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     I don’t have much in the way of things that have been passed down to me by family. In reality I probably wouldn’t want most of the stuff that might be passed down to me anyway. I came from the Cordray’s, the Clarks, the Robertson’s, the Carpenter’s, the Stratton’s. If I had come from the Rockefeller’s, the Getty’s, the Hughes’, the Kennedy’s or the Carneige’s…well…then I might want some of that stuff. But there is something that I own that was passed down to me and in spite of the fact that I gave a piece of it away several years ago and now I have an incomplete set well…it means a lot to me. My great great grandfather, I was named after him, he was one of the Carpenter’s, hand carved a chess set out of ebony and white oak over a hundred years ago. He was a pretty good craftsman. About eight years ago a man who had become one of my best friends and will forever be cherished in my heart was moving away to another state. We spent countless hours with one another for over six years and when he moved I took one of the hand carved ebony knights and gave it to him. I wrote these words to him because I could not say the words without breaking up. I wrote the story of the chess set and how much it meant to me. I told him how I just felt lost knowing that he would be gone. I told him this, “This chess set will forever be incomplete and I in many ways will be incomplete without you near me every day.” Gayle has thought that the gesture was a little sappy and silly. But today I still feel the same way. I loved Jay Litherland so much that I am happier that he has a little piece of what makes me, me and that every time he looks at it, he knows that a brother loves him enough to split up the set.

     Tonight, we gather to remember when all heaven gave up a piece of it’s heritage so we might know that we are loved. Tonight we come together to collectively express our gratitude because God would give a gift that no other could give. Tonight we gather to renew our commitment to the Lord of the Gift.

     Jesus would later tell the story of another master who would bestow lavish gifts and a lavish opportunity on three of his servants. In this parable, Jesus is speaking about vast sums of money. The master gives his first servant five talents, the second servant, two and the third servant, one. A talent was an expression for a sum of money worth in the neighborhood of fifteen years wages. In that era, much like our own, most people lived hand to mouth and to have accumulated even one year’s worth of wages was enormous  wealth. So the figures that Jesus is throwing around are really staggering. The master would have been the Bill Gates of his region. Remarkably, he entrusts his fortune to this three men and then leaves for what the bible calls, “a long time.”

     Kenneth Bailey writes in his great work “Poet and Peasant,” about this parable “It dawns on two servants that this is a wonderful, unbelievable opportunity. There was an implicit arrangement for them to share in profits from these “talents” as well. Here was their chance to exercise initiative, use judgment, test their skills in the market place and potentially raise themselves to positions of greater responsibility.

     The first servant realizes the opportunity and springs into action. When the Lord of the Gift returns, the first servant has doubled what the master has entrusted him with. Likewise, the second servant follows suit and gains two talents besides the two he was given. The third however, takes the greatest gift he has ever received and buries it in a field. Why would he do that? Why would he squander such a great opportunity? That would be like having the winning powerball ticket tomorrow and never claiming the prize. You see the thing we often miss here is not only did the two servants who used the funds return double to the master, they got the blessing of using the funds over this long period of time. The third just buries it, never using it, never having the blessings that come while using what the master had entrusted him with. But I will explain why he did this in a moment.

     This part of the story has very important implications to you and I. The Lord of the gift  

 Has entrusted his property to you and me. Everybody receives a gift. This is not a story where some are gifted and others are not. Every gift is chosen by the master. We are all equipped and expected to contribute. I may like my gift or I may not. I may torture myself by desiring what belongs to another, but it will do me no good. No one decides his or her giftedness. But the are no, no talent people in this story and there are no, no talent people in this story we call Christmas.

     Well, I said I would tell you the reason why servant number three buried his talent. Scripture tells us that servant number three reports that he was afraid. Why was he afraid? I think the reason was, was because he had never developed a relationship with the master. The servant called him “a hard man.” The master while accepting that yes, he does harvest where he has not sown and yes he does gather where he does not scatter, he never accepts or acknowledges that he, the master, is a hard man. There are lots of things to be afraid of. I recently ran into an interesting list of words. Do you know what the following words mean?

1.Peladophobia: fear of baldness and bald people. 
2.Aerophobia: fear of drafts. 
3.Porphyrophobia: fear of the color purple. 
4.Chaetophobia: fear of hairy people. 
5.Thalassophobia: fear of being seated.
6.Stabisbasiphobia: fear of standing and walking. 
7.Odontophobia: fear of teeth. 
8.Phobophobia: fear of being afraid.

     But is servant number three’s problem really fear? I don’t believe so. The reason I don’t is two fold. 1. because of my own experience with people and two because of what the scripture says that the master chalked it up to. My experience with people is that most often, people without a great deal of introspection, do not understand why they do things and most people will over time begin to believe whatever it is that they tell themselves is the reason they do things or the reason they don’t do things. But the real key comes when the master returns and calls the servant for what he is. Look at verse 26. The master, remember, never accepts that he is in fact, a hard person. He does in fact, declare that the servant is both wicked and lazy. And there, my friends, is the rub. For you see, my experience also tells me that the reason most persons fail to perform when given the opportunity and the reason most persons fail to use their talents is because they are just plain lazy. I know you don’t want to hear it. The lazy in our culture have devised many ways to describe and belittle those who are not. The parable in the bible about the owner of the vineyard who pays those who began at 6 AM the same as those who began work in the eleventh hour, remember it? The fact that is never pointed out is that the proscribed work day is, “How many hours?” That’s right twelve. The ten commandments tell us that the command by God is that we are to rest one day and labor how many? That’s right six. Do that today folks and everyone will call you a workaholic. You will be branded as someone who has a disorder that is tantamount to spousal abuse. We all accept that it is OK to leave someone who abuses a spouse and that it is alright to leave someone who works twelve hours a day, six days a week. Why, people like that neglect their families. We take kids away for neglect. When the fact is, is that we have contrived a whole system which allows for the collective laziness. We have a forty hour work week and in every anonymous poll ever taken, Americans admit to wasting on the minimum 20% of our work week.

     Do you know what the number one selling chair in America is. La-Z-Boy. Not risk-e-boy or work-e-boy or even you’ve had a hard day so take a load off your feet-boy, but La-Z-Boy. 

     Now I know I am risking a little bit here, after all I am speaking to most people who had at least a half day off work today and will veg-out all day tomorrow. But folks what God, the Master, does not want us to do is to use the gift he has given us, namely his son born to die that we might have eternal life, the way the third servant used his gift. Don’t bury it. Don’t box it up in a few days and put it away for another eleven months. Use it. Make it the centerpiece of your life. Take the things that God bestows on all of his servants and multiply them. The remarkable thing to behold is that the Master, when he returned called those talents, immense sums, few things and put the faithful servants in charge of many things.

     The Lord of the Gift, has given to each of use great gifts in Jesus. Faith, Hope, Love, fellowship, each other…will we use them or continue to bury them? The choice is yours.d
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