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By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
I can never hear this parable  
without thinking about my old friend, Roy.  
 
I met Roy in the summer of 2001.  
I spent that summer working as a hospital chaplain  
in Adelaide, South Australia.  
The hospital where I worked  
was right across the street from St. Peter’s Anglican Cathedral,  
where I worshipped that summer.  
 
Every cathedral attracts its share of colorful characters,  
and Roy was definitely colorful. 
When I met him,  
he’d been banned from actually entering the cathedral,  
ever since an unfortunate incident a few weeks earlier 
in which he had accidentally  
slugged one of the cathedral priests in the face.  
He didn’t mean to.  
But Roy was often drunk,  
and not always in perfect control of his arms and legs.  
 
But Roy had a good heart.  
And if alcohol hadn’t robbed him of his dignity and his motivation,  
he might well have been a fine preacher.  
One day he was expounding on his beliefs  
about what awaits the wicked after death.  
“They will be cast out into the outer darkness  
where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth,” he proclaimed,  
then added his own unique insight:  
“And for them what’s not got no teeth … teeth will be provided!” 
 
Roy loved talking about the outer darkness.  
I think it’s because he felt he spent so much time there.  
It was a place he knew well. 
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Jesus, too, spends a lot of time  
in this part of the gospel of Matthew  
talking about darkness.  
This parable this morning is the third of four stories Jesus tells  
about the coming of the end of the world.  
All the stories center on the return of the master, or the bridegroom, or the 
king;  
and on the judgments that will accompany that return.  
 
Now I know that we like to make this parable be about stewardship,  
and wisely using our resources to promote the work of the church.  
It’s not that it’s NOT about that.  
The parable of the talents has been the basis  
for many fine sermons on stewardship.  
But if we focus JUST on stewardship,  
we miss the greater point.  
Matthew really wants us to think about the end of time.  
It’s less about what God has already done,  
and more about what God WILL do.  
 
Notice how the story really centers  
not on the two slaves who are good stewards,  
but on the third slave.  
The first two are really just foils  
against which the third slave’s behavior can be compared.  
 
The master gave that third slave only one talent.  
That tells us as much about the master’s foresight  
as it does about the third slave’s actual abilities.  
He gets only one talent  
because the master knows he is less likely to put it to good use  
than the other slaves.  
 
If we only understood the master from the perspective of this slave,  
we would say the master is a harsh man,  
who steals from others,  
and who frightens others.  
Likewise, if we only understood this slave  
from the perspective of the master,  
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we would say he is wicked and lazy and worthless.  
Neither one of them seem very likeable.  
 
But if we look at their actions rather than their words,  
we get an entirely different picture.  
 
Rather than being harsh and scary,  
we see that the master is not just a shrewd judge of character, 
but is someone who can act generously,  
entrusting a huge amount of money  
into the hands of a slave 
that he expects won’t know what to do with it. 
 
It may have been only one talent,  
but a single talent was worth  
roughly 15 years worth of income for a laborer.  
That's a lot of money to be leaving in the hands 
of someone you don't have much faith in.  
 
Far from reaping what he did not sow,  
the master actually returns all the wealth  
that the first two slaves have accumulated in his absence  
back to them,  
for their continued oversight.  
‘More importantly, he invites the first two slaves  
into his joy,  
transforming his relationship with them from master and slave  
to something more approaching equality.  
 
Now as for the third slave,  
he really didn’t do anything wrong, did he?  
He didn’t squander the talent.  
He didn’t use it for his own benefit.  
He did give it back to his master.  
He didn’t steal it.  
So the punishment does seem harsh  
for what in essence is simply a lack of good judgment  
rather than evil intent.  
 
So in a way, the third slave’s fear of his master’s harshness  
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proves warranted,  
even though we’ve seen that the master can be generous and supportive.  
The third slave’s fear  
drove him to act in a way  
that caused his fears to be realized.  
It became a self-fulfilling prophecy.  
If he hadn’t been so fearful,  
he wouldn’t have acted so stupidly,  
and he wouldn’t have gotten into such trouble.  
If only he could have resisted the fear,  
if only he could have acted out of his confidence  
rather than out of his fright,  
everything could have been different. 
 
Jesus was a good storyteller.  
I’m pretty sure he knew  
that the emotion this story is likely to provoke among listeners is fear –  
fear that we, too, might wind up in the outer darkness.  
Thus, fear is the very thing that this parable calls on us to resist.  
This parable isn’t so much about the wise use of resources  
as it is about our willingness to resist fear.  
To resist fear and to instead behave like the first two slaves,  
who were willing to take some risks  
because they trusted that their master would not punish them 
 if they tried and failed.  
The only punishment  
was for not trying at all,  
not risking anything. 
 
So what does this mean to us today?  
How important is this in terms of how we live our lives?  
Jesus warns us that the outcome of playing it safe,  
of not investing ourselves,  
of not risking anything,  
is something like death,  
being banished to the outer darkness.  
 
Now I’m betting that for most of us,  
our personal faith has not seemed like a high-risk venture.  
Rather, it’s our comfort zone.  
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We think faith is about personal security,  
here and in the hereafter.  
We believe certain things about God  
because it’s what we’ve been taught to believe.  
We think that faith means getting our personal theology right,  
then living a good life by avoiding bad things.  
 
But I think Jesus would disagree with that.  
In this parable, Jesus invites us to be his disciples,  
not caring much about what we believe,  
but caring a great deal about how we invest our lives.  
We are called to be bold and brave,  
to reach high, and to risk failure.  
 
I think what we’re doing as a church 
by adopting four families in need  
is the sort of risk that Christ would encourage us to take. 
This is a big step for a small church. 
The possibility that we could fall flat on our faces is always there.  
I don’t think that will happen, but it could. 
But the fact that we’re willing to try something this bold 
speaks to our trust in God,  
and our willingness to step out into the darkness 
in order to bring light to those desperately in need of it. 
 
Now, getting back to my friend Roy.  
By nearly any account, his life was a spectacular failure.  
No parent wants their child to grow up to be like Roy –  
drunk, homeless, utterly dependent on the charity of others,  
powerless to control anything.  
Paul, in this morning’s reading from the letter to the Thessalonians,  
says those who get drunk get drunk at night.  
But Paul didn’t know Roy.  
Roy was perfectly capable of getting drunk at any hour of the day.  
 
But even in his state of perpetual failure,  
Roy trusted in the mercy of his Lord.  
He knew that one day he’d be allowed back in to the cathedral,  
a place he loved.  
He wasn’t frightened of the darkness,  
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because he knew he was not alone there.  
He knew he wasn’t destined for wrath,  
but for eternal salvation, through Jesus Christ.  
He felt the hand of the Lord even in darkness,  
and he knew that should he ever need to gnash some teeth,  
the teeth would be provided.   
 
So my question to you today is this:  
What are you afraid of?  
What if you could set that fear aside?  
What would you do differently?  
What if FDR was right, 
and the ONLY thing we have to fear is fear itself?  
 
What if Roy was right, 
and whatever we lack – 
even teeth for gnashing – 
will be provided? 


