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I think the last servant in our Gospel today is one of the most pathetic characters in the bible.  He knew his boss was a thug.  He knew his boss insisted on performance.  Yet he hid his money as a hedge against the wrath of the landowner.  He wasn’t stupid, or even lazy.  He was afraid and his fear led him to exactly the place he had wanted to avoid.  Fear covered over his common sense and his good judgment.  Fear took him to that outer darkness.
The other two servants may have known about the master’s temper.  They may very well have been afraid of the man.  But they didn’t let their fear chart their course.  O, it may have influenced their decisions, but it didn’t define who they were or how they lived.

Fear isn’t a bad thing, in and of itself.  It’s fear of bodily image that keeps me from sky diving.  It’s fear of falling that holds people back from the edge of the Grand Canyon.  Sometimes a little fear is a good thing.

It is when we allow our fear to define who we are and what we achieve that fear becomes a problem.  We’ve all heard stories of people with extreme phobia’s, pathological fear, over many different things.  That’s not really what I’m talking about.  I can no more eliminate my fear of dark, closed spaces than I can change my height. 

No, the fear of our servant is the kind of fear that is the opposite of faith.  He had no faith in his own ability to grow the master’s investment.  He had no faith in the master that he would honor a valiant try that didn’t turn out well.  And this lack of faith, this fear paralyzed him and sent him weeping and gnashing in the outer darkness.
What are we afraid of?  What challenges our faith in systems or institutions?

Regardless of how one voted in the presidential race, we were facing an unprecedented future.  I think most of us voted based on the characteristics of the candidate, secure in the faith that our constitution would make things work out.  Or that the US is ready for any challenge.

However, if exit polls and blogs are any indication, many people voted out of fear.  Fear that one of the candidates would be more destructive of the American Way than the other.  Both sides.  I heard in a single conversation the two following statements.  They weren’t mine and I don’t approve either message.  The first person said that they were afraid that electing a person of color would cause panic in the streets.  The second person said that they were afraid that one candidate would keep us in a war footing far longer than this person felt was appropriate.
They both voted out of fear.

The battle over amendment 2, the so-called protection of marriage amendment was wrought with fear.  Fear that marriage as an institution might be damaged and fear that hard one civil rights would be taken away.  Fear.

It’s sad, really, but we even see people reacting out of fear in the Church.  Fear that the wrong kind of person will lead the Church and determine doctrine.  Fear that “people like us” whoever that might be, will be marginalized or excluded all together.  Fear that what we know and believe will be ridiculed or invalidated.

On a more local level we allow fear to guide our decision making, our relationships and our commitment to God and God’s church.  Fear that our renovated building would be less holy, less worshipful than before.  Fear that we would be saddled with debt unnecessarily and this debt would keep us from surviving.  Fear that we’re becoming too liberal or too conservative.  And yes, I hear both comments.  Fear.

You know what, we may have elected the wrong president.  There might be some civil unrest.  We might have protected marriage as an institution.  We may, as a church, be heading the wrong direction.  We as a parish may have spent too much..  I don’t know.  I have my opinions as do you, but knowledge, no.
But what I do have is faith.  Faith in the structures of our nation.  Faith in the inherent goodness of most people.  And most importantly, faith that God is in all areas of our lives and that his grace and mercy is infinitely bigger than my, or our, ability to screw things up.

We are in tough economic times.  Many of us here face an uncertain futures with our careers and pensions.  It is certainly time for prudent investing.  But is it really time to bury our gifts in the fear that the master is a thug?

God doesn’t want us to live in fear of scarcity.  God wants us to invest the treasure, abilities and gifts he has given us to grow the kingdom of God.  He doesn’t want us to go hungry, or to live on the streets, but he doesn’t want us wringing our hands and shaking in fear.

You see, a given in the Gospel story is that it is the master that gives.  And if we are faithful in a little, God will trust us with much.  Now, I hope you noticed that the servants didn’t get to keep any of the profit.  This isn‘t a Gospel of Prosperity thing.  It is about facing the challenges of the future with optimism and faith.
Paul Tillich, a popular theologian in the 50’s said that the opposite of faith is not doubt, rather the opposite of faith is fear.  I think we’ve all heard before that courage is not the lack of fear, it is carrying on in spite of the fear.

We can not let fear drive us into the very abyss we are afraid of falling into.  I truly believe that if we are afraid that our church will have financial problems, it will.  If we are afraid that our numbers will shrink, they will.  If we fear that there just isn’t enough money, love, integrity, hope to go around, they won’t.

I would rather trust in a God that knows our needs before we even ask.  I have faith in a god that has graced us with abundance.  I have faith in a God that gives us all the tools we will ever need to live, and to live it more abundantly.

Our neighbors, and even we, ourselves, are hurting.  People in our community, our friends, are desperate need to hear the Good News of God in Christ.  We all need to be fed with the spiritual food that makes us the Body of Christ to a broken and dark world.

We cannot let fear hold us back.  Instead, let it empower us.  Give us a goal to which we strive.  Let the unsettling future convince us of the goodness and love of God in Christ.

That may sound counter-intuitive.  It is.  But faith doesn’t abide by rules of supply and demand.  Faith doesn’t trickle down.  It doesn’t even live in defined cycles.  Faith is the stimulus package in God’s economy.

Faith that God will see us through.  Faith that the Church God ordained will not fall.  Faith that in all things, we are the children of a loving God.  Ok, I’ve skirted a couple of issues and it’s time to be plain speaking.

As we contemplate our financial offering to the Church, do not let fear direct your heart.  Be realistic.  Pledging more than you know you’ll be able to give isn’t helpful.  But give with faith that God will see us through.

We also know that we’ve gone through a tough time here.  Issues of leadership and vision have put wedges between some of us.  There have been doomsayers about our ability to emerge strong and vibrant.  My friends, that is fear speaking.  This church is a lot bigger than me or anyone else.  This congregation’s future is what you decide it to be.

Why be afraid?  If God is for us, who can be against us.  My faith says that God is indeed for us, each of us as individuals and us as a corporate body.

So, do we keep our money under the mattress or do we invest it in the future of the Kingdom of God?  Do we hide in our rooms lamenting the injustice of the world and the frailties of our leadership, or do we invest ourselves in the building up of the Kingdom.
Now is not the time to allow fear to direct and rule our lives.  Now is the time for faith, radical faith secure in the promise of God’s radical grace and love.

