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SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 20, 1938/

“THE BEWILDERING PROBLEM OF INEQUALITY”

Matthew 25:14-30

Paul Tillich, the theologian, once reported
that one day a learned colleague called him
on the phone and said angrily, "There is a

saying attributed to Jesus, which I consider

to be one of the most immoral and unjust
statements ever made,” and then he quoted
the words of Jesus which are from the
scripture reading just read from the Gospel
of Matthew: "“For to everyone who has, will
nmore be given, and they will have abundance;
Out from those who have not, even what they

nave will, be taken away.”

Some of us may also be offended by this
statement. And to make 1t even more
offensive, the statement appears not only

in the Gospel of Matthew, but three other
times in the gospels. Further, the statement
comes at the end of a parable which Jesus
told that in itself seems to indicate ar
inequality among us and an unfairness in

life 1tself.

The parable of Jesus hints at one of the



greatest and perhaps most painful and
puzzling questions of life--the Inequality
that exists among us and within God’s
creation. We've all heard a lot about all
people being created equal, and we politely
listen to that statement, but at the same
time we are also aware of inequality.

We [1sten to the parable and note that one
individual received five talents, another

two, and the last person received only one

talent. Then we think about 1ife as we
have experienced it and we ask. “Why do

some individuals receive more than others
In the very beginning, before using or
wasting thelr talents 1S even possible?
Why 1s one person born into desperate
poverty and another to affluence? It's
unfair.”

Why do some people have an abundance of
athletic skill and others are clumsy? Why
do sSome posSsSess reasoning power that 1is
close to genius and others have trouble
figuring things out? And why is the ability
to get a lot of joy out of life given to
some and not to others? Some among uS can
cope With stress and for others stress
cripples them? Some people have beautiful
singing voices and other cannot carry a

tune. Why did one child die before she had

a chance to grow out of infancy and another
live to age 997




And there 1s the related question impliecd
in this parable. Why are some not afralc
to risk and use what has been given to
them, while others are afraid to risk or
try anything? Then we hear Jesus say, “For
to everyone who has will more be given and
they will have abundance; but from those

who have not, even what they have will be
taken away.” It’s no wonder that we
frequently hear it said, "“Life is not fair.”

sometimes people have tried to explain away
inequality by saving that it all comes

about simply because we are each one a
unique and individual person. We would
agree that we are each different one from
the other. In fact, our being individual
belongs to our dignity as persons. Each
one of us 1s unique and different--with GoC
there are no duplicates--and we are thankful
for that. We can defend our individuality
and uniqueness. But at the same time it IS
not a satisfying answer to the puzzlingd
question of Inequality.

Nor does it simply help to try to solve the
puzzle by saying that one day the problem
of 1nequality will be at least partially
solved on this earth, or that God will even
things out after we die.

There 1s always the danger that we will
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saying with the words, “All men are created
equal.” Furthermore in our system of
government, as pointed out last Sunday
morning, we are all to be treated equally
vefore the law. That may not always happen,
but that 1s our goal.

But now let’s return to this puzzling
parable which Jesus told and the kind of
inequality described in it., One individual
is given five talents, one two, and one

one. Why this is so, Jesus does not say,
And then he went on with that bewildering

statement--"To those who have will more be
given, and they will have abundance; but

from those who have not, even what they
have will be taken away.”

What are some of the things we have that we
can increase? And how does this come about.
And what can we 1ose and why?

1. First of all, the parable points out
that it 1s those things which are used and
at the risk of being lost, that Increase
and grow. We all know the old saying, "Use
1t or lose it.” If we are not afraid to
use our money, our skills; 1f we use this
church building; if we work at our
relationships, cultivate them, give of
ourselves, then all such things grow and

expand., This is especially true of love,




The more we love; the more we give ourselves
in love, the more love we have.

On the other hand, those who merely try to
preserve and hoard what they have without
risking its use--those who try to keep it
all for themselves are precisely those who
do not very long even keep what little they
had.

Use it or lose it, is a principle which

applies to all of life., If I stop using my
muscles in my body, they will atrophy,

shrink and become useless. The more
regularly I use them, the stronger and more
effective they become. The same is true of
my mind. The more I use my thinking
Drocesses, the more improved and useful
they become. Isn’t this what the parable
1s saying? Those who were given talents
and used them, produced more and those who
did not, lost what they had.

Fach one of us here has probably hac
something taken from us because we did not
use it.

I know Individuals who were deeply sensitive

to the wonder and mystery of life as it is
revealed in all of nature. Then slowly,

maybe under the pressure of work and social
life and lure of pleasures, they lost the
wonder of their earlier years. They didn't
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loved and lost than not to have loved at

all,” and has not believed it. In his
case, 1t's better not to have loved and n°

risk the loss that could come with it,.

t

This kind of person does not want to get

very much involved with anything--better to
stay at a distance. I meet people who are

afraid to get very much 1nvolved with the
Christian faith and the church. They like
to keep 1t light and on the surface. I

hear them saying, “If I get too involved,
it might change my life and I can’t risk

that., 1 might become a generous, givingd
and more loving person. I might even start
giving a larger percentage of my income to
the church.”

This may not be giving much of an answer to
the bewildering problem of inequality, but

it Is worth noting that Jesus rejects this

cautious point of view. According to Jesus,
1t would’ve been better for this individual
who received one talent if he had refusec
it. He might have said, "I protest against

vou because you want to reap where you did
not sow. [ protest against you because vyou
only gave me one talent and you gdave the

others more.”

You see, there are really only two ways vou
can take a thing seriously. Either yol
renounce the talent, or you take it anc




risk everything for it and with it. Either
vou throw away the talent or you use it and
Either you deny God, or you

trade with it,
get seriously involved with God

church, Throw your Christia

trash heap, or else let God be
vour life. You can’t take God and hide God

dway .
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And the Good News is this: Once we get
deeply involved with God in our lives--then
we too see success and failure in a new way
and we also see equality and inequality 1In
new ways. We no longer measure equality ir
terms of quantity. It’s no longer important
1f another individual has more of something
or less of something than I do. We no
longer live our lives on the basis of always
comparing.

We know that in God there 1S an ultimate
unity of all things, a unity rooted in the

divine life from which we all emerge. And
therefore we all, through God, participate
in one another. In God’s economy, what you
have is mine and what I have also is yours.
We participate in each other’s having and
not having,

When we become aware of this connection,
this harmony in all of creation, something
happens to us. The fact that others do not
have some skill or talent or whatever,
changes the character of our having. It
undercuts our security and drives us beyond
ourselves, to understand, to give, to share,
to help. And once we begin to do this, the
Dewildering question of inequality does not
Dother us quite so much. AMEN.




