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I want to share a story with you this morning to see if it resonates with you. A few years ago, our son and his family moved to the Washington D.C. area to settle in. At the time, he owned a full size pickup truck which was half paid off. Well, as they settled into family life in the center of a major city, they realized that D.C. is expensive, owning a home is expensive and raising kids are expensive. In addition, a full size pickup truck is not the best vehicle for family life. At 15 mpg, trucks are not the most economical vehicles, and with the ever increasing amount of designated compact car parking spaces which even compact cars don’t park in, a truck is a nightmare to park and drive in and around a congested city unless, of course, you are a priest who only works on Sundays and thus has all the time in the world to park a football field away from the front doors of California Chicken Café. All of this and more was fodder for the ultimate decision for me to swap my Honda Accord for our son’s pickup truck. The name pickup turned out to be quite accurate in that along with the even trade, I got to ‘pickup’ the remainder of his car payment. Okay, fine. I really didn’t have a problem with it as much as I seem to be grumbling about it. Providing a safe, economical vehicle for our son’s family was a no-brainer. Many of you have done or would do the same thing. Having children means sacrifice-----forever and not just until they are eighteen years old. They are always our children.

Again, I am and was fine with this. However, I am not fine with another aspect of it. From my perspective the trading of cars was really more of gift on my part, and yet about a year ago while visiting him, I couldn’t help but notice what bad shape the car was in. There were dings, scrapes and bruises on the exterior and tears and broken things on the interior. A window didn’t go down and on and on. Basically, it appeared to me that they didn’t particularly take care of the car. And I will tell you that this bothered and still bothers me. But should it? Would it bother you? 
If you give a gift to someone, are there certain expectations that go along with that gift? We hear all the time of someone who inherits a reasonable sum of money from a parent or relative and within a short period of time spends it all. In reference to such a person, isn’t it commonly said, “Oh, so and so really blew through his/her inheritance and has nothing to show for it.” Don’t we tend to look negatively upon the person who squanders a gift as if there is some cultural or ethical rule as to how we are to employ the gifts we are given? As the giver, don’t we have certain expectations on how our gift is to be used?

For instance, when we give someone a book, don’t we expect them to read it? I once gave a book to a person as a gift and wrote a little note in the inside. Shortly thereafter, the book showed up in our book exchange unread! I knew it was the book I gave because of the transcription on the inside. It hurt my feelings. But why?
Christmas is coming up shortly (sorry to have mentioned it so early). Christmas is the season of giving. How does it feel to give a gift and for the receiver not to use it? 30 years ago, I went to a lot of trouble to get my wife, Janice, a handmade leather jacket from a leather maker in Provincetown, Massachusetts. Well, she didn’t particularly like it. A few years ago, while rummaging through one of our not so used closets, I found the jacket. It looked brand new. It had been hidden for 30 years in the back of a closet just like the fellow who hid the money given to him by his master in today’s gospel. 
My point is there is dance to the giving and receiving of gifts. As givers, we expect that which we give to be used in a way that we, the giver, deem appropriate. This puts a certain burden on the receiver. When is a gift truly a gift? When is a gift completely free? Or is there no such thing as a completely free gift? We have been told that Jesus sacrificed himself for the sins of the whole world. We say that God has given us this gift of salvation and forgiveness of sins unconditionally. We believe that God’s love is unconditional----that there are no strings attached, no expectations on God’s part. Is this true? Everyone has received free grace by virtue of Jesus’ death and resurrection. However, there are certainly many people who choose not to believe it or care about it or do anything about it. Does God then deny, punish, and turn God’s back on them because they received the gift but chose not to do anything with it? Or perhaps they chose to do something very different with it. Does God care? Our gospel text for today says unequivocally YES……God cares; God cares A LOT! 
In our story, a master (God/Jesus) is about to go away, however, with the idea that he is going to return at some undesignated point in the future unknown to all. Just before leaving God/Jesus calls three slaves (us, the Church, believers) before him to give us various gifts. No instructions are given. We are simply given huge amounts of money. Well, as we read on, we come to find out that there are huge expectations on the gift we had been given. The major one expectation is that we were supposed to use the gift to gain a larger return. We learn this when the fellow who buried his money gift in the ground is excoriated for not going out and risking using the money in some as of yet unknown way to increase it. 

Now, you need to know that unlike today the safest thing to do with money in the ancient world prior to banks was to bury it. As a matter of fact, in Ancient Israel, one was considered free of all responsibility if one buried a treasure because it was the safest thing to do, and if someone happened to find it----oh, well, that was not your fault. But this is not what this passage says. This passage tears into the poor fellow who simply gave back to his master that which he was given. No harm/no foul turns into no bounce/no play. So, what is up with this? Are their strings attached to God’s gifts to us? Are forgiveness and salvation and grace really free? Or are their strings of expectation attached by God? Am I correct in expecting our son to take care of ‘my’ car the way I want it taken care of? If you give someone a book, do you expect them to read it? If you give someone a Christmas or birthday present and they return it for cash are you hurt?

In the 1990s there used to be a fellow who was a lawyer who one night a week set up a simple chair and table behind a hot dog stand in Van Nuys and completely pro bono offered legal advice and assistance to any one who requested it. His idea became a huge hit. 
Here is an example of someone who was given certain talents and realized that his talents weren’t just for his own benefit but for the benefit of those who could not afford a lawyer. It seems to me that God’s response to this fellow would be, “Well done, good and trustworthy slave; enter into the joy of your master.”
In other words, it appears as if Jesus is saying that we have been given certain gifts and talents in life by God. And our job is not to keep them for ourselves but to share them with others. Thus, if you are a lawyer, a nurse, a financial advisor, a business person or whatever your talent and wisdom may be, share it pro bono with others who need your talent. God has no problem with us being paid for what we have gifts for, and yet there is an expectation on God’s part to give back that which you received by the grace of God. At least, this is how this parable has traditionally been interpreted. But don’t you see how this places a burden upon the receiver who never asks for the gift in the first place! And in the case of our faith, one doesn’t even have a choice because the gift of Jesus’ sacrificial death was given to us long before we ever existed. Doesn’t this call into question exactly what we mean by a gift? It does to me. And I think this parable doesn’t help at all. Actually, it hinders!
First of all, this parable was not intended to be interpreted as each of us sharing our talents. This parable was a slap by the early church against Judaism. The original gift referred to was the Torah, which was given by God as a gift to the Jews. Along with this gift came an expectation to live out a relationship with God according to God’s commands and will. However, according to the early church (and perhaps Jesus), the Israelites weren’t doing anything with this gift. Instead of risking their faith in new, challenging ways they idolized it and set it up on a pedestal refusing to change a thing. And don’t we know what that is like in the Episcopal Church. There is a tendency to love the tradition more than to love the message, and one becomes stuck with worshipping that which no longer has any meaning because God has moved on.
As a result, this parable is really about Jesus telling the Jews that their faith is like the third slave. It has been buried and thus worthless. What they had will be taken away from them and given to others who are willing to put it to better use. But who on God’s green earth today is going to preach that? So, instead, preachers today will preach about stewardship or sharing one’s talents (money and abilities). Fine that works, but at the core one way or the other is the dance-------the dance of giving and receiving.

Dance, dance wherever you may be. I am the Lord of the Dance said he. Well…………I don’t think so. Gifts are just that. Gifts are unconditional. We give in order to give. We give out of love, care and concern. And thus, when we give, we let go of that which we give. There is no longer any attachment. That which we give away is no longer ours; it now belongs to someone else who has the freedom to with our gift whatever they choose. And let me tell you how hard that is. But if we believe that God loves us unconditionally----which by definition means without attachments, strings or conditions----then no matter what we do with God’s love, God accepts. If not, then God doesn’t love unconditionally. And if that is the case, then all our talk of free grace and God’s love takes on an entirely new perspective. If God’s love is conditional, then just tell me the rules. But don’t tell me that not only do I have to follow the rules but also that I have to be moved internally to do them by love or care. In other words, that I do them because I feel a duty to do them out of my heart. This feeling only comes when one is free to express it not when it is expected or part of the game. 
Thus, there are no rules to loving freely. Either we love without expectation of anything in return or there are certain rules to the dance which I can follow but don’t expect my heart to be in it because I have to do it whether I want to or not. And that is not freedom to me. And I think the key to the Episcopal Church and to real Christian faith is that God’s love for us really is freely given. We can stomp all over it if we want to and God will continue to offer more and more because a gift given is in the possession of the receiver not the giver. The receiver determines its usage. The giver merely gives and lets go.
What this means for us is that when we love others, we give our heart to them. We hand it over to them, and they can cherish it or they can abuse it. However, whatever they do has no affect on our gift. Now this is worth a parable! This is really hard to do. And yet, I think this is the essence of God’s love. Anyone can share their talents (which, by the way, I think we all should do). So, the parable of the talents as we currently interpret it is manageable. However, a better parable would have been how the third slave squandered his gift and didn’t care and for the master to then say, “Oh, dear slave, here……take what I have given to the others because whatever you do, I will never stop loving you. You just don’t have that kind of power. You have the power to do whatever you want with whatever I give you, but you do not have the power to prevent me from loving you.” This is the power of the father in the parable of the prodigal son. This is the type of power God exhibits. It is, as Robert Capon likes to say, left-handed power instead of right handed power.
How often in life do we stop loving others because we allowed their reaction to our love to condition our love for them? Way too often would be my guess. The cross is about a love that has no conditions. It loves and continues to love despite what we do with that love. And, thus, in the midst of unexpecting love, we find the meaning of true love; we find the God of love; we find Christ.  
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