
Accountability

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

Right off at the start I must confess that there’s a way I would like to preach this morning’s

scripture, if I were left to my own devices. I’d like to preach this as I have often preached it before.

Valuable coins, or “talents,” are mentioned in Jesus’s parable. The generous master dispenses his

riches to his servants, giving some one talent, to others two, to others more. 

Then I’d launch forth into a sermon on what a talented group of people you are. Interestingly

enough we were just talking about what great people we have here at Grace-Westminster last

Wednesday night during our study group.  I might cite some of the talents that I’ve seen God

disperse throughout our congregation and the ways you have used those talents to bless others. I

would note that some of you are definitely multi-talented folks. You are good at many different things.

Others of you have one wonderful talent, and you use that talent well. You are not a great pianist, but

you are a great baker. Let the cookies roll! You haven’t been given a talent for public speaking, but

thanks be to God, you are sitting here listening to me while I talk, so God has given you a talent for

great public listening!

Then I might encourage you to utilize your talents, to develop your talents, discover your

talents, and let your talents take you places.

One of the changes coming in our new church structure that Bill Pollock introduced you to

recently is the development of an “Office of Vocation” which will have responsibility for setting

educational standards, oversight and discipline of the clergy.  For a variety of reasons, it is

challenging for clergy to supervise other clergy, and it is particularly difficult for clergy to hold other

clergy accountable. You can’t hold people accountable without in some way counting what they have

done or failed to do. And there is a widespread prejudice in the church that it’s impossible to count
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the work of clergy. But that just is not true. Anything that is worth doing is worth counting. Or, as I

have sometimes heard, “Anything important is worth counting, and whatever you count automatically

becomes important.” 

Now we know that in mainline Protestantism, the numbers (of attendance, giving,

membership) are rather bleak these days, so perhaps that explains why we are loathe to count

things. Still, we have no idea how well we are doing, we have no ability to improve what we are doing

or to change, if we don’t have the numbers. “Numbers don’t lie,” as we sometimes say. To answer

the, “How are we doing?” question, you must count something.

The real question is not, “Should we count?” but rather, “What should we count?” Everyone is

holding themselves accountable to something, otherwise they would have no purpose in what they

are doing. 

Trouble is, in the church, we sometimes count the wrong thing. We count how many of our

church members are content and placid when we ought to be counting how many are engaged in

mission and ministry. We count how many people showed up for worship last Sunday (which is,

indeed, a very important number), but we take no thought for the number of people who found

something else to do rather than worship God with us. We count how much money our church raises

each year rather than how little many of our people give to the work of Christ. We count how many of

our faithful members showed up for a congregational dinner rather than how many new people we

are bringing to Christ’s table.

Each number, as far as the church is concerned, is a human being who is deeply loved by

Christ. To dismiss such counting and accountability as mere “butts in the pews” infatuation is deeply

unfaithful. 

Without counting, there is no accountability.
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Trouble is, though you might enjoy a sermon about how great we are, I don’t think that’s the

thrust of Jesus’s parable of the talents. A group of servants, who on their own possess very little, are

richly blessed by their generous master who gives them very much. The master, who surely stands in

for God, is generous. God is a generous God who graciously gives us talents. Use your talents well!

That sounds a bit like a high school graduation speech. 

But that’s not how Jesus’s story ends. The master gives talents, without any instruction about

how to invest or use the talents, and then the master departs. And after a time, the master returns.

And then there’s the accounting. Then there’s the basic question: what have you done with what you

have been given?

Judgment. We don’t talk much about the judgment of God in mainline Protestantism. In our

church, you are more likely to hear talk about the graciousness of God, the gifts of God, than the

judgments of God, the accountability of God. And yet behind today’s Gospel I hear a sometimes

threatening, sometimes encouraging question from God: what have you done with what you have been

given?

I expect that for some of us here, this is a threatening question. The master returns, calls the

servants together, and asks them to render an account. Judgment. Some have invested their coins

wisely and receive the praise of the master; others have made bad decisions and not invested their

coins and receive rebuke.

I personally feel the bite of this story. When I’m half honest with myself, I must admit that I’ve

been the beneficiary of lots of gifts that I did nothing to deserve, did nothing to earn. I grew up in a

loving home. Never have I experienced deprivation, much less abuse. Nobody ever put me down

because of my race or where I was born or the color of my skin. I was given some great teachers and
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models. Lots of opportunities came my way. Doors were opened to me. Never did I experience gross

injustice or discrimination.

And to me, I hear Jesus say that there will be a time when I will be asked the simple question:

what have you done with what you have been given?

I hope when the time of accountability comes, I will be able to answer in a way that will please

the master, that will justify, to some extent, the master’s generous investment in me. But how do I

know for sure? Judgment is up to the master, the giver of all good gifts, not to me.

And yet, I bet there are some of you here who hear the master’s question—what have you done

with what you have been given?—as more encouraging than threatening. As we’ve said, not much

judgment in mainline, liberal Protestantism these days. We like to believe in God as loving, as

gracious, as caring, healing, but not as judging. We seem to want a Jesus who pats us on the head

and murmurs sweetly to us when all is said and done, “There, there now. I know that you did the best

you could with what you had. You have had some bad breaks and have faced some tough situations.

I wouldn’t think of judging you for any of your missteps and mistakes. I love you, forgive you, make

excuses for you. I like you just the way you are; promise me you won’t change a thing.” 

But do you really want to worship that sort of God?

Professor of preaching, Bill Muehl, used to tell the story of the little boy who made a candy

dish in his ceramics class at school, or an ashtray or something of the sort, and on an appointed day

emerged from school, running to present the ceramic creation to his waiting mother. Alas, he tripped,

and his creation broke into a dozen pieces.

“It’s alright, it’s okay,” his mother attempted to soothe his tears.

“No, it’s not alright, it’s not okay,” the disappointed little boy wailed.
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Sometimes no judgment is worse than negative judgment. For God to simply say, faced with

our broken promises, our warped lives, our messes, “It’s alright. It’s okay. It doesn’t matter anyway,”

is to take from us the gift of responsibility. It is to imply that our lives really don’t count. That the

battles that you are fighting are of no consequence anyway, that your acts of courage and goodness

are pointless.

Jesus therefore gives us the good news that at some point God, who has given us the gift of

life and all the gifts that make up our lives, that same one will ask us, what have you done with what you

have been given?

We will present ourselves before the throne of accountability. We will be held accountable. We

will hope that, in spite of all the ways we have disappointed God, we will have pleased God enough

for God to look on our lives, to smile, and to say, “Well done, good and faithful servant. Enter into the

joy of your master.”

I tell you this is good news. You are already, every day, subjected to the judgments of other

people. Some people judge that you are lazy, that you are difficult to deal with, that you are

untrustworthy or proud. Jesus says that one day you will be judged not by other people, not judged

on the basis of human standards of righteousness or success, but you will be judged by the one who

gave you life and who gave his life for you. The judge is Jesus. Our hope is that he will say to us,

Look what you have done with what you have been given! Well done!

One more implication of this story. Surely this parable means that your life counts and that

what you do does make a difference. If your life were irrelevant in the grand scheme of things, why

would Jesus promise you a time of accountability? When you go forth from church today and go back

into your world, know this: what you say, what you do, how you act makes a difference. God is
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somehow working through you to work God’s good intentions for the world. To you has been given a

gift, the gift of the good news of Jesus Christ. God has blessed you with one talent or a dozen

talents, and all those talents are to be invested, used for God in the world. God has given you all you

need to do good with God in the world, and someday you’ll get to stand before God and say, with

justifiable pride, God, here’s what I’ve done with what you gave me. My life is my little way of saying,

“Thanks.” Thanks be to God. Amen.
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Words of affirmation 
Do not be afraid, for God is our helper and our strength.

Prayers of the people 
Loving God, we cannot predict when we will be most needed. None of us know when our gifts and
skills will match the needs and hopes of another. Prepare us, God, to be ready to be of service when
the time is right. May we be sensitive to the needs and hurts of others, those that we are aware of
and name to you now 
(leave space for people to add intercessions). 
May we be sensitive to the suffering that remains silent and hidden, which we offer into the silence
now 

(allow for a time of silence). 
May we be aware and angry about the injustices in the 
world, those we witnesses and those in which we actively participate. 
May we be encouraging and supportive of those who are seeking to live in the way of Jesus; and
may we daily hold each other in prayer. Amen. 

Invitation to offering 
In the end, it is not about how much we have collected in earthly treasures. 
In the end, it is what we did with those treasures, how we used them to support and encourage
others to build the city of God. 
In the end, it is not about us as individuals; it is about us a community. 
Our offering is a practical and symbolic reminder that we are in the business of kin-dom building
together. 

Prayer of dedication
Thank you for this community and for the responsibility of being your people. 
Forgive us for the times when we have tucked away and hidden our gifts and talents from the world. 
As a community, help us to support and encourage each other so that we can share all of our gifts for
and to your glory. 
Bless these gifts, both seen and unseen, that they might be a blessing to others. 
Amen. 

Blessing
Go, for the world is waiting and is in desperate need of what only you can offer. 
Go, and don’t be afraid, 
for the grace of God, 
the love of Jesus, and 
the friendship of the Holy Spirit goes with us all. 
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