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One of the things that we ought to be doing, often, if not daily, and perhaps especially in Lent, is to examine
ourselves.  If we are God's children, then we need to take responsibility to examine our lives, to see what we
do well as much as what we do badly, to see even when what we do well masks what we do badly and when
what we do badly masks what we do well.  But we should examine ourselves.  And we should, with God's
help, act on what we see.

That was what the prophets were constantly trumpeting to the people, in various ways.  Sometimes they did it
in a cajoling voice, sometimes they told stories or enacted symbols; and sometimes, as we read Malachi doing
today, they just told it to them straight.  The messenger is coming, said Malachi, that messenger who you think
you are looking for.  But when he comes you might find that he sees things differently than you do.  You might
find that the things you think are good enough are not good enough at all.  You might find that the little sins
and injustices which you wink at and think don't matter, matter a lot.  So Malachi protested.

But still the expectation continued.  God would send his messenger and he would put all things right and
vindicate his people once and for all.

Then Jesus came, and gradually, despite all the questioning of the authorities, the popular feeling took hold
that this was the messenger, the time had come, now was when they would be vindicated.  And Jesus knew
that they thought this.  And so he told his parable, a parable designed to be an antidote to expectation.

The antidote is what disables, neutralises the poison.  The antidote calms things down.

In parables usually any nobleman stands for God.  And so Jesus has the nobleman going away for a while, but
only to gain royal power and return.  In his absence ten of his slaves were given a mina - three months wages
for a labourer - and told to do business with it.  That was an instruction.  In the man's absence some of his
subjects sent word that they didn't want him back, maybe thinking that if they had no ruler they would be free
to live as they pleased.  People often make that mistake.

Anyway back the man came, now made royalty, and he summons his slaves.  We only hear what three of them
did with the money.  One has been very active, and perhaps a bit lucky, or perhaps extremely hard-working
and he has made ten minas out of his one.  Obviously he can be trusted to work well without supervision, so
he is given responsibility for ten cities.  Another has also been active and made five minas.  So he too is given
responsibility, in line with his profit.  And then we hear of the third man, who has done nothing at all.  He
hasn't actually lost the money, but he hasn't done what was asked of him.  As the master says, he hasn't even
had the wit to put the money in the bank and let it earn a few pennies of interest.  Of course, as a good Jew,
he wouldn't think of that.  Maybe he has been priding himself that he has done nothing remotely shady,
nothing that could be at all questioned by the law and the lawyers.  But he also hasn't done what he was asked.

And so the man is thrown out, the money given to the man who took the most initiative and the enemies of the
King are killed.

It wasn't meant to be an encouraging story.  Jesus was saying, "If I am God's messenger who you are waiting
for, then I might not do just what you want.  If I am God's messenger then you've got to hope that I find you
have been living God's way, working to spread God's Kingdom in the world.  If I am God's messenger, coming
to his temple, then you've got to know that I've come to change things, not just to accept them.  I've come to
put things right."



"From those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away." (v:26)  I don't think that the Jews
thought that they were those who had nothing.  They had been trying to maintain things unchanged - a bit like
burying the money - and they thought that this was enough.  They expected to be commended.  But this parable
is the antidote to expectation.  And the man who became King was clear: he didn't want to find things static
in his absence.  He had given the resources and the instructions that they were to use what he gave to do
business, to make changes.

People always complain if there are changes in the church.  Many people - perhaps especially those who are
mainly on the outside of the church looking in, or on the fringes of the congregational life - want their church
to be preserved in aspic, with everything just as they remember it "always has been".   I'm not necessarily
saying this church - but then I'm not necessarily not saying this church.  People in churches love to complain.
If there are new songs, they complain - although all the songs they love were new once as well - and people
complained about them then too!  They complain if there is a change in the order of service, or the way that
the minister goes about his or her work, or if they are asked to do more than sit in a pew on a Sunday.  Not
everyone complains, of course, but people do.  They complain about changes made to the fabric of the building,
or if outreach into the community makes something they cherish inconvenient.

These are worst case scenarios.  I don't hear all these complaints every week, and I hope you don't either.  But
we do have a natural instinct to want to preserve the things we love unchanged, without asking if that is what
they are for.  We expect that what was good enough in the past is good enough for now.  And this parable is
the antidote to expectation.

God gives us gifts to use to move his church and her mission forward.  But very often we are like the woman
who is given a swish new handbag, and wraps it in tissue and lays it in a drawer, and goes on using her old
bag so that she can keep the new one unspoiled.  But that's not why she was given it.  And the gifts God gives
us are not just to be admired, or preserved either.  They are for use.

The servants who are commended in the parable are those who were prepared to take a bit of a risk.  We love
to hark back to the good old days, but the King is looking for progress.  He is looking for growth in us and in
our churches.  And just as we have seen in the parable of the fig-tree in the vineyard, there is a cut off point.
There is a time when the King looks to see what has been done, and when he condemns his enemies.

For Jesus' hearers the cut off point was just around the corner, but they didn't know it.  The parable of the
coming of the King was about to become actual.  The King was about to come, humble and lowly and riding
on a donkey, into the city and into the temple.  We will think more about that next week.

For us, one day the King will come again.  We are in a similar position to the first century Jews, expecting the
return of our King, but not knowing when it will be.  That tends to be an Advent thought, or maybe one we
associate with Christ’s ascension, but it should never be too far from our thoughts.  And in another way the
King comes to his temple every day, for St. Paul tells us that we are temples for the Holy Spirit (1 Corinthians
6:19).  The King comes, and what does he look for?

First of all he looks for a welcome.  We wouldn’t want to be those who have, by our lives, sent word that we
don’t want this God to be king over us.

Then he looks for growth.  He looks to see how we have been using the gifts he has given us: the gift of his
Son, of His Spirit, the gift of being his child, the gift of having support from others of his children.  This Lent,
have you grown?  Have you grown in humility, in self-understanding, in love for others (and in love for
yourself - God loves you, so don’t hate yourself)?  Have you grown in your determination to speak of your
Lord to others?  You, and only you, know if you’ve grown.  And if you don’t know, one way or another, then
you should.

And what about as a congregation?  Have we grown?  What investments have we made and what risks have
we taken?  We are putting in place some schemes, using God’s gift to us.  We are hoping to open up our
building and our friendship to mothers of toddlers in a Bounce and Rhyme scheme.  We are hoping to open
up our talents and friendship to children in a junior choir.  I once heard it said that the way to spell faith is



‘R_I_S_K’.   So if we say we have faith, maybe it is time to learn from the prophets, maybe it is time to learn
from Jesus’ parable: the King is coming and he expects us to be active in his service.  Just preserving what we
have is not enough.  May we learn from what he says and become the risk-takers he loves.

Amen.


