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Grief Not Guilt
A Pent 22--Matthew 25:14-30


	You don't have to spend very long in this world to realize that God does not distribute gifts and abilities evenly.  Some people are clearly born with more than others--more intelligence, more athleticism, more artistic skill, more capacity for achievement.  I'm not denigrating the role of hard work and grit in success.  I'm just saying natural talent comes in differing quantities.  We can spend our time feeling sorry for those who have less or envious of those who have more, but what we can't do is change or even offer a proper moral accounting for this fundamental fact.  And neither does Jesus' parable in today's gospel.  Why does the master, who clearly represents God, give one slave five talents, one two, and the other only one?  We don't know.  Life is like that.  What are you gonna do?
	But if the parable doesn't account for this basic inequity, it does have something important to say about what that inequity means in God's moral universe: namely, nothing.  The slave who doubles his five talents to ten receives exactly the same praise, word-for-word, as the one who doubles his two talents to four, even though the first slave has netted the master more money then the second slave has totaled.  The only distinction that really matters in this story is the distinction between both these slaves and the third slave, who is afraid of the master and so fails to use what he has been given to bring the master any benefit at all.  And this attitude becomes self-fulfilling.  Because he does nothing to invest his gifts, even what he has is taken away.  Because he acts out of fear and not joy, he cannot enter into the joy of his Master.  
	In other words, for God, it's not what we get, but what we do with what we get that matters.  It's our willingness to put what we have been given to work for the increase of God's domain.  That's what really counts. 
	This past Wednesday, Nan and I went to a screening of Traces of the Trade--a documentary made by a young Episcopalian named Katrina Browne about her quest to uncover the truth about her New England family's participation in the slave trade.  A few of her many extended family members join her on this remarkable journey, retracing the routes that their ancestors' ships took as they collected, sold, and exploited slaves from Rhode Island to West Africa to Cuba to North Carolina and then back to Rhode Island.  During the journey they have to confront the shameful brutality of their forefather's "business," the pervasive way that slavery benefitted the entire US economy, not just the South, and the stark fact that their own privilege has arisen at least in part out of this history.  And then, when this painful journey of discovery is over, they have to confront another question: what now?  Are they going to do something with what they have learned, or is this just going to go into the photo album as another expensive vacation?  What about reparations?  What about the current social inequalities that still have deep roots in slavery?
	The family members wrestle with these questions, and each answers it in his or her own way.  One starts representing African Americans in reparations lawsuits.  Another ends up marrying an African American woman with whom he takes the film on the road, giving workshops and leading conversations about race.  (At the film screening they talked about the "divine happenstance" that a descendent of slave owners would marry a descendent of slaves.)  A couple of others, including Browne, lead a campaign to get the Episcopal Church to confront its own historic participation in slavery and seek ways to heal and redress those wrongs.  Each one is moved to take his or her skills and resources--his or her gifts--and put them to work in some way to bring God's justice and equality more fully into the world.  
	There is one moment in particular, when Browne is urging the Episcopal Church's national convention to take up the resolutions on slavery and racism, and she makes a very insightful observation.  She says that once we begin to face into the truth of the past, the work of healing racism becomes an effort we undertake "not out of guilt but out of grief."  Not out of guilt but out of grief.  In other words, we put our gifts to work not because we fear the anger of a harsh God, as the third slave does in Jesus' parable, but because we connect with the compassion of a loving God.  
	Needless to say, this teaching applies to us as we prepare to make our offering to the church out of the gifts God has given us.  But it also goes far beyond this invitation Sunday.  It speaks to everything we do as Christians.  Take what you have--finances and skills--and invest them in the service of a just and compassionate God.  That is what's asked of us all, no more, no less.  And it is always asked by a God of justice and a God of love.  
	Amen.
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