Sermon 8th August 2010
Christian Vocation part 2
Today is the second part of the three part series on vocation.  Last week Allister explored the theology of vocation. He talked about how many of us may feel a deep cleavage between our faith, and what we do in our daily living. He told us that

a) there is a pattern to God’s activity.

b) This pattern is consistent with God’s purposes.

c) God takes the initiative and calls us to participate.

d) Everything we do can be part of this participation with God’s activity when we are aware that God is imminent in any situation.

e) As a community dispersed in many situations during the week, we live in defiance of enduring divisions of sacred and secular.

f) In response to the call of the risen Jesus, we live so as to proclaim and prefigure the Kingdom of God.
Today, we will continue to grapple with this topic of vocation and faith as we explore in particular, practical issues that we may face, as Christian, in the work we participate in, with God.

The New Testament reading we have heard today is well known.  Often it is titled the Parable of the Talents, and is usually applied to ideas of gifts/talents and the stewardship of those talents.  However today we will explore this story wearing slightly different glasses.  

Some of you may well be asking, ‘how does this story fit with the theme of vocation?’ to this question I ask you to bear with me, just for a few moments, as we engage the text

We first read that a landowner has entrusted his property to some servants to take care of.  Often landowners entrusted their property and affairs to trustworthy servants when they went away on business.  
The landowner here is portrayed as wealthy, for he has liquid disposability of at least eight talents.

In terms of today’s value, the landowner disperses about $2,714,412.49NZ to the three servants

The sums dispersed by the landowner symbolize personal giftedness or abilities, but only generally!

We see the first and second servants immediately make effective use of their entrusted amounts.  The third servant however digs a hole where he places his master’s one talent.

After a long interval the master returns and settles accounts with them.  
He exclaims to the first two servants

“Well done, good and faithful servant! You have been faithful with the few things; I will put you in charge of many things. Come and share your master’s happiness!”

The identical statement of praise is not on the total amount earned but on faithful responsibility in living up to one’s potential and giftedness.
In contrast to the first two slaves, the third comes to the master with a different accounting of the one talent given to him. 
He has hidden it in the ground!

The master replies, “you wicked, lazy servant!

The wickedness of the third slave primarily stems from his attitude about his master, which in turn had led to laziness and bad stewardship.

The way the servant conceives his master causes him to fear and then to hide away the talent and not seek to advance the masters’ capital.

The servant’s misperception of the master has produced alienation, mistrust, fear, and then personal sloth.

Had he truly loved his master; he would not have attempted to place the blame on him but would have operated out of love.

Now we have explored, although not exhaustively the story of the talents, how do we begin to see a way forward through the maze of ethical dilemmas in the places we work and Christian believe that infuses us. What can we possibly learn from this story that can be applied to our work and our faith?

I believe there are three things that can guide us on this quest; they are 

Faithful responsibility

Mother Teresa once said “I never look at the masses as my responsibility; I look at the individual. I can only love one person at a time - just one, one, one. So you begin. I began - I picked up one person. Maybe if I didn't pick up that one person, I wouldn't have picked up forty-two thousand....The same thing goes for you, the same thing in your family, the same thing in your church, your community. Just begin - one, one, one.”

Jesus’ disciple community, the church, is the primary instrument by which the reality of the gospel of the kingdom is made known to a watching world.  
When we live with the blessed hope of Jesus’ soon return, we are motivated to live up to our responsibilities, no matter where they are or how big they are.

This means we are ethically responsible for daily purity in the light of the expectation of Jesus coming, our master coming.

Someone has said well “Live each day so that you will neither be afraid of tomorrow nor ashamed of yesterday”

Our role as spouse or parent means that we care for others as God would.  Our chosen career path means that we serve God responsibly through our work, whether it is “sacred or secular.”

How do we serve God responsibly through our work?
By doing good and not doing harm

By respecting people

And ensuring that a professional relationship is never exploited

For Christians this is the way of reconciliations and redemption, however limited our efforts may seem sometimes.

Furthermore the ethos of servanthood has to be balanced by a prophetic voice, so that love and judgement are both brought to bear on situations demanding ethical analyses and solutions. 

J.M Childs in Ethics in business echoes this when he says 

When Christians seek justice, equality, and dignity for all people, they anticipate the fulfilment of these values in the fullness of God’s future reign.  They act out a hope rooted in the promise of Jesus for that reign.

Mother Teresa implied responsible action only needs to begin with one person; one person at a time is enough. She goes on to say that we will never know how this may affect others.  Maybe it is like a drop of water in a pond that creates a ripple, a ripple that slowly reaches the edge.

By doing good to one person, possibly by encouraging them in their work, of supporting them when they struggle is witnessing Christ through loving action.

This one responsible action may overcome many things in the work place that seek to belittle, put down, or discriminate. We may never know the effect, but we are being faithful.
Remembering who our master is
There was this couple going on vacation, standing in line waiting to check their bags at the airline counter.  

The husband said to the wife, "I wish we had brought the piano." 
The wife said, "Why? We've got sixteen bags already!" 
The husband said, "Yes, I know-- but the tickets are on the piano!" 

How many of us have forgotten something important?
It seems that the third servant in the story had forgotten some major characteristics about his master.  We have already touched on it slightly, but it will be good to explore this a little further.

While the master was away the servant’s mind started to play tricks on him, and over time he began to see the landowner as some cruel taskmaster rather than a fair boss.  In his forgetfulness he became influenced by fear, anxiety and laziness.

The same can be said for us, as we work, no matter where it is or what it is, we can become influenced by the things that surround us.  These influences can affect the way we work.
Take for example gossip.  I can still remember the gossiping that went on in the factory I worked at in Christchurch.  The gossip covered all sorted of different angles, and it always ended up degrading someone.  How easy it was to be influenced by this facet of the workplace.  How easy it was for me to begin gossiping myself, and putting other down.
There are so many things that go on in the places we work that can make us forget who our real master is.  Instead of enjoying the work God has given us to do and seeking to honour him in what we do, we become influenced by things, people and situations that are less than God.
It is so easy to forget who we are as God’s people

It is even easy to forget God in the midst of pressure and productivity

Or screaming children and dirty washing 
Going back to my ‘gossip’ example, there were a number of choices I had facing me.  I could join in, ignore them and get on with my work, or work hard and also challenge their behaviour.

I wish I could say I carried out the latter, however, because I am a honest person, I have to admit that I found myself joining in more often that I should have.  At the time I would have considered myself a good Christian; I went to church every Sunday.  I thought I knew what it meant to follow Christ.  However my actions soon showed I was more influence by other masters than the one I said I followed.
How many of you have ever carried around with you a picture of your girlfriend or boyfriend, or husband or wife?  What’s the purpose for doing this? So that when we are not near them, or haven’t seen them for a while, we take out the picture to remind us how important they are.

Now I’m not saying we need to carry a picture of Jesus around in our wallets.  What I am saying is that we need to have a way of constantly remembering why we work, and who we are really working for.  

We need to prepare ourselves before we begin work; reminding ourselves that we belong to God.  That we are precious in his sight; that we are called to work hard.  
The only way I can think of doing this is spending time with God.  This doesn’t’ just mean reading his word, it means sharing the burdens and the joys that work brings with each other.
And discernment 
Gold in its native state is but dull, unornamental stuff, and only lowborn metals excite the admiration of the ignorant with an ostentatious glitter. However, like the rest of the world, I still go on underrating men of gold and glorifying men of mica. (Mark Twain)
How often do we miss seeing things for what they really are because we are looking at it in the wrong way?  

The two trustworthy servants were able to discern as they worked, what their master would have expected.  They would have discerned what would have brought Happiness to the one they served and that it was serving the mater in the right way

They discerned that using their gifts and talents the best way possible rather than the outcome, or the amount earned was what the master was expecting.

We can see this in the story because nowhere does the Master ask for them to return the talents

So where does this discernment enter into the sphere of work

There is an enormous emphasis placed by many organizations on ethical standards, far more so than 30 years ago.

It is not unusual to find companies with statements of business principals, which are in effect moral codes.

Even In family environments there are certain standards and expectations of each family member

Art groups my decided early on, possibly on the first night, to put some rules in place

Such as, no putting down other people’s pieces of work; only helpful critique is allowed etc…

We could go on, and on with examples of such moral codes

If we turn back to the organizations for a moment and delve a little deeper we will find that some specific principles may cover things, such as, abuse of supervisory authority, sexual harassment, racial harassment and discrimination. 
While these principals are not all embracing, they are commendable in their scope and intent.  It would be easy to despise values such as these as being little more than high sounding rhetoric, even when structures are in place to implement these as far as possible.  
The challenge is to create an ethos in which these are translated into meaningful attitudes and behaviour, that transcends the politically correct and actually transform the place we work.

Our challenge is, as Christians, to not allow these codes, whatever we want to call them

To remain on paper

Christians, through discernment, need to be active at this level, even as we realize the preliminary nature of what is being accomplished.

For any of these ethical codes to operate, there needs to be a community of morally aware employees.  And this is where Christian contribution with our emphasis on the importance of character comes into our own.  

Conclusion  
In our places of work, let us be like the two faithful servants 

Let’s work responsibly

Let’s remember who our master is

And let’s discern, with God’s guidance, how to contribute to our places of work in ways that allow these codes of ethics to transform the work place.
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