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Most of us have probably heard this story of Jesus’ over and over through the years, 

especially right around this time. That’s not just because it’s where it falls in the cycle. It’s also 

because it’s often used for stewardship. And it’s perfect for that, right? Each servant is given a 

talent, something of great value, and each one is expected to build on that talent so the master 

returns to even greater wealth. Isn’t that what stewardship is all about: using what we have to the 

best of our ability to be rewarded with even more?  

  

When we look at this story through the lens of our modern economy it’s hard not to see it 

that way. And it’s hard not to come away with the impression that the two first servants are 

praised because they double their money, while the third is rejected because he fails to make any 

money. It seems very neatly packaged. A perfect story to encourage us to work hard to increase 

our value and convince us that God wants nothing more than to see us prosper. This is a story 

perfectly suited for believers in the prosperity gospel, the idea that God’s blessing is revealed 

through wealth and, by extension, God’s rejection is revealed through poverty.  

  

Honestly, though, that’s not a perspective I share. There’s nothing about Jesus’ life in the 

gospels that leads me to think he’s very interested in wealth. Mostly it’s a metaphor. The few 

times he runs into someone who’s wealthy he doesn’t hold out much hope for their entering 

God’s kingdom. But more than that, if acquiring wealth were really the point of the story, then 

we could tell it very differently.   

  

Suppose when the master left the economy fell into recession? The two servants with five 

and two talents each invest them but lose every penny. Only the third servant ends up with 

anything to show the master when he returns. Now who gets praised? Well, using the logic of 

Jesus, the story turns out exactly the same way. This is not a story about managing money.  

  

This is a story about value, but not the value of money. It’s a story about the value of risk. 

Even if the first two servants had lost everything, they still would be invited to the celebration. 

They still would have gained everything and more. What Jesus is telling us is God wants us to 

risk what we’re given for the sake of the kingdom, even if it means losing everything. That’s 

why the master gives each of them such immense amounts of money. A talent is worth 

something like sixteen years’ wages, so even the third servant is given a huge amount of money. 

They are all invited to risk more than they’d ever imagined having.   

  

And as far as Jesus is concerned the celebration is worth the risk. Over and over Jesus 

invites the people around him to join the party, to come celebrate. The master’s been away a long 

time, they may have wondered if he would ever return. What should they do in the meantime? 

Sit on their hands? Ignore every opportunity to take a risk? Jesus says we should use all that 

we have while we still have it. And if by doing that we lose it all…so what? At least we’ve been 

willing to make the sacrifice, to go the full distance.   

  



The master marvels over the two servants’ boldness. Come celebrate? They’ve been 

celebrating all along. They’ve been reveling in the joy of life itself, of reaching out and 

embracing the world with gusto. That’s what Jesus is calling us to do. So, what’s stopping us?  

  

What was stopping that third servant? This is called The Storytellers Bible. I like the 

translation; I think it’s really accessible and punchy. But what I really love about this edition is 

all through the text there are sidebars with examples of similar stories from other cultures. The 

sidebar with this parable isn’t from a different culture exactly, but a different religion; it’s a 

Jewish story, but the date is unknown. It says,   

  

“From the rabbis: ‘A king had two servants, one of whom loved him and the other feared 

him. The king went on a long journey. During his long absence the servant who loved him 

worked industriously taking care of the garden and the palace and preparing delicacies 

for his return. The servant who feared him but did not love him, did not even think about 

the king during his absence. Finally the king returned, and gave a friendly smile to the 

first minister, because of all the care he had taken to have things prepared for his return. 

And the servant rejoiced because the king was pleased. Then the king turned 

threateningly toward the second servant, who trembled and turned pale. This is the 

difference between one who loves God and one who fears him; the share of those who 

love God is doubled.’”  

(Quoted in The Storytellers Bible, from Yalqut shim’oni 267[date unknown], 

from Boring, Berger, and Colpe, 231, no. 343.)  

  

The third servant lived in fear of the master and not in love. Fear keeps us from joining the 

celebration. Fear compels us to protect and preserve what we have and never risk it. Fear causes 

us to bury our souls in a futile attempt to keep them safe. And fear casts us out into darkness 

where we weep and grind our teeth.  

  

Jesus calls us to stop living in fear and celebrate the goodness of God by risking 

everything we have, everything we are, for the sake of God’s kingdom of love, compassion and 

justice. No matter what happens to us or to everything we have we are members of God’s party 

and the celebration is just beginning.  

  

Amen  
 


