Sermon - Common Good Series #4 - Get Involved July 20, 2025

Wouldn’t it be nice if Christ Jesus would just step in and clean up all the
messiness that is our current cultural climate? I mean, everybody would listen

to Jesus, right?

Well, it didn’t quite work that way for Jesus 2000 years ago - the Word Made
Flesh, the Prince of Peace, the Lamb of God Who Took Away the Sin of the World
ended up being killed by the method of execution of the day. And it was all

orchestrated by the ones to whom Jesus was sent.

Well, now that we live in an allegedly Christian Nation (although, the Jews or the
Muslims or those who have no religious affiliation—aka the Nones—might have
something to say about that!), certainly Christ Jesus would be welcomed to clean
up this complex and messy world.

Alas, as far as I can tell, Christ Jesus is not working in our world at the moment.
So?

So, that’s what this parable is all about.

In the little teaching story Jill read for us, we have a central character who goes
on a journey. Apparently this central character knew well the three agents
entrusted to take care of the place while the central character was gone, because
v 15 tells each was given an amount of money to steward based on their
“abilities.” The Greek word for “ability” is dynamis (doo-na-mis), which could

mean any of power, strength, or virtue.

Our “abilities” are what we are best at, whether we’re born with them or they are
cultivated. To refer to the popular hymn, if “His’ eye is on the sparrow, And I
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know ‘He’ watches me,” then the central character is aware of what each of our
dynamic abilities are, and therefore expects us to lean into them as we are given
certain “talents” from the central character with which to bless the world. The
problem is, as is seen in the parable, that the agents aren’t actually told what to
do with them.

As I've stated, I do not see Christ Jesus working in our midst today. Like the
central character of the parable, the Messiah of the World appears to be “on a
journey.” So, who does that leave to take care of the realm of the central

character? Us!

Going back to the parable, I'm guessing that many of us were taken aback at the
way the third agent was treated. That one kept their head down, didn’t do
anything to put at risk what was given them, making sure that all was safe and
sound for themself when the central character returned. This is the way many of
us go through life — quietly, safely, not raising any kind of stink, presumably

hoping only to be noticed by the fact that we’re not doing anything outside of

the norm. That’s all good - what could be wrong with that? According to the
parable, apparently, Jesus sees something wrong with that. And it is very

unsettling to those of us who would prefer to take the safe, unassuming route!

Now before you think that I'm calling any of you out, let me tell you that I'm ...
well, during coffee hour last week, young Georgie Sims played a certain Michael
Jackson song on his phone while I was talking with him ... 'm referring to “The
Man in the Mirror.” I am well aware of my shortcomings when it comes to

getting involved with social ills.



You see, during college, when I was doing deep dives into the works of the Rew.
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., I came across a portion of his writing that cut to the

core of my heart.

Upon reading his Letter from a Birmingham Jail, which was written to a group of
clergymen urging him to slow down his protests toward social reform, I was
introduced to the character whom King calls “the white moderate.” King’s words
(’'m going to keep with the language of the times):
First, I must confess that over the past few years I have been gravely
disappointed with the white moderate. I have almost reached the
regrettable conclusion that the Negro’s great stumbling block in his stride
toward freedom is not the White Citizen’s Council-er or the Ku Klux
Klanner, but the white moderate, who is more devoted to “order” than to
justice; who prefers a negative peace which is the absence of tension to a
positive peace which is the presence of justice; who constantly says: “I
agree with you in the goal you seek, but I cannot agree with your methods
of direct action;” who paternalistically believes he can set the timetable for
another man’s freedom; who lives by a mythical concept of time and who

constantly advises the Negro to wait for a “more convenient season.”

Friends, I am a natural conflict-avoider. And it is mostly because I have been
trained by the environment in which I've grown up. Why rock the boat if the

seas around you are mostly placid?



When I read Dr. King’s description of the “white moderate,” I was convicted.
Actually, I felt a heaping helping of guilt wash over me. Guilt borne of silence,
inactivity, and the expectation that the advocates and agitates would take care of

what needed to be done and I could stand on the sidelines and cheer them on.

The only problem is, I actually feel like believing and following Jesus means
something, and Jesus didn’t do a whole lot of “waiting in the wings.” Jesus, like

his prophetic devotee, Dr. King, also believed in direct action.

I’ve found myself engaging and retreating as time has gone by. I'm fickle. I still
haven’t gotten it all figured out yet. But now, even the waters around me are no
longer placid. As rights are being stripped away, democracy dismantled before

our eyes, there is even a greater need for us to get involved.

In these fraught times, I am reminded of the words of Martin Niemoller, a
German theologian and Lutheran pastor who opposed the Nazi regime:

“First they came for the Socialists, and I did not speak out—

Because I was not a Socialist.

Then they came for the Trade Unionists, and I did not speak out—

Because I was not a Trade Unionist.

Then they came for the Jews, and I did not speak out—

Because I was not a Jew.

Then they came for me—and there was no one left to speak for me.”
Niemoller was eventually sent to a concentration camp for his affiliation with

the Confessing Church and his opposition to state involvement in Church.



I wondered what his quote may sound like in our times; something like?
First they came for the immigrants, and I did not speak out—
Because I am not an immigrant.
Then they came for the transgender folx, and I did not speak out-
Because I am not trans.
Then they stripped away the support and protections of Diversity, Equity
and Inclusion, and I did not speak out—
Because I am not Black, Indigenous, nor a minority Person of Color.
Then they came for the “leftist” preachers — and there was no one else to

speak for me.

Now, there are some people who seem gifted at and quite comfortable with
responding to Niemoller, and King, and Jesus by putting themselves at risk. I
have a pastor friend who sent this note to a cohort of pastors earlier this week:
Hey crew. Tomorrow I'm part of an arrest risk action with ICE. Lots of
variables. Could be morning in (the city), or not at all. Keep {the person who's
been targeted} and the supporting community in your prayers.
Then, a little later on he sent us a photo with a picture of his arm, which
included the phone number of his next of kin, written in indelible ink, lest he be
detained, harmed, or even Kkilled. He wrote:
We were well trained and prepared, but civil disobedience was not needed.
Temporary Restraining Order against ICE was extended. Not over, but a

small victory.

When it comes to getting involved in civic affairs this friend of mine has a much

greater sense of activism than I do. And that’s okay. I've learned to pick my



spots, push myself to get outside of my comfort zone. I’ve also learned that it’s

okay that where my comfort zone ends, someone else’s is just beginning.

Going back to the Parable of the Talents, we are all capable of doing something,
and often even more than we can imagine! We simply cannot bury our skills and
abilities, nor silence our voices. We must remember the central character’s
central message of loving our neighbor as ourselves. The parable reminds us
that each of us must engage our moral, ethical, and theological standards to

discern how to use our time and unique abilities in the absence of Christ Jesus.

I’ll conclude with a quote from one of the commentaries I read on the Parable of
the Talents: “The talent itself does not stand for anything, it is what one does
with the entrusted talent that represents the responsible deeds of Christian

discipleship.” (New Interpreter’s Bible Commentary, emphasis added)

This is a good point to segue to our keynote speaker Elizabeth “Betsy” Tracy,
who comes to us representing the League of Women Voters of Greater Cleveland,
Cleveland Heights — University Heights Chapter. Betsy and I had a wonderful
conversation on Thursday, including her sharing with me that she is a member
of the United Methodist Church of the Savior in Cleveland Heights. She will
share with us how we can bear our responsible Christian discipleship by getting

involved in varying levels of civic activity.



