
 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

“For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his 

property to them; to one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each 

according to his ability. Then he went away. The one who had received the five 

talents went off at once and traded with them, and made five more talents. In the same 

way, the one who had the two talents made two more talents. But the one who had 

received the one talent went off and dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s 

money. After a long time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with 

them. Then the one who had received the five talents came forward, bringing five 

more talents, saying, ‘Master, you handed over to me five talents; see, I have made 

five more talents.’ His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; 

you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; 

enter into the joy of your master.’ And the one with the two talents also came 

forward, saying, ‘Master, you handed over to me two talents; see, I have made two 

more talents.’ His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and trustworthy slave; you 

have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; enter 

into the joy of your master.’  

  

Then the one who had received the one talent also came forward, saying, ‘Master, I 

knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering 

where you did not scatter seed; so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the 

ground. Here you have what is yours.’ But his master replied, ‘You wicked and lazy 

slave! You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not 

scatter? Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and on my 

return I would have received what was my own with interest. So take the talent from 

him, and give it to the one with the ten talents. For to all those who have, more will be 

given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what 

they have will be taken away. As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer 

darkness, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. (Matthew 25:14-30) 

 

 

Dr. John Buchanan writes about Tom Brokaw who, in the spring of 1984, was sent to the 

northwest of France, to Normandy, to prepare an NBC documentary on the 40th anniversary of 

D-Day. He says, “Brokaw did his homework; researched the military planning, the numbers of 
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men, ships, airplanes and weapons, the German defenses, the names of the French villages. What 

he was not prepared for was the way the experience would affect him emotionally.”
i
 

Brokaw says, “I was simply looking forward to what I thought would be an interesting 

assignment in the part of France celebrated for its hospitality, its seafood and its Calvados, the 

local brandy made from apples. Instead, I underwent a life-changing experience. As I walked the 

beaches with American veterans who had landed there, men in their sixties and seventies, and 

listened to their stories, I was deeply moved and profoundly grateful for all they had done.”  

“And so Brokaw went to work on a book which he called The Greatest Generation,” writes Dr. 

Buchanan. It’s about the men and women who came of age in the Great Depression, watched 

their parents lose their jobs, farms, their hopes, and just when there was a glimmer of hope, were 

summoned to train for war. They left their ranches in South Dakota, their jobs in Georgia, their 

places on the assembly line in Detroit, and in the ranks of Wall Street. They answered the call to 

help save the world from the two most powerful and ruthless military machines ever assembled. 

And they did it. They fought in the most primitive conditions from France to the islands of the 

South Pacific. Women went to work in new ways in industry and in the military. My mom and 

dad were both in the Air Force in World War II and I’ll never forget when my mom met a 

woman in my Grand Rapids church who, while living here in Detroit, had made the exact type of 

plane that my mom had flown.  

Brokaw wrote that it’s almost as if they discovered something very important, something very 

costly: namely, that having something you believe in passionately and love deeply enough to die 

for brings a depth to life. Being willing to “give your all” gives life a preciousness, a deep 

gratitude for the gift of life, a sense of peace and fulfillment. 

At a significant time, Jesus told a story about that, about finding meaning and fulfillment by 

giving one’s all. I think it is among the more haunting things he ever said. Notice the chapter 

number here in Matthew: chapter 25. Which means that Jesus was telling this parable near the 

end of his own life, at the very moment that Judas was planning to betray him and his enemies 

were conspiring to arrest him and do away with him.  

You all know this story. It’s about a man who is planning to go on a long journey. Could those 

who heard this story initially not have known immediately what that meant? That Jesus was the 

Master going away and they were the servants who were about to be given major responsibility?  

Jesus’ parable today is about taking risks for God. He says the kingdom of heaven is like a rich 

master who’s going to be away for a while. Before he goes, he leaves his wealth in the hands of 

three servants he trusts. If this rich guy is Jesus, we already learn a lot: it’s saying that Jesus – or 

God – gives something to everyone, everything you have belongs to God for you to use, and God 

trusts you to do something with what you have been given.  

To one the master gives ten coins, to another five, and to another one. Not everybody gets the 

same, but each gets plenty, each gets more than enough. The biblical word is talanton, which 

was originally a significant measure of weight, then a coin or coins worth that measure in gold. 



 

3 

 

Let’s look at that word, talent. A Roman talanton weighed 71 pounds. To use the Hebrew system 

of weights, a talanton was worth about 3,000 shekels. So the first servant got about 213 pounds 

of gold, the second 142 pounds, and the third 71 pounds. This wasn’t small potatoes. One talent 

was equal to what a laborer might earn in 16.5 years of work. Translating this parable into our 

categories might sound like this: “A man, before going on a journey, summoned his servants and 

entrusted his property to them. To one, he gave two-and-a-half million dollars. To another, he 

gave one million dollars. And to a third, he gave five hundred thousand dollars.” 

When we make that conversion, we quickly see that the master is being extremely generous and 

trusting with his money. I imagine that as Jesus told this parable to his original listeners, that 

kind of generosity stretched their imaginations. A master trusting his servants with that kind of 

money was not a normal storyline. That was not how the world worked. The listeners must have 

been stunned in light of this master’s extraordinarily trusting, generous and benevolent actions.  

I think this is Christ’s first investment lesson. He’s saying that God has been extremely generous 

with each of us. He’s saying we have some serious spiritual capital to invest. Even the servant 

who received “just one talanton” is receiving a lot.  

And right away we come to investment lesson number two: the more you risk for God, the more 

you gain. And you gain the most if you risk it all. Jesus tells us that the first servant invested his 

five talanta and made five more. The second invested his two talanta and made two more. But 

the third servant buried his talanton in the ground so all he has to show was one dirty talanton. 

Clearly, the first two servants were “all in.” Matthew tells us that the first man went off “at once” 

and invested his talanta. He was eager, he was enthusiastic, he was ready.  

And then the master returns and it’s time for the accounting. The first two servants report they 

have doubled what was entrusted to them, and each gets the same reward: “Well done. Well 

done, good and trustworthy servant; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in 

charge of many things; enter into the joy of your master.”  

But then the third servant shows his boss his dirt-covered coin and says, “I knew that you were a 

harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did not scatter seed; so I 

was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. Here you have what is yours.” He has 

failed, of course, the talanton being worth less now than when it was entrusted to him. So his 

boss says, “You wicked and lazy slave. You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and 

gather where I did not scatter? Then you ought to have invested my money with the bankers, and 

on my return I would have received what was my own with interest. So take the talent from him, 

and give it to the one with the ten talents.” It’s clear: It’s not what you have, but what you do 

with what you have that matters to God. What are you doing with what God has placed in your 

hands?  

Tip number three: the time will come for settling accounts. (Are you writing this down?) 

However you construe it, Jesus is saying that there will be an final audit. Someday you and I will 

be held accountable for what we have done with what God entrusted to us. 

Why does the “wicked and lazy” servant bury what he’s been given? Because he’s afraid! “I 

knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and gathering where you did 
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not scatter seed.” How many people have that precise image of God? A harsh God makes a harsh 

person, a stunted spirit living in fear. So the servant gets the harsh master he imagines. The other 

two seem to have a different image, and they are “received into the joy of the master.”  

This is a parable telling us that how we perceive and understand God determines exactly how we 

will live and give. The first two servants “immediately” put their talanta to work because they 

perceived God to be trustworthy, commendable, generous. They invested what God had loaned 

them and found themselves with more. The third servant perceived his “master” to be “hard,” 

“unyielding,” “reaping where he did not sow,” and so he hid. In fear, he hid his talanta and went 

to ground.  

What is your God like – harsh or joyful? Fear leads us to what Brené Brown calls scarcity 

thinking. “These are anxious and fearful times,” she writes, “and everywhere we hear the lexicon 

of scarcity. We are not rich, thin or beautiful enough; we are not safe, perfect or powerful 

enough, and ordinary lives are completely dismissed. But success and high achievement will not 

gratify us when our self-worth is tied to the mindset of scarcity.” Scarcity thinking reigns in our 

world, even in our churches, for heaven’s sake. Our first reaction to change and possibility, to 

mission and risk, is fear. And fear leads us to withdraw. 

John Shea, former Catholic priest, now writer and theologian and storyteller, says there are 

spiritual laws, predictable ways the Divine Spirit and the human spirit work together. These 

spiritual laws are not juggernauts, rolling along and crushing everything in their way. Nor are 

they as easily discerned as the laws governing physical or social realms. Rather they are 

unfolding processes, mosaics that come together again and again in the same way, sequences that 

string inner states together in a peculiar logic. If people contradict these laws, they stagnate and 

suffer negative consequences. If people live with these laws, they are blessed and grow.  

This parable, says Shea, is about “the unfolding of a spiritual law to the benefit of two servants 

and the detriment of a third.” And Shea then goes on, “God gives Spirit to human creatures 

because God is, in essence, self-donation.”
ii
 

Don’t you like that? God is self-donation. Self-giving. It is God’s very nature to give. So when 

we humans receive the Divine Spirit into our human spirits, we are meant to give it away. And 

when we give it away, we become even more conscious of more Spirit. That’s what this parable 

is about. The ones who find life are those who see God as the giver. They believe it and live as if 

God offers grace and space, rather than God offering rules and fear. 

How do you live? As though God is standing before you, ready to slap your hand with a ruler if 

you misstep? Or as though God is beckoning you forward, like a parent encourages a child 

forward who is learning to walk, urging one step after another and being excited at each risky, 

risky step taken. 

So, tip number four: it isn’t how much you start with or how much you end with, but what you 

do with what you have that matters to God. Your willingness to risk it, your giving it up to God 

is what matters to God in the end. 

The word for this is “stewardship.” It’s the idea that we all begin with something. At the end of 

the day, stewardship is not about how much you put in the offering plate. It’s about how you 
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spend your whole life. Your time. Your energy. Your wealth. Your love. If you really “love the 

Lord your God with all of your heart, soul, mind and strength,” are you holding back or giving 

up? Are you frittering your life away or investing yourself in enduring value? Are you serving 

only yourself or giving yourself as Jesus gave?  

That wonderful spiritual writer Henri Nouwen wrote, “We often live as if our happiness 

depended on having. But I don’t know anyone who is really happy because of what he or she 

has. True joy, happiness and inner peace come from the giving of ourselves to others. A happy 

life is a life for others.”
iii

 

Tip number five: we’re being told we could lose everything if we let fear keep us from risking 

ourselves for God. And with this we’ve come full circle to what Tom Brokaw wrote about the 

Greatest Generation. They were, he suggests, the greatest because they were willing to give 

themselves to a great, great cause. No doubt what we’re being told here is that we are to give 

ourselves, and what we have, for there is no greater cause than that of Jesus Christ. 

George Bernard Shaw in Man and Superman wrote: “This is the true joy of life, the being used 

for a purpose recognized by yourself as a mighty one; the being a force of nature instead of a 

feverish selfish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the world will not devote 

itself to making you happy. 

“I want to be thoroughly used up when I die, for the harder I work the more I live. I rejoice in life 

for its own sake. Life is no ‘brief candle’ to me. It is a sort of splendid torch which I have got 

hold of for the moment, and I want to make it burn as brightly as possible before handing it on to 

future generations.”  

The greatest risk of all, with what God has given us, is not to risk anything for God. Not to step 

out in faith, giving oneself, caring deeply and profoundly enough to give your heart away and 

risk everything. The greatest risk of all is to play it safe, to live cautiously and prudently, not 

living up to the full potential of our humanity.  

That is the issue. We have one life to live. All we really have – each one of us – is time, a lot or a 

little, and the gifts of God, our skills, our talents, our love. And the issue is not to protect or 

conserve or keep it all safe, but to use it, to invest it, to risk it all, to give it all away. So that one 

day we would hear those blessed words: “Well done! Well done, good and faithful servant! Enter 

into the joy of your Master!”  

 

                                                 
i.  Dr. John Buchanan, The Spendthriftiness of Love 

ii.  John Shea, Commentary on Matthew 
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