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Then there is the servant that you don’t hear about, the one Matthew forgot to include in his story, the fourth servant.  “When the man set out on his journey, he summoned another slave and gave to him three talents, according to his ability.  Then the man went away.  The one who had receive the three talents went off at once and traded with them, and lost them all, so he ended up with nothing.  After a long time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with them.  The one who had received the three talents came forward saying, “Master, you handed over to me three talents; see I invested them but lost them all, so I come to you with nothing.”  But the master replied, “Well done, good and trustworthy slave; for though you lost the investment, you did what I had commanded you to do.  Come, enter into the joy of your master.”
How could that be?  He had no return at all on his master’s money.  Not only that but he had lost it all.  Even the one who had buried the money in the ground had something to give back to the master, but this fourth servant had nothing.  For many years I have preached on this passage, usually around stewardship time, because that’s when it comes up in the lectionary, and because it is about how we handle our money.  I think that every time I’ve preached on this I have done it using the motto, “use it or lose it.”  Christians are given different gifts by God; money, time, abilities, and we should use them rather than bury them.  We should do that because someday we will be called to account for what we were given; someday we will stand before the Lord and he will say, “Well, what did you do with all the things I gave you?”  That fits well with our ideas of free-market capitalism, and ideas about justice, that you get what you deserve.  It’s all about stewardship, it’s about taking care of what God has given to us.  Except that it’s not.  It’s not about stewardship, or it is not just about stewardship, and that’s the point of the fourth servant.  
Matthew places this story at the very end of Jesus career, he is about to join the disciples in the last supper and then face betrayal, arrest, and death.  He is about to leave his disciples.  The disciples are concerned about the end of time, about how they can be ready for Jesus’ second coming.  The concern that Jesus seems to have for his disciples is not that they pay attention to all the things that God has given to them, but how they will spend their time.  It seems to me that the third servant who faced the harshness of his master was reprimanded not because he had not increased his money, but that he had wasted his time.  This servant is not a bad man.  He is just cautious, right?  If over the last few years in our economy, instead of being invested in Wall Street, someone had kept their money hidden in the ground or in a mattress, that person would look really wise about now.  But that’s not what our parable is about.  Jesus doesn’t just want them to make money, he doesn’t want them to waste their time.  As John Buchanan from Fourth Presbyterian in Chicago says, “The point here is not really about doubling your money and accumulating wealth.  It is about living.  It is about investing.  It is about taking risks.  It is about Jesus himself and what he has done and what is about to happen to him.  Mostly it is about what he hopes and expects of them after he is gone.  It is about being a follower of Jesus and what it means to be faithful to him.”
I think the first two servants are applauded not because they are successful, but because they are faithful.  Just so as the church of Jesus Christ we are not called to be successful, we are called to be faithful and like servants who invest their master’s money, that may involve risk.  In the very beginning of the constitution of the Presbyterian Church there are some words that define who the church is and what we are to be about.  “The Church is the body of Christ.  Christ gives to the church all the gifts necessary to be his body.  The church strives to demonstrate these gifts in its life as a community in the world:  the church is to be a community of faith, entrusting itself to God alone, even at the risk of losing its life.”  Is that us?  Do we live like that?  Or is faith something that keeps us safe?  Do we have faith in God because he promises to love us and take care of us in this world and the next?  Do we agree to believe certain things in order to guarantee our security?  Is that what faith is about, is that what the Christian life is about?
This parable would indicate that God is concerned about what we do with the time we have, not that we make sure we are successful but to be faithful.  Remember when we did some sermons last year on the seven deadly sins?  The one that many people had the hardest time relating to was the sin of sloth.  But isn’t that the sin of which the third servant is guilty.  The other servants invested, they risked, but not that third servant.  John Buchanan again says, “The greatest risk of all, it turns out, is not to risk anything, not to care deeply and profoundly enough about anything to invest deeply, to give your heart away and in the process risk everything.  The greatest risk of all, it turns out, is to play it safe, to live cautiously and prudently. . . . Sloth means not caring, not loving, not rejoicing, not living up to the full potential of our humanity, playing it safe, investing nothing, digging a hole and burying the money in the ground.”
We had the opportunity this morning to celebrate the sacrament of baptism.  That is always a great joy, but it is also a risk, isn’t it?  Some would say that it is a risky venture in this day and age to have a child at all, there are so many uncertainties and dangers in life.  But in baptism we welcome a new person into the community of faith, we put her into the hand of God and into the embrace of the church.  Kelene and Kyle recognize the risk and they know that they are not in this venture alone.  Ava is upheld by the love of much family and many friends but also by the prayers and love of the body of Christ.  As she grows and goes out into the world, there will be many risks that her parents cannot guard her from, but she will never be alone.
Today is stewardship Sunday and we are asking you to think about what you give to the church, but we are also asking you to think about your faith.  We are not asking you to give so that our fundraising campaign may be successful and that we can reach a certain dollar amount in the budget.  We are asking you to be faithful, we are trying as God’s people together to be faithful.  Sometimes that means loving recklessly, forgiving endlessly, standing firmly, because again as our church constitution says, “the church is to be a community of hope, rejoicing in the sure and certain knowledge, that in Christ, God is making a new creation.”  A quote that I have in my office reminds me constantly that we have to put ourselves out there, it says, “Are there in us, in you and me now, that recklessness of the loving heart, that wild courage, that crazy gladness in the face of darkness and death, that shuddering faithfulness even unto the end of the world, through which the new things can come to pass?”  It is if we are faithful that someday we may just hear those words, “Well done, thou good and faithful servant, well done.”
