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    Some of you here this morning will remember slide rules.  How many remember using a slide 

rule?  There were about 10 of us in grade 4 or 5 that got some special permission to pursue using 

a slide rule while the rest in the class dogged away with the routine math.  I think the slide rule 

cost $15-this was 50 years ago.  My parents thought it was quite a bit of extra money for a school 

item.  I might have had to pay part of it myself.  I don’t remember that detail. 

    In grade 13, I took the three maths-algebra, trigonometry & relations, and calculus as many of 

us in the Arts & Science program did.  I was part of Mr. Sharpe’s math club and competed in the 

Canada wide math quiz.  Then I took Calculus at university and a four year bachelor degree with 

a heavy emphasis on chemistry.  At one time I thought there was nothing particularly special 

about that, it was just the natural progression to my interests.  But when I look today at my son’s 

grade 11 class science, I wonder why my eyes kind of just gloss over, why my mind just turns to 

mush about this stuff now? 

    Some of you have heard me plunk out a tune on the piano, often just right handed mind you.  I 

know darn well that I’ve lost my abilities, my talent at the piano because I just don’t practice.  

No doubt that is why my mind is not in to theoretical math or chemistry anymore, I’m out of 

practice. 

    The one thing I do recall from grade 13 math is the effect of compound interest.  It may tell 

you something of where my mind was in those days, but I remember being really impressed by 

this, especially in those days when it was common to make 10% interest, guaranteed on your 

investments.  Those were the days, weren’t they.  We could be risk averse and still do ok. 

    Then came the 1980s when we were encouraged to have a balanced portfolio and we were 

convinced that that was the only way to preserve our savings, to save for retirement, or the 

children’s education, or vacations or whatever.  In the 1990s we experienced volatility big time. 

    In those days this parable made a lot of sense.  It is about investments and high yields.  Those 

who utilize the stock market will immediately recognize the value of risk and high return.   Also 

readily understandable is the slave who is fearful of the market.  There are many stories from 

Bay Street or even down the road at Nortel in Brampton that prove how prudent the fearful or 

cautious approach can be in the right circumstances. 

    On another level, the parable seems confusing.  Though we know it not to be so, the parable 

appears to suggest that the kingdom of heaven is about success and reward.  Who doesn’t want to 

receive a “Well done, good and faithful servant” after hard work and success?  But to focus on 

the work and reward of the two faithful servants and the condemnation of the timid servant is a 

way to miss the central thrust of the parable.  The parable is not so much about rewards and 

condemnation as it is about the motivation for using the talents given. 

    It is as if God is a gambler.  God, in this parable, risked a huge amount of money (5X, 2X, 1X, 

15 years wages-$750,000) on three servants.  You could say none of the servants took any risks 

on their own---it wasn’t their money, after all.  God took a chance and went for broke.  Two of 

the “horses” came in and paid off pretty well.  One finished out of the “winnings”, but the only 

loss for the boss was the cost of entering him in the race (he got a straight refund). 

   Now it would have been quite common for the one-talent slave to have recognized that he 

wasn’t given as much as the other two.  He could have said, “Well master, you know this was 

quite unfair, for you gave 5 times as much to that other fellow, so he could be much more 

imaginative in what he did with the funds in-trusted to him.  He could go to the investment 

broker and get some attention, whereas I had a fraction of what he had, so you know I was at a 



distinct disadvantage.  Truth has it, even the one talent represented an exorbitant amount of 

money, probably in today’s terms, a million dollars-15 years wages. 

 We certainly can come up with logic to excuse ourselves.  Fred Craddock tells a story 

that makes us think about that: 

     In a certain village the school bell rang at 8:30 am to call the children to class.  The boys and 

girls left their homes and toys reluctantly, creeping like snails into the school, not late but not a 

second early.  The bell rang again at 3:30 pm releasing the children to homes and toys, to which 

they rushed at the very moment of the tolling of the bell.  This is how it was every day, with 

every child except one.  She came early to help the teacher prepare the room and materials for 

the day.  She stayed late to help the teacher clean the board, dust erasers, and put away materials.  

And during the day she sat close to the teacher, all eyes and ears for the lessons being taught.  

One day when noise and inattention was worse than usual, the teacher called the class to order.  

Pointing to the little girl in the front row, the teacher said, “Why can you not be as she is?  She 

comes early to help, she stays late to help, and all day long she is attentive and courteous.” 

 “It isn’t fair to ask us to be as she is,” said one boy from the rear of the room.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Because she has an advantage,” he replied. 

 “I don’t understand.  What is her advantage?” asked the puzzled teacher. 

 “She is an orphan,” he almost whispered as he sat down. 

 The one-talent slave was not just afraid of losing his gift.  He was afraid of his master.  

“Master, I knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow…so I was afraid, and 

I went and hid your talent in the ground.”  I wonder what Jesus had in mind when he put this bit 

of dialogue into the story.  I think Jesus is saying that this is how some people think of God---

harsh, fickle, even cruel.  If we read on, it seems the master is riled not so much by the loss of 

opportunity of his investment as by the description of himself that he has just heard.  You can 

pick up the angry sarcasm in the words, “You knew, did you, that I reap where I did not sow, and 

gather where I did not scatter?” 

    Now comes the important part of the parable: 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…but from those who have 

nothing, even what they have will be taken away.  It is certainly among the harshest words put on 

Jesus’ lips.  This parable is not about bags of gold.  It is about much more than huge amounts of 

money.  It is about the gift of human life that we all receive and the particular gifts we receive 

with it.  It is about how we use or invest these gifts.  It is about the attitudes with which we come 

to the living of life. 

    Jesus is challenging us to change our perceptions of God.  Is our God a God of mercy, or do 

we live in fear of a harsh and punishing master?  Have we forgotten, or has someone led us to 

forget.  “You are much more valuable than flowers and birds.  God cares for them; will he not 

much more care for you?” 

    A group of clergy were at a minister’s retreat.  The participants were given the assignment to 

look through Scripture over the few days they were together and find the name that “belonged to 

them” or the story that they couldn’t live without.  On the closing day they would come together 

and share those personal insights with one another.  

     In preparation for the closing day a circle of chairs was assembled with one in the middle.  

The invitation was for one person at a time to come forward, sit in the chair and identify for 

others what word had come out of this time of reflection for them.  There were a number of 

persons who came and sat in the chair and pronounced with the group their “name” that came 



through study and reflection.  Often the presenters had powerful testimonies to share.  It was 

after almost everyone else had presented that a young man, young to be in the ministry, stepped 

forward and took the middle chair. 

     They all sat there in silence for a number of minutes.  Some of those in the circle began to 

fidget and check their watches, waiting to hear something.  The facilitator pressed the one in the 

chair in the middle of the circle to respond.  “Is there something you would like to share with the 

group?  Is there a name that you have come to take on as your own,?  a story that has particular 

meaning?”  The others on the outside of the circle were fidgeting in their chairs.  But then they 

saw the tears streaming down the face of the one in the chair.  After a long pause he uttered this 

response, “There are names I’ve mulled over, some of those which I would prefer, but none of 

them are coming through strong enough to replace the one that was given to me when I was 

young.  It was repeated to me many times.  He fell silent once again.  The facilitator paused, then 

said, “can you share that with us?”  “My name is ‘not good enough’, that is my name.  My father 

gave me that name.” 

    The young man in the chair began to sob.  “It was as if he was drowning in front of us,” 

recalled the facilitator.  And here we were a bunch of lifeguards on the sideline.  And then 

gradually the whole group arose from their chairs, individually without making eye contact and 

we went and layed our hands upon this weeping man and we said first individually and then in 

unison, “you are my beloved son, in you I am well pleased.” 

     Later, when the participants were leaving to go home the facilitator met that man in the 

parking lot and she said, “Will what happened in there, in our last session together make any 

difference for you?”  He responded, “There was something in here broken and it isn’t any more.  

From here on, every time I put my hand in to the water to name another human being, I will hear 

those words again, “you are a beloved son.” 

     If our attitude to reality---or God—is that I am dealing with a cunning enemy who is harsh, 

fickle, and cruel, then I will never venture onto the stage of life to play my role, never take a risk 

to speak my part.  My fear will freeze both my legs and my tongue; and whatever part I would 

have been able to play with my limited gifts will become impossible.  In the words of the 

parable, even what I have will be taken away.  Even my limited part in the play of life will be 

taken. 

    On the other hand, if I am prepared to see reality—or God--as the source of the gift of my life 

and of whatever gifts I have, then I can walk onstage confident that God wants me in the cast.  I 

can offer what I have and what I am and, when I have gained courage and gathered confidence 

from experience, I will find more and more satisfaction in my part.  “More will be given.” 

    Invest in your spiritual journey.  If you do not, your spirit will waste away, drying up like a 

plant left unwatered.  Like a gift of playing the piano that goes away without practise.  Like the 

gift of mathematics which when it is not exercised regularly becomes like a foreign, ancient 

language from the past.   

“Act, risk, venture, try, use your gifts, give yourself rather than hoard yourself.” Children of God 

like Weston are watching and learning, from us.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


