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Judges 4:1-7; Psalm 123; 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11; Matthew 25:14-30 

My first job as a young priest was not in a church.  I was hired as the Director of the 
Department of Pastoral Care at a large state mental hospital in Mississippi called by the name 
of the town it was in, Whitfield.  

Several things happened soon after my hire. Three events became emblematic to me of the 
challenges I faced: 

First, shortly after I was offered the job, I asked to meet the other chaplains. Bright eyed and 
bushy tailed, I went to meet my new colleagues. I entered the room and was introduced to 
two men well into their sixties. They had faithfully pastored in that setting for many years. 
Now, they were being introduced to a woman half their age who was to be their director. 

Needless to say, the meeting did not go well. They were horrified. I was horrified that the 
administration had put us all in this position. They did not want me to be their new leader. I 
scarcely fit the image they had of a director. 

A couple of days later, I was walking outside on the large campus. A patient greeted me and 
began to walk with me. He asked me what I did there. I told him I was the new Director of 
the Department of Pastoral Care. Which meant absolutely nothing to him.  

Seeing his blank stare, I tried again. I’m a priest. “A priest?” he said incredulously. Realizing 
female and priest did not compute, I tried again. “A minister. A pastor.” At this point, 
something odd happened. He began to laugh. In fact, he literally held his stomach and 
doubled over laughing. Not a mean laugh, I realized. He just thought this was absolutely the 
funniest thing he’d ever heard. He seemed to have no idea of the potential impact of his 
laughter on me. He simply kept laughing and finally, almost crying said to me, “a minister, 
you…that’s a good one.” To this day, I believe he thought I was pulling his leg. 

The third event occurred when I was summoned one morning to the office of the Director 
of the hospital. Wondering if I’d had one too many tardies my first month on the job, I 
headed to the front of the campus. When I arrived, one of the Administrators asked me, “is 
it true that you are trying to bring Nelson Mandela to the hospital?”  

This was not long after his election as President of the ANC.  It was entirely reasonable that a 
30-year old chaplain in a mental hospital in Mississippi could secure a visit from this world 
leader to speak. Now, I was the incredulous one. “I beg your pardon?”  
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Apparently, as I learned, the confusion came from an Art as Spiritual Practice workshop I was 
creating with some local artists. These administrators had seen notes of mine that indicated I 
wanted to bring mandalas into the work. Which they had misread as bringing the Mandelas 
into the work. I wish. I kid you not.  This really happened.  

After the third incident, I went to get a couple of beers and some fried oysters with an old 
friend. “I’m not sure if I can stay,” I told him. “I think there’s a lot I could do, but how on 
earth can I do anything?”  I felt my gifts had been misjudged, dismissed, and misunderstood. 
I didn’t see how I could use them in this place. 

“I think you’ve got to stay,” he said. “Why?” I asked. “Well, because you are here right now. 
I think this is where you’re supposed to be. You stay; it changes. You leave; nothing changes. 
Not even you.”  

That conversation became like a mantra to me. I did write a resignation letter that I kept in 
my drawer just in case. And eventually, the time did come for me to leave. But not before I 
did some substantive work. And in the hard times, I remembered my friend’s wisdom: “You 
stay; it changes. You leave; nothing changes. Not even you.” 

When I read today’s gospel and Hebrew scripture texts, I felt like I did the first month at 
Whitfield. These texts, like the interactions I had early in my Whitfield days, point out just 
how difficult it can be to use our talents in this world. 

In today’s gospel, the owner of the vineyard punishes the cautious steward who hides his 
talent for fear of it being lost or stolen. The message seems simple enough…we even have a 
little song we sing to remind us: this little light of mine, I’m going to let it shine. Hide it 
under a bushel, NO! I’m going to let it shine.” 

But this is a naïve text. What is misses are the challenges and the constraints the cautious 
steward faced. We don’t hear them in the story. Threats, shame based messages, companions 
who had had little faith in him and had silenced his dreams. You know these had to have 
been present. You know because they’ve been present in your life when you wanted to step 
out and try something. I doubt this man just buried that talent absent any history of dashed 
hopes, of rejections, of punishment for failures. No, there was a context, you can be sure. 

He had good reason. He had become jaded, we might say. His fear of losing what little he 
possessed eclipsed any capacity to consider the suffering, the hopes, the needs of the other 
people in the story that could have been addressed by his talents. 

And what about the story from Judges. The verses we heard and the ones that come next tell 
the story of two strong, talented women: Deborah and Jael. God had become angry over 
Israel’s sin and handed them over to their enemy. Today’s story begins when they cry for 
help. God changes his stance and comes to the rescue with deliverance. But he offers this 
deliverance by means of violence.  
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He used these two women to bring down Sisera, the commander of the enemy’s army. 
Deborah designs and oversees a military plot involving Barak. But Jael beats Barak to the 
punch by murdering Sisera in her tent, driving a tent peg through his temple while he sleeps.  

To unpack the motivations of each woman in detail surpasses our capacity in these few 
minutes. But it is a fair summary to say that both women had their talents co-opted by a 
system of revenge operating in Israel. They were leaders, yet, too, they were pawns. This is 
just not good bedtime reading. And these are frankly not the stories we like to tell about God. 

But that’s precisely why I’m grateful that the crafters of our lectionary don’t leave them out 
of rotation. While these texts disturb us if we really listen to them, they also make sense to 
us. 

They make sense because they describe graphically what it’s like to be used by powers 
beyond oneself. To have your gifts co-opted and used for purposes beyond your own. 

You and I are never, ever given the opportunity to use our talents in a nice, hermetically 
sealed vacuum. We are never given a proverbial clean slate with no complications.  

God gives us these precious, extraordinary abilities. And we head off bright eyed and bushy 
tailed, eager to offer them to the world. 

And then it happens.  

Sooner or later, our gifts are misjudged, dismissed, misunderstood, or co-opted. And when 
this happens, the idea that we thought we could use our talents to do great things seems 
ridiculous to us. What was once a fresh hope becomes a wound. 

I suspect, no matter how much success we’ve known, we all carry the wound of lost talents.  

Talents lost in a story we imagined was ours to write. But in truth, we are always entering 
stories deep into the plot line, where there are histories, competing loyalties, and convoluted 
ambitions, just as there were at Whitfield where I first worked, in the master’s field in our 
gospel story, and in the Israel of Deborah and Jael’s day. 

It’s easy to lose our way in such stories. It’s easy to become disillusioned. And if we do, 
somewhere in the darkness of our despair, we take shovel to the ground and bury what we 
once believed would be our greatest contribution. 

And then our inner landscape includes this burial ground which calls us, like pilgrims, to 
return again and again to its markers to grieve. 

I think our lessons today from Matthew and Judges, taken together, ask something different 
of us. I think they ask us to be, as the writer of Thessalonians says, awake, conscious of what 
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is happening around us. Not naïve, but knowing what’s possible in the stories we enter. 
Once aware, we can choose whether to stay in a place and use our gifts no matter the plots 
unfolding around us. Or we can choose to walk away and use them elsewhere. Either way, 
the call is to use them. Not to bury them.  

Because God’s salvation of this world requires the use of our talents. 

If we would use them, we must first acknowledge with compassion the fearful steward 
within us. Under the circumstances of our lives, it is a reasonable thing to want to bury our 
treasure.  

But if we bury it, how will the stories ever change? And how will we? 

You are here right now. In this particular story. You may be somewhere else tomorrow. But 
today, this is where you are. So be here. Don’t leave the scene. Don’t go looking for a shovel 
to bury your talent. Bring it. Bring everything you’ve got.   

Because you stay, it changes. You leave; nothing changes. Not even you. 


