The first task we clergy face when preparing a sermon is to put the readings into context and try to understand what the text was saying to ancient ears.  Next, we attempt to draw a lesson from it all and then, with any luck, bring it forward and apply it to the here and now.  We call that process by a fancy term:  exegesis which simply means “unpacking.”
We have, once again, a difficult parable to unpack today.  Remember:  Jesus told each parable to make his audience heave a collective, “WHAT???”  He always told them to drive home a point, often a positive one.  But sometimes, the positive point is missed because like most of the parables, they have a lighter and a darker side.
But this one… at least on the surface it’s pretty rough!  Our modern ears can miss what’s wrong with the story.  So, let’s “unpack” it together.
Let’s start with talents?  What do we mean when we say the word talent?  Of course, we mean the gifts we’ve been given by God.  I have great talent with preaching; someone else has tremendous cooking talent.  They’re the gifts that God has given us for our own good and the good of others.  The trouble is that this meaning doesn’t really apply here.  

OK, so what did they mean when they said talent 2,000 years ago?  Actually, it was a measured weight of precious metal that equaled 100 years’ wages to a typical peasant!  Recall that the first slave got five of these!

Then we have the three slaves.  It’s important to remember that slaves were property, not human.  There were several types back in Roman society.  For instance, bakers were always slaves and they were the lowest of the lowest.  Then there were household slaves.  Now, some trusted slaves were stewards, but not these ones; these were slaves and nothing more.  They had no status, no honor and probably no name of their own.  All three know that the master is a demanding ol’ cuss!
The first two are conniving and greedy; take enormous chances with property that isn’t theirs.  Only luck or perhaps, ingenious dishonesty on their part has saved them.  But at the end of the day, for all their conniving and added responsibility they’re still slaves

The third slave is far more interesting; he’s not playing the game by gambling with the greedy master’s money.  We should bear in mind that there was also nothing wrong about what the third slave did; he did the right thing by Jewish standards.  He does the right thing and he pays a price:  cast into the “outer darkness.”  Today we might say that he’d been ejected from polite society.
If that’s not enough for everyone to consider, there’s that sticky issue of the earning of interest.  In those days the getting of interest was universally seen as dishonest and usurious; something only the rich did to get richer.  No one in Palestine would have wanted it known that he took interest.  Whatever else Jesus taught, he certainly didn’t teach a Gospel of stealing and treachery!

Finally, there’s the master himself.  Traditionally, we tend to think of parables in terms of “God,” the “master,” and “us,” the “slaves” but sometimes, allegory just doesn’t work.  So, what are this master’s qualities?  Well, for starts, he’s absent most of the time; what we call an absentee landlord.  We also know that he’s demanding, unfair, and greedy.  But worst of all, he’s a shameless exploiter.  In fact, psalm 123 is a prayer for deliverance from exactly this kind of master.

Have mercy upon us, O Lord… 

for we have had more than enough of contempt.
Too much of the scorn of the indolent rich, 

of the derision of the proud.

This is a man without a shred of mercy or compassion to his name.  Does that sound like God?  Would God be so demanding of any of us that we should have to cheat in order to please him?  Would God expect a life of getting/spending and usury from those who believe?  Would God expect us to enter the ROG by “getting over” on others?  Does that sound like a God who would sacrifice his only son for us?

I hope that you’re all saying “NO.”  

This is one of the most mis-quoted and improperly understood of all the parables.  The master is nothing more than a character in the story but if he really represents anything it’s an image of God that many Christians still hold—a violent, uncaring and vengeful deity.
OK, perhaps you’re asking now:  if the master isn’t God then where is God in all this???  Well, I think God’s in the details that we overlook.  Perhaps God is in the outer darkness that awaits the third servant.
Before anyone thinks I’ve gone crazy, consider the original context of entire book:  Matthew’s was written as a response to a painful event.  The Christian community at Antioch had just been ejected from the Jewish community who were also going through a drastic reorganization.
How could thech Chur deal with this painful blow?  They had been literally “cast into the outer darkness!”  What emerged from that became what we now call the Church.  The understanding they had of God sustained and upheld them and enabled them to spread.  Seems God was in that outer darkness all along!

So after all that, what could all this possibly mean for us?  First, let’s be clear about something:  this is not about good stewardship.  What it really asks is how we understand God.  I think that Jesus is giving a tongue-in-cheek example of what God is not.  He shows us  that God is absolutely nothing like that master.  God does not reap where he doesn’t sow; God is actually more like a spendthrift lover.  As Paul reminds us:  God is love—especially in the “outer darkness.”  The places that other people can exile us to for keeping covenant, like that so-called lazy slave!
How do we understand the nature of God?  Last week we had a choice and this week we get another one.  This week we get to choose between either a very abusive master/parent figure or an unconditionally loving creator.  I don’t know about you… but I know what I choose!
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