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Pastor Rick Warren shared that some years ago, Donald Trump said in an interview, “I’ll be 36 next year, and I’ve done everything I can do.  Sometimes I think it was a mistake to have raced through it all so fast.  What’s the next level up?  The grass isn’t always greener … I work, and I don’t worry.  How can you top that? … I protect myself as well as anybody can.  I prepare for things, but ultimately we all end up going … I don’t believe in reincarnation – to heaven, or hell.  But we go someplace.  Do you know?  I can’t for the life of me figure out where!”

These words give us an example of a man who has been so busy going after all this world has to offer, that he’s made little or no preparations for what comes next.  It’s easy to be critical of “the Donald” – but the reality is – there are a whole lot of folks in this world who have absolutely no idea what life is really about!  Oh, they may think they do!  They may have bought into the old Schlitz beer philosophy that “you only go around once in life, so you need to grab for all the gusto you can!”
Rick Warren is one of my favorite pastors and Christian authors, and he says there are three things you and I can do with our lives:  we can waste them, we can spend them, or we can invest them.

There are plenty of things we can find to waste our lives on.  Some of us here today can personally testify to that!  Addictions, poor choices in relationships, unproductive and unhealthy ways of spending our time, foolish and impulsive spending, and the list goes on.

We can spend our lives on our careers.  Now, don’t get me wrong – there’s nothing bad about being successful and doing your best at your job or profession.  But the question you and I must ask ourselves is – at what cost?  Maintaining a balance is a real challenge in a culture that often measures such “success” – if that’s what we really should call it – as worth any cost.
I had a boss when I was in the insurance business who told me the story once of how he’d worked long hours and weekends, and had moved the regional headquarters into a new modern, facility … and as a result of all his hard work – he’d been promoted to vice president.  But as a result of his “marriage to his career” during that time – his marriage to his wife fell apart.

Outside of work, we can fall into the trap of spending what time and resources we have left on our hobbies – be it fishing, playing golf, riding motorcycles (Now Fr. Pete, I know I’ve just quit preachin’ and gone to meddlin’), whatever our passion for recreation happens to be.  The problem is, once we’ve “spent” what we have left here – we don’t have much left for anything or anyone else!
The third option is – we can “invest” our life.  And generally, the principle which guides successful investing is doing so in such a way that will give us the greatest return.  I’d rather invest my life in time spent with my wife, my kids, and my grandkids than anything else!  And I know most of you probably feel the same.  However, as important & key as these folks are in my life, & in yours – investing our lives in the Kingdom of God is even more critical – if we look at the eternal picture!  
But, you know what - the interesting thing is – when we invest our lives in God’s Kingdom – it doesn’t take away from our investment with those who are closest to us – it enriches it!  It blesses and multiplies it!!  Amen?!
A great way to get us started towards each of us re-focusing on stewardship at this point is Jesus’ parable in Matthew 25:14-30 – one that we probably know well.  It’s the story Jesus tells about the man going on a journey who called his servants, and entrusted each of them with a certain number of talents (money) – a talent being the equivalent of about $1,000 today.  He gave one servant five talents, the other one two, and the last one - one talent.
And while he was away, the servants who’d received the five talents and the two talents invested them, and received a good return.  But the servant who’d received the one talent just dug a hole and buried it in the ground.  To cut to the chase, upon his return, the master was pleased with the first two, who’d gotten a return on that which had been entrusted to them; but he was none too happy with the one who’d just buried his in the ground!  And, as we know, there were consequences for this man’s poor stewardship of his master’s property.
There are some lessons you and I can learn from this parable.  First, everything we have belongs to God.  Second, God has given each of us some talents. Third, He expects us to use those talents productively, and not just “bury” them.  Fourth, “fear” can keep us from actually using our talents in ways that bring a return.  Fifth, if we don’t use what God has given us, we’ll lose it.  And finally, sixth, if we use what God has entrusted to us wisely, we’ll be rewarded. 
We need to remember that everything we have belongs to God.  God made it all, and you and I really own nothing.  Jeff Boyd has a Harley he keeps parked in my garage.  I have a key for it, and I can ride it if I want to – but it’s not mine!  It will always be his!  I’m just “looking after it” for him!  Actually, it’s in my garage because he already has two other motorcycles, and there’s no room for it in his!!

And basically, we’re just “looking out” for the stuff God has entrusted to our care, too.  We use what He’s placed in our care – but, the reality is, you and I are here to manage His resources.  We’re called to be “good stewards” of all that God has entrusted to our care.  Kind of gives us a different perspective on things – doesn’t it?

Second, God has given each of us certain “talents.”  In Jesus’ parable I mentioned, the talents were money - each talent the equivalent of about $1,000 in today’s economy.  We see the “talents” God has entrusted to us today as our abilities, our resources, our skills or the opportunities we have – including our “spiritual gifts.”

Amounts and kinds of talents may differ – but we each get something.  And these talents we have received from God are to be used.  Which brings us to the next principle.

Third, God expects us to use the talents He’s given us – for His honor and glory.  And, according to Jesus’ story about the master and his servants, there will come a time when you and I will be held accountable for what we’ve done, or for what we’ve failed to do, with our talents.  

It’s wrong to just “bury” what God has entrusted to us.  The third servant, the one who’s “plan of action” was to bury his talent in the ground, wanted to “play it safe.”  And his master told him that he could have put it in the bank, and then at least it would have earned some interest.  Of course, I don’t think we’d get many “brownie points” with the Master today for the interest we’d earn by putting our talents in the bank!
The point is, we can’t always please God by “playing it safe,” so to speak.  If you and I want to accomplish anything of value for the sake of the Kingdom, there’s almost always “risk” involved!  We have to “step out in faith,” and trust that God will honor that faithfulness.  Hebrews 11:6 tells us that “Without faith, it’s impossible to please God.”  (Repeat)
I’m thinking here of the risk we take when we tell someone our story about the difference Jesus Christ has made in our lives.  We always face the possibility that the person we share with will reject what we tell them.  But that’s OK!  The important thing is that we tried – that we were faithful!

You see, sitting on the sidelines is not an option in the Christian life!  Christianity is not a “spectator sport!”  When Tim Tebow was quarterback at University of Florida, his presence on the team would have made no difference for them whatsoever, if he’d just sat on the bench the whole season!!  If he’d just buried his talent!!

We can’t take it with us anyway, can we?!  I was reminded the other day of the old saying that you never see a U-Haul trailer hooked to the back of a hearse!     
Next, fear keeps us from using and developing our talents.  I remember, before I responded to God’s call on my life to pursue ordained ministry – I used to listen to other preachers, and think, I could never get up in front of people and do what those guys were doing!  And then when I got to seminary and was enrolled in my first homiletics (preaching) class, I proudly came home with a video tape of my first sermon, which Terry watched.  She didn’t tell me at the time – but she later shared with me that when she saw that video, she couldn’t help but wonder if I really & truly had heard a calling from God - about ordained ministry being what I was supposed to do with the rest of my life!!    

The Enemy will do anything and everything he can to instill fear in us in such a way that we’re afraid to utilize our talents towards furthering God’s Kingdom.  He’s OK with the “status quo” – but he’s nervous and threatened when we step out in faith, take risks, and move ahead for Christ’s sake!  Amen?!  
Fifth principle: If we don’t use it, we’ll lose it!  “So take the talent from him, and give it to the one with ten talents.  For to all those who have, more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away.”  The same principle applies here as it does for our muscles and our minds.  If I don’t practice using my talent, I’ll eventually reach the point when I no longer have it.

And then finally, if I use my talent, I’ll be rewarded.  “Well done good and faithful servant … Come and share in your Master’s happiness!”

Am I living a life that’s basically mostly, if not all, about me?  Am I focusing most, if not all, my time, talents and treasure on myself?   Or am I seeking the Holy Spirit’s leading in how I can invest myself and all that God has entrusted to me in ways that will give Him honor and glory, and that will further His Kingdom?  What kind of steward am I today … and what kind of steward do I want to become?  
As you and I begin to prayerfully consider the ways God is calling us to live into Spirit-led stewardship in the coming year, remember Jesus’ lesson on the Master’s servants and their “talents.”  Focus on the importance of giving our Master a solid return on what He’s entrusted us with in this life.  And don’t let the Enemy manipulate you, me, or anyone - with “fear” that causes us to “bury” our talents in the ground.

When you complete your Pledge Commitment for 2012, step out in faith and not in fear, and trust God to honor your faithfulness, as we recall the Master’s words,

“Well done, good and faithful servant!”  Amen!   

