifetime, and after that lifetime, this man has done nothing. But he has what he thinks is an excellent excuse. “'Master,' he said, 'I knew that you are a hard man, harvesting where you have not sown and gathering where you have not scattered seed. So I was afraid and went out and hid your talent in the ground. See, here is what belongs to you.'”
Now that doesn’t sound too bad to us. It doesn’t sound nearly as insulting as it actually is! This servant, who is supposed to be afraid, straight up tells his master to his face that he is “harsh”, the same word used to describe Pharaoh when he told the Hebrews to make bricks without straw and Nabal, the foolish, rude husband of Abigail who refused to help David. He goes on to say that the master harvests where he has not sown and gathers where he has not scattered seed. In our terms, if we’re being polite, he is telling his master, “I didn’t do this because I know that you’re an ignorant, selfish, demanding, unjust, corrupt swine who takes what doesn’t belong to him and lives off the backs of the poor who do all the work.” Really to catch the full flavor, I’d have to use words I can’t say in church. Would any of you say this to your boss? Even if the shoe fit?
It is for this reason that the resources given to the third servant are taken from him and given to another, and he is thrown out. The third servant has three strikes against him:

1. He’s lazy and wasteful.

2. He rationalizes and justifies his actions (or lack thereof) and  . . .
3. He shifts the blame to his master, in this case God, convincing himself that it is God who is unjust, not he who is at fault.

You know I used to feel sorry for the third servant, but the more I learn . . . not so much. We’ve all met people like him, people who wallow in self-indulgence and waste resources, who refuse to accept responsibility for their actions, and for whom every failure is someone else’s fault.
God our master is not unjust or unreasonable, and we have all been given abilities and resources. They are not the same. But our overall purpose and calling is the same: the growth of the kingdom of God. This can mean our own spiritual growth, helping others in their walk with God, or sharing the good news with people and helping them to make a connection with God in Christ. In all of these areas we are to grow and prosper. And just as the master in the story had expectations that his servants would give themselves wholeheartedly to the task at hand, God wants us to consecrate our whole selves, not just our money, to God’s service.
In the book of Malachi the Lord spoke through the prophet to a people who were holding back. In this case they were holding back their tithes and offerings. Each head of household was thinking only of his own family’s financial security and benefit. In Israel, when the coffers were empty, it was the poor who suffered. The tithes and offerings did more than pay the wages of the Temple staff and keep the building going. They provided for the poor who otherwise would starve. We know we are talking about the care of human beings here, because God says, “Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse, that there may be food in my house.” And then God makes an awesome promise. “ ‘Test me in this,’ says the LORD Almighty, ‘and see if I will not throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much blessing that you will not have room enough for it.’” 

This is the spiritual truth that we have so much trouble grasping. Our God is a generous God. When we give freely and generously of ourselves and our financial resources, God will bless us tenfold. It is an amazing truth, that those who step out in faith and give as God directs, have all their needs met. I’ve seen it again and again. But of course our instinct for self-preservation screams out, “No! Hold back. Don’t spend. Keep for yourself. Don’t volunteer. You’ll just wear yourself out. Whatever you do, don’t share, because then you’ll only have half as much!” We even try to hold on to things we have no use for. Years ago (when I was a welfare mother) the mother of a friend of my daughter’s “loaned” me a dress on a long term basis. Of what use is that? By the time she could fit into that size again it would be completely out of style! As it turns out she never did lose the weight, and I eventually ended up giving the dress to someone else when I couldn’t fit into it. It’s going to be pretty tricky if I ever meet up with her again and she asks for that dress back that she bought in the 1980’s. For heaven’s sakes, give it away! God will always provide for those who provide for others.

We have a job to do here at Penn Wynne. There is a sense that many of us are feeling that the Spirit is beginning to do something new. We don’t know what’s ahead. We’re going into uncharted waters. The world has changed, and we have to speak a different language now to meet people where they’re at. No longer can we assume that people will just come to Church. We have to go to them. We have to be Christ where we live. And as we begin this new adventure together, today we have an opportunity to re-consecrate our lives to Christ’s work, and yes, to re-consecrate our money too. But whereas we don’t all have the same financial resources, we all have gifts God wants us to use to benefit others. So we’re going to take some time. In a little while we’re going to pray and meditate silently while the choir sings and then Virginia plays the organ, and ask God, “What of our resources are you asking us to give?” If you are a member or a regular attendee of Penn Wynne that will probably include the financial support of the work of this congregation, but everyone, even those visiting, can re-consecrate themselves to serving Christ. Amen. 
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