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For the past few months, we’ve been talking about faith and trust in God and 

we’ve gotten a good sense of Matthew’s concerns about the kingdom of heaven.  It has 

begun to dawn on me that these should be our concerns too. 

Ever since he arrived in Jerusalem, Jesus has come under pressure from the 

religious authorities in the Temple and, in response, he has told parable after parable in 

an effort to get his disciples – and now us – to understand what the kingdom of heaven 

will be like.  In the same way, our recent readings from Hebrew Scripture have told us 

how God lifted the ancient Israelites up out of slavery, fashioned them into a people 

bound by a covenant, and how they came to inhabit the Promised Land of Canaan. 

Everything is a process; things take time.  You can be up today and down 

tomorrow but faith in God will see you through.  But there’s always a choice to be made, 

to choose God or not to choose God, and, week to week, our readings make the right 

choice clear. 

The Book of Judges is a great read if you’re not squeamish.  Here, details matter.  

It’s important to the story that Ehud was a left-handed man, and that Samson was a 

Nazirite priest, and that Deborah was a prophetess. 

The book is a series of narratives that all follow a pattern where first ‘The 

Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord’; then there is the raising up of 

a leader; and finally, deliverance by that leader, relying upon God.  Deliverance occurs 

again and again by God’s grace and from unexpected sources. 

Today’s reading is just the set-up to how Deborah redeems the people from a 

minor Canaanite king in Hazor and his powerful Philistine general, Sisera.  But did the 

Israelites ever repent?  Did they have to?  All they did was cry out to the Lord for help.  

God’s judgment is always a function of God’s love and God’s love is steadfast. 
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So how does this relate to today’s parable about judgment?  There are many ways 

to interpret this parable because that’s the nature of parables.  And this time, unlike last 

week’s parable, we need to stay within Matthew’s end times context. 

Again, details matter.  The parable begins with a man going on a journey – that 

could be Jesus, or the Son of Man in disguise, and we can imagine that Matthew’s 

audience would expect it to be Jesus. 

After a long time, he came back, just as Matthew’s audience expected Jesus to, so 

this could still be an allegory about Jesus.  And he rewards the first two slaves – or 

maybe they’re disciples – who had doubled the number of talents entrusted to them.  

We’re talking about a lot of money here, and only money – a talent was a unit of coinage, 

usually gold, silver, or copper, valued by weight; one talent supposedly was equivalent to 

15 years’ wages for your average laborer. 

Now, I had always admired the third slave because he knew the master’s true 

nature and wanted no part in making him wealthier, so he did nothing with the money 

given to him.  Returning it to his master seemed admirable but Jesus is not a harsh man, 

so is this still an allegory about Jesus?  Is the third slave only trying to cover up his own 

failure to increase the master’s money?  And why is the judgment so severe? 

How is this what the kingdom of heaven is like?  Was my admiration mis-placed? 

Matthew’s Gospel includes not just Jesus’ public teachings but also his private 

explanations to his disciples.  The readings from the past few weeks, as dark as they are, 

have all been addressed to them privately. 

The man gave a lot of money to each slave, ‘to each according to his ability.  

Then he went away.’  And the story takes off from there.  If it’s not about Jesus, then 

what is it about? 

Very briefly, here are a few possibilities.  First, this could be an example of Jesus 

ripping the lid off an exploitative economic system.  Without getting bogged down in too 

many details, the master is way above the disciples and Jesus’ followers in terms of social 

status, yet he entrusted his property to three slaves; the Greek word translated here as 

property actually means accumulated wealth.  Matthew’s audience would think, ‘This 

guy is not one of us.’ 
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In this reading, this is the story of a rich man wants to get richer even while he is 

absent.  He assumed that the three servants would invest it and increase it, so what’s in it 

for them? 

First-century economics tell us that they would do everything possible to double 

their original investment and then take some off the top for themselves.  We might call it 

a common business practice.  But to do that, they would have to become like their master 

and take advantage of others, people such as those who followed Jesus. 

The third servant said, Enough!  Notice that the master never denies the 

accusation that he’s a harsh man; he’s angry because he didn’t get more than he gave, and 

the servant suffers for it.  But what does that have to do with the kingdom of heaven? 

A second interpretation is a little more theological.  As this parable follows the 

parable about the bridesmaids and the lesson of being prepared, this could be a parable 

about two who knew how to wait and one who did not.  Or it could be about two disciples 

promoting the secrets of the kingdom to others and one who did not.  The message then 

would be, sometimes you have to take risks with what is entrusted to you.  Anyone who 

reads Matthew’s Gospel is entrusted with Jesus’ teachings about the Kingdom, and that 

includes all of us. 

We can’t sit on that knowledge.  We can’t keep it to ourselves.  To drive the point 

home, the punishment as described by Matthew is severe.  Being a Christ follower in 

Matthew’s time was the very definition of risky.  They had to decide for themselves: am I 

a true disciple or not?  Am I in or out? 

Have you ever heard that some people don’t vote, believing that their ballot won’t 

make a difference so why bother?  They fail to use their gift and their right to maybe 

make things better, or to at least make things more the way they would like them to be.  

Some people just won’t take a risk on anything. 

A little more than forty years ago, in Nicaragua, a priest named Ernesto Cardenal 

recorded the reflections of a group of people who lived in an island community called 

Solentiname.  They are exactly the kind of people Jesus taught. 

Every Sunday, the group would gather, read the day’s Gospel lesson, and talk 

about it.  In their situation, living in the midst of a revolution, they saw the effects of 

persecution and injustice up close every day.  These people resisted fear every Sunday. 
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Right off the bat, they called today’s reading ‘a lousy parable,’ because it looked 

to be all about money.  But they struggled on, trying to understand why Jesus would tell 

such a terrible, ugly story. 

After a long debate, some level of new understanding came to them.  Fr. Cardenal 

wrote that, “Finally we see that anyone who won’t take risks in order to change the world 

is condemned to solitude, is separated from humanity.”1 

You can’t do things halfway in the parables; you are either all in or you’re out.  

It’s the same with Jesus’ message about the Kingdom.  We know what faithful living 

looks like, but sometimes we hesitate to live it, like the third man in the parable. 

Matthew’s faith community firmly believed that the greatest principle guiding 

them was to live a life of loving God by loving one’s neighbor as oneself.  They saw this 

principle fully realized in the life and teachings of Jesus.  For Matthew’s people, living 

for others was Jesus’ greatest teaching.  For them, loving one’s neighbor as oneself was a 

form of investing in the kingdom because the entire community was strengthened when 

everyone lived for the betterment of everyone else. 

Having now been entrusted with the secrets of the kingdom of heaven, we too are 

expected to put that knowledge to good use.  This is why New North Church invests in 

child education, and in food ministries, and in helping keep people warm in their homes 

in the winter.  It’s why we keep trying new things even if they don’t work out. 

Take a leap of faith; trust in God; invest in the kingdom; change the world. 

Amen. 

 

*  *  *  *  * 

 
1 Ernesto Cardenal, The Gospel in Solentiname (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2010), 485-486. 


