2 Before Advent Risk and Obligation
	So, what on earth do we do with today’s parable? This parable, like many parables, is odd.  It’s filled with lots of dangers and potential misinterpretations. For a start, the idea of identifying God as a slave master is plenty problematic.  If it is an allegory with Jesus as master, Jesus seems more like Gordon Gecko then the Prince of Peace.  But more so, to read today’s gospel as some sort of green light for the market economy is unhelpful. In that sense, the punch line of the parable seems to be that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. There is also the risk that certain interpretations can drift into a prosperity gospel.
[bookmark: _GoBack]There is a piece of work here in how we read parables.  They are not meant to be full blown allegories. Rather they are provocative stories designed to make us think and to see the world differently.
Let’s recap the story. It begins simply enough with a man going on a journey.  One man is given five talents, another two, the last was give one.  Just for some context, a talent would have represented 15 to 20 years wages – so this was no small amount. This was a lottery win.
While the master is gone, the first two servants put his money to work, doubling its value, and both are rewarded handsomely when the master returns. The third servant guards the man’s money by burying it in the ground.  This servant is called wicked and lazy and cast into darkness.
What are we meant to take away from this? I think this is meant to make us think about two things, one is risk, and the other is obligation.
What about risk. In many ways, what the third slave did was fair enough. In fact, the Talmud, which was the religious law code of the time, stated that actions of the third slave were correct.  When a master leaves a subordinate (over whom he has power, even the power of life and death), the Talmud advises that a subordinate ought ‘Take no risks’.  It explicitly says he should ‘bury the cash in the ground.”  Why does it say that?  Its logic is straight forward.  What if you take a risk with the master’s cash, and the risk doesn’t pay off. Is the master not going to be livid. The logic was that it was better to play it safe.
Jesus suggests that this may not be the correct path when it comes to God.
The third slave is an interesting character.  Why does he do what he does with the money he has been given?  Once might argue that he does what he does out of a misunderstanding of what the master is like. What does he say, ‘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’. We see a different picture of the master from the first slaves, who enter the ‘joy of the master’.  I think that is interesting for two reasons.  First, how often is it the case that we do what we do out of a misunderstanding of what God is like.  If our picture of God is in some way distorted, out actions, how we treat others are likely to be distorted also. 
Secondly, if what we do is driven by fear, then what we do is of no good to anyone. The slave sees the master as a taskmaster to be feared and so the master becomes what he feared. Instead of being a parable to evoke fear (beware or be cast into the outer darkness) this is a parable warning against fear. If fear is what we imagine, then fear is what we will receive, but if grace is what we imagine, then grace is what we will receive.
Fear will paralyze us, fear will keep us from risk.  Being a follower of Christ is a call to risk.  To love is a call to risk, because what if we are not loved back. What is we are walked over as a result of our love for others.  To forgive is to risk. What if my forgiveness is misconstrued as permission or concession. What if I am not forgiven in return.  To follow is to risk.  The people of the early church had a strong sense of that, to say ‘Jesus is Lord’ was a risk!
I often see this in our church life. At times our church has been guilty of gravitating more towards conservation than risk, and of course that has to do with fear.  We have had preservation tendencies, overwhelmed by a desire to hold on to what we have rather than take risks for the Kingdom of God.  We have taken that which has been handed down to us, and buried it lest we lose it. This parable does not just suggest that we take risks, it demands it. 
Here is the simple truth.  The churches that are growing, the churches that are full, the churches that are having an impact in their community, they are the churches who are taking risks with their resources and their talents.
There is also something in this parable about obligation.  We have been given much, there is an obligation upon us to use it. We should name our privilege today.  We are economically privileged, not just by global standards, but certainly excessively by those standards.  But we are also privileged in this part of our country and our city. We are privileged by the platform we have to discuss and present our faith. We live in a society where religious voices still have cultural sway, though perhaps that is diminishing. We have beautiful buildings, we have legacies, we have stability. We have been given much. We have an obligation to do something with it. What we chose to do with it is very much the purpose of today’s parable. Are we prepared to take risk with the immense privileges we have been given?
We are in the process of building our new parish centre.  What a privilege that we are able to do so, and to be able to do so without accruing debt.  Are we prepared to take risks with it for the sake of the master?  I hope we are. 

