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We Don’t Know How Powerful We Are 
 

Whew! We are almost to the end of Matthew’s version of Jesus. Next week is the end of 

the church year and with Advent, we’ll begin a new year and explore a new gospel. But before 

then, we must confront some of the most challenging – for me anyway – texts in the New 

Testament. I was grateful that our postulant Tory Moir so ably tackled a similar story last 

Sunday. This section of Matthew is near the end of Jesus’ life and his words to the disciples are 

increasingly about the end times. His enemies are already conspiring against him and he is 

anxious to impart to his followers how they are called to act. 

 We also know that this text was written not by Jesus, but by a later follower who was 

seeking to influence an early Christian community – a community still forming and subject to 

losing their way in a hostile world. These are desperate words for a desperate world, a world 

where places of darkness and gnashing of teeth may not be unknown. 

 For us, who are infinitely more privileged, more comfortable, more secure both in terms 

of our bodily comfort and safety and in terms of the staying power of our collective faith. In 

other words, we know that if we fall short of what it means to be a Christian, Christianity as a 

religion is not at risk. Not so for Matthew’s community.  

 So, Matthew’s demands for righteous acts, righteous behavior in order to avoid a fate 

worse than death is hard to translate for the progressive Christian, the Christian who may be 
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unsure about a God who weighs each of our actions and based on the resulting account sends 

us to paradise or hell. In case I haven’t made it abundantly clear, I’m one of those Christians. 

 But as Tory pointed out last week, our faith in God’s ultimate justice can be a little 

moribund. What does it mean for the moral arc of the universe to bend toward justice if there 

is never any accounting, any accountability for why that arc is so damn long? And those who 

are bending it, pushing with all their might to shape it towards justice know that such work is 

hard and sometimes hostile. Such work demands judgment; such work demands accountability. 

“We know from painful experience that freedom is never voluntarily given by the 

oppressor; it must be demanded by the oppressed.” Those words were written by Martin 

Luther King, Jr. in his Letter from Birmingham Jail, surely a candidate for some sort of modern 

canon of scripture. King had harsh words for those trying to avoid the harshness, the severity of 

the judgment and justice that King was working to unleash: 

I MUST make two honest confessions to you, my Christian and Jewish brothers. First, I 
must confess that over the last few years I have been gravely disappointed with the white 
moderate. I have almost reached the regrettable conclusion that the Negro's great stumbling 
block in the stride toward freedom is not the White Citizens Councillor or the Ku Klux Klanner 
but the white moderate who is more devoted to order than to justice; who prefers a negative 
peace which is the absence of tension to a positive peace which is the presence of justice; who 
constantly says, "I agree with you in the goal you seek, but I can't agree with your methods of 
direct action"; who paternalistically feels that he can set the timetable for another man's 
freedom; who lives by the myth of time; and who constantly advises the Negro to wait until a 
"more convenient season." Shallow understanding from people of good will is more frustrating 
than absolute misunderstanding from people of ill will. Lukewarm acceptance is much more 
bewildering than outright rejection.1 

 
“Lukewarm acceptance.”  This is a harsh judgment for the timid ones among us – 

definitely a fault of mine and sometimes of the community I’ve served. 

                                                           
1 You can read the full text of the letter here: 
http://kingencyclopedia.stanford.edu/kingweb/popular_requests/frequentdocs/birmingham.pdf 
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In this parable, the master gives his slaves a number of talents – talent does not mean at 

all what our modern word talent means – a skill or a giftedness, what we’re good at. A talent 

was a unit of money. Not just any unit of money, but actually the largest unit of money. The 

master was giving to his slaves a huge resource. Two of the slaves took risks and spread their 

talents around. The third slave grew frightened and buried it – he squandered his opportunity 

to do something with this immense gift.  

To quote, not Martin Luther King, Jr., but Spiderman’s Uncle Ben, “with great power 

comes great responsibility.2” We may not be first century Christians, dizzy from expectation of a 

returning God and from relentless pressures from the world around us, but we are immensely 

powerful people.  It is also true that we sometimes don’t realize our power or are frightened to 

use it. 

For most of my life, I didn’t want to be a rector. I didn’t want to deal with the care of a 

building, because I’m not very handy and I don’t like that kind of practical stuff. I didn’t really 

get financial spread sheets. I didn’t like conflict or making choices that would make anyone 

upset. I just wanted to read my books, write my sermons, have the freedom to get involved in 

whatever justice causes I wanted and someone else could deal with the details, the 

management, the aspects of a job I didn’t want to navigate. 

But in a long discernment process, I realized that A. I could learn how to do the many 

things I didn’t know how to do or didn’t like to do; I could practice and get better or get help, 

advice and coaching and B. that I’d be squandering my opportunity to do good work if I only did 

                                                           
2 Check it out here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_5d6rTQcU2U 
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the kind of ministry I felt immediately successful at, the kind of ministry that didn’t challenge 

me. 

St. Thomas has a lot of power. We’ve been granted so much in terms of history, our 

membership, our location. We could be very careful, knowing that there was risk. Or we could 

be reckless – spending and investing with abandon. We could just try to pay our bills and 

preach to whomever comes through our doors and try to keep this sweet place going for 

another few decades or we could imagine wild new possibilities – ways to reach out and be 

present to the neighborhood and Denver that would never have been considered by our 

predecessors.  

We’ve been given so much, we’ve been so blessed and gifted in ways we might not even 

recognize without some thought. How will we make our talent grow? How will we make our 

account to God and our neighbors if we don’t?  


