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Sunday 13 November 2011
A story about using gifts 

Year A - Pentecost 22 - 66A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Judges 4.1-7 The Canaanite king conquered Israel and oppressed its people for twenty years. The Lord then spoke to Deborah telling her to instigate an uprising.
Psalm 123 A prayer in which the psalmist asks for the Lord’s mercy and help.
1 Thessalonians 5.1-11 We are to stay alert and sober for the Lord’s return will be as a thief coming in the night. Christ died for us so that we may live together with him. That’s why we are to encourage one another.
Matthew 25. 14-30 Jesus tells another story to explain what the kingdom is like.  Three servants were put in charge of all that their Master owned when he left the country. On his return two of the servants had used his money well but one had not. 


	Introduction / Background

	Today we continue in the gospel stream of the lectionary, following a series from Matthew. The parable of the gifts in Matthew 25.14-30, that we are looking at this week, also occurs in Luke’s gospel but with some notable differences. You may want to take a look at Luke’s version (Luke 19.12-27). A comparison between the two would make an interesting home group study. For those planning ahead the last two messages in this series are:

     Matthew 25.14-30 
- A story about using gifts 
13 November

     Matthew 25.31-46 
- Sheep and goats 

20 November
This will be followed by the Advent Series:
     Isaiah 64.1-9     - Rip the heavens apart! Come!  27 November      Advent 1              

     Isaiah 40.1-11   - The Lord is coming!                    4 December      Advent 2              

     1 Thessalonians 5.16-24 Christmas joy & peace 11December       Advent 3              

     Luke 1.26-38    - Nothing is impossible for God!  18 December      Advent 4              

     Luke 2.1-20      - Jesus is born   Christmas Day   25 December    



	Broader / Personal

Preparation
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	Read in its context, today’s parable can be seen as a story told to oppose the Pharisees and scribes. These are the ones who had been entrusted with God’s law. The Law for the Psalmist brought God’s light and hope to people but the Pharisees had buried this truth. They had turned it instead into a series of burdensome obligations that tied ordinary people in knots. 
A couple of related music tracks that come to mind:
Stick to the Status quo off the High School Musical 1 movie (2006 - G) and soundtrack album (2006) is about taking risks to develop the gifts and talents that you have. Read the lyrics.
Paramore have got a song called Playing God about that pharisaic tendency to point an accusing finger at others while ignoring our own faults. It’s on their 2009 Brand New Eyes album. 
There are also some great movies on the theme of using and developing our gifts:
Bend it like Beckham (2002 - PG) The talented daughter of Sikh parents wishes to develop her football skills. Starring Parminder Nagra and Kiera Knightly.

Finding Forrester (2000 - M). A reclusive writer, played by Sean Connery, befriends an under-privileged youth (Rob Brown) and helps him pursue his dream of also becoming a writer.
Billy Elliot (2000 - M) Young Billy is a talented dancer but his coal miner father is ashamed of his son participating in what he perceives to be such an effeminate activity. However, after seeing his boy perform, the father allows him to develop his talent.



	Creativity /

Visual Aids

	Gifts and talents cards
Make a series of cards, with the name of a gift, talent or skill on each. The list of gifts can be designed to match your particular congregation, but include things like: Accounting, Administration, Art, Design, Discernment, Drama, Evangelism, Encouragement, Flower arranging, Generosity, Handyman skills, Hospitality, Inspiring others, Planning, Prayer, Teaching, Leadership, Showing compassion, Singing, Speaking, Motivating others, Music, Pastoral care, Helping others, Skilled craft and Writing. 
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Make multiple copies of each and spread them out on a table at the front of the church. Early in the service ask people to come forward and choose at least two cards that match their own abilities. 
Later in the service, as a response to the message from the gospel, get people to hold the cards that they have chosen. Lead in a prayer of commitment dedicating our gifts and abilities to God. Ask people to consider: 
· How am I using and developing the gifts and skills that I hold? 

· Are there ways I could be better using this gift to serve God?

· Are there opportunities to use this gift in the life of the church?

Make sure that church leaders are available after the service to talk with those who would like to see their gifts better utilised. Tell people to take the cards home with them as a reminder that they are stewards of these gifts that God has given them.


	Preaching thoughts and Questions
	Eric was off on his OE. It was something he had been looking forward to for ages.
He had a small business that just employed three. They all knew the ropes, so he was going to leave it all in their hands. He would spend time with his brother in Surfers, then fly on to LA, go to Disneyland and do the Grand Canyon. After that a trans-Atlantic flight to ski the Swiss Alps... yeah! That’s what he’d always wanted to do. He’d just ski till he got sick of it and after that head home.
Now, just before Eric left, he cashed up all his liquid assets and called in his three workers. He knew them pretty well, and what they were capable of.

“Yvette, here’s $5,000 of mine - see what you can do with it for me between now and when I return.”
“Kurt, $2,000 for you, mate.”
“Dwayne, $1,000. Do what you can”  ....and off he went

Well, as soon as Eric had gone, Yvette and Kurt were all excited.  They checked the share market, commodity prices, bonds... it was great fun. They took a few risks and before long... they’d doubled Eric’s money!

Dwayne however wasn’t so sure. What if he lost it? If he just left $1000 around the house he’d end up spending it. “I know,” he thought, “I’ll bury it out by the garden shed and at least Eric will get his money back.”
After quite a long time Eric returned suddenly. He had broken his leg skiing in Switzerland, so decided to come home. He rang up Yvette, Kurt and Dwayne. “You must come around and see my holiday videos.”
“Oh no!” they thought, “not holiday videos.” But out of loyalty to their boss they said, “we’d love to” ...and so they arrived at Eric’s place.
Eric had edited his holiday down to two hours of highlights. After the screening they were having a drink when Eric said, “Now tell me, how did you get on with my money?”
“Well,” Yvette said, “you gave me $5000. I earned another five. There’s $10,000 ready for you to collect.”
“Wonderful! Yvette you beaut! I’ll make you a partner in the business! …How did you get on Kurt?”
“Well boss, I did okay. You gave me $2000, and I’ve doubled it. I’ve got $4000 for you.”
“Kurt, that’s wonderful! You can join the partnership too, if you’d like to mate… What about you Dwayne?”
“Boss, don’t get me wrong, but I know that you’re a hard man... and... and... well... you expect a lot of us. I was scared… that I would lose your money. So... so I buried it by the garden shed in a plastic bag. I dug it up and brought it with me. Here it is boss!”

Eric just looked at him. Then he said, “Dwayne, you are a lazy good for nothing. Since you know what I’m like, at least you could have put the money in the bank and got 3% interest. Give your plastic bag of cash to Yvette, and get out of here... And Dwayne, don’t turn up for work tomorrow.”
Slightly adapted, that’s a story that Jesus told. But what does it mean? Remember, when we are interpreting parables we need to look at the main point, not all the details. So, the thrust of the story is something like this: God expects us to use our gifts and to take risks because we will have to give account.

Which leads us to ask the following questions today:

    How are we using our resources? 
    Are we using them in ways that are pleasing to our boss, our Lord, our master?
Matthew records this story of the Master and his servants as the last parable Jesus told before he was killed. This matter was urgent. Jesus was passing the gospel on to us, his disciples, and saying to us that we will have to give an account to God about the way we share it. It’s a matter of stewardship and, although preserving things as they are might seem the easiest way forward, this story says that it is not an option. 
Because of older translations of the Bible, some of you will know our story this morning as “the parable of the talents”. Now, the use of this word “talent” is very interesting. The New Testament was written in Greek and the original word used was not “5000 coins” but “five (then two, then one) talanta”. Talanta were measures of weight (like kilograms or pounds) that were used to weigh out silver as a means of exchange. However, clearly in the interpretation of the parable not just money is being referred to here. The message is about being responsible to God with our time, our position in the world and, more than anything, our ability to do well at different endeavours. It is because of this understanding of the parable that the English word ‘talent’ arose. What I am saying is that our English word talent originated with this parable!
There’s a theme of judgement in this story. If we don’t use the gifts we have, we will lose them. This is a law of nature – whether it be that we have skills in music, preaching, sport or the keeping accounts – if we use them they develop and we get more ability. But if we don’t use them we lose even what we have.
Gifts aren’t evenly spread. Some have small skills and some great. Nevertheless the message is to use what we have. When we look at the world scene, there is no doubt that the resources of the world are not evenly spread either. You and I are the ones entrusted with the bigger amount. We are the ones with the 5000 coins of the story. Are we being good stewards? 
(Rather than giving the impression of being ‘down’ on people or making people feel guilty about our response to the desperate needs of the world, we can encourage greater generosity by praising all the good things being done. Begin to mention all the things that your church/parish supports… and the wonderful things being accomplished. A few specific local stories would add to the impact. Mention the food banks, Lifewise projects,  hospital chaplaincy, community counselling services, overseas aid and development, mission projects, and the like, that you support.)
In a way our giving to these things is a form of self-denial, putting the needs of others ahead of our own. But in another sense it is a way of self-fulfilment, because there is nothing more satisfying than using our resources, gifts and abilities for the purposes of the God who made us and wants the best for us. There is nothing better than to be able to acknowledge what he has given us and dedicate it back to Him:
“Lord you have made me a parent. Help me to serve you in this role - to show God’s love to my children.”
“Lord you have given me an ability to sing, or to arrange flowers, or to teach. I give these abilities to you. Use them for your glory.”
“Lord you have given me more than my share of the world’s resources, and put me in one of the world’s rich countries. I give my money and possessions to you. Show me how to give to others so your love will be shown to those who don’t know you.”
Yes, there is always an element of risk. But God expects us to be good stewards and put to use the gifts that he has given to us.
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	Using our gifts with a bigger picture in mind

When St Paul’s Cathedral was being built in London under the direction of the architect Wren, a visitor came to see the work. He asked some of the workmen what they were doing. One said, “I am cutting stone.” Another said, “I am earning my wages.” A third said, “I am helping Sir Christopher Wren build a cathedral.” All the answers were true, but the man who gave the third answer was living his life more fully than the others.

John Hargaves, A Guide to the Parables (Forge Valley PA: Judson Press, 1975) p114
Use it or lose it

My neighbour has been leaning the saxophone. He also has a small backyard swimming pool. In past years, when his children needed supervision in the pool, he used this time to practice the saxophone poolside. I would shout words of encouragement over the fence when strains of “The Flintstones” and “When the saints come marching in” drifted over my way. I hadn’t heard him play recently, so I asked how his saxophone playing was coming along. “Well,” he said, “now that the children are old enough to no longer need supervision in the pool, I don’t practice. As a result my playing ability has gone backwards.”
In a similar vein… I was a keen surfer in my youth. Every spare moment I’d be out on my board looking for a wave. However, I sold my last surf board a long time ago. More recently I was at a surf beach with some friends when one of them came in from the surf and dropped his surfboard on the beach beside me. I had an over-whelming desire to cut up a few waves like I used to do. 
“Would you mind if I used your board?” I asked.

“Go for it,” he said.

It was a small, fast board – but not as small as the one I used to have. I paddled out, caught a wave, lost my balance… fell off. Tried again… and again… and again. To my embarrassment this old surfer, who thought he could surf like he used to, had lost all his ability through neglect of the skill.

Risk – an anonymous poem


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs
Awake my soul MHB 931; WOV 469; H&P 632; CMP 804
Beautiful Lord, wonderful saviour S2 640

God of grace and God of glory WOV 543; H&P 712; CMP 192
God was in Christ  HIOS 49

God, you have given us WOV 550; H&P 345
I bow my knee S1 198

I give myself to you SIS 325

I want to hear you say S3 1338

Make me a captive Lord MHB 596; WOV 528; H&P 714; CMP 455
May the anger of Christ be mine FFS 48

O day of God draw near WOV 547

O thou who camest from above MHB 386; WOV 486; H&P 745; CMP 525; S1 416
Praise to the Lord the Almighty MHB 64; WOV 28; H&P 16; CMP 564; S2 945
Strengthen for service Lord WOV 417; H&P 626
Take my life MHB 400; WOV 520; H&P 705; CMP 624; S1 468
To live this day, Lord for you WHV 39

You servants of God MHB 426; WOV 144; H&P 278; CMP 784; S2 1074
You servants of the Lord MHB 581; WOV 474; H&P 248
You that do your Master’s will MHB 628
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	Gifts

We thank you for the Holy Spirit:
for the gifts of the Spirit poured out on the church

for our life together of worship and service
and our calling to make us disciples

and to serve Christ in our neighbours.

Give us wisdom, Lord, to know your will,

and courage to do it.

May our words declare your love

and may our compassion give substance to our words.

In the power of the Spirit

we offer ourselves again to you

as a living sacrifice to your praise and glory;

Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.

© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
A prayer for mercy

Our Lord and our God, 

I turn my eyes to you, 

on your throne in heaven. 

Servants look to their master, 

but we will look to you, 

until you have mercy on us. 

Please have mercy, Lord

Psalm 123.1-3a Contemporary English Version (CEV) Copyright © 1995 by American Bible Society
Lord: too often we measure ourselves by what we haven’t got

Lord:

Too often we measure ourselves by what we haven’t got:

 
Not quite enough money



Not quite enough time




Not quite enough health and strength



Not quite enough freedom to do just what we want to

It’s too easy to look at what we have got with dissatisfaction

To look around and see possible situations better than our own

And to be envious.

Lord:

This morning we recognise that we have much more money 

         than most of the world and many of our fellow New Zealanders

This morning we recognise that we have enough time 

         to do what you want us to do

This morning we give you thanks for the health we do enjoy,

         the strength we do have

This morning we are grateful for the freedom we have this weekend 

         to worship as we please, 


to go where we please, 



to associate with whom we please, 




to read what we like, 





to access information and enjoyment

This morning we acknowledge our brothers and sisters 




who have good reason to look upon us with envy

 And as we thank you for what is entrusted to us

We purpose to remain good stewards—grateful stewards—in your love

Amen 
© Alan K Webster

Benediction

May the God of love 

stir up in us the gifts of his grace 

and sustain each of us 

in our discipleship and service; 

and the blessing of God, 

the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 

remain with us for ever. Amen

© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw
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	A gold chocolate coin.  
Buy a bag of gold chocolate coins. Read Jesus’ story about using gifts from the CEV.  Explain that, when Jesus told the story about coins, he was saying that God wants us to think about how we use all the things he has given us – not just money. 
Who is good at maths? Who is good at sport? Who is good at being a friend? Who is good at helping? 
We all have gifts and talents. Some people have really big talents. Can you think of people with a big talent for singing? For sport?  Some people have talents that are not so big… but God wants us to use the abilities that we have, whether they are big or small.

I have a gift for everyone… a chocolate coin. When you eat the chocolate keep the foil wrapper and put it somewhere in your room at home where you will see it.  Every time you look at it consider how you are using your talents, opportunities and resources for God.
A couple of extras:
Parable of the talents colouring page
Parable of the talents word puzzle


	PowerPoint
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	Google images for gold coins
Parable of the talents image in stained glass
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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