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“Going All in with God’s Chips” 
Text: Matthew 25:14-30 

The story is told about a man who made an error that cost his company $120,000.  At first, he 
wanted to sweep it under the carpet for fear that he would lose his job.  But he realized that a 
mistake that large would not go unnoticed forever.  He would have to admit his mistake and take 
the consequences. 

He spoke with his supervisor and explained what had happened.  He was honest throughout the 
discussion and admitted that his poor judgment had cost the company the $120,000.  His 
supervisor listened quietly.  Finally, the man concluded by apologizing for his error and offered 
to resign immediately.  His boss refused the resignation saying, “Goodness, man, we can’t afford 
to lose you now.  We just spent $120,000 on your education!” 

It is a cute story.  And would that supervisors and others would be able to frame errors and 
mistakes in that context.  Thomas Edison once said that he never failed.  He just discovered 
10,000 things that wouldn’t work.  If we allow them to be, our failures are teachable moments.  
They tell us something about ourselves, about others, about what works and what doesn’t.  it is 
impossible to succeed without making some mistakes along the way. 

The gospel lesson offers some helpful insight for such moments.  Jesus tells a parable about a 
man who was going away for a while.  Before he left, he entrusted a large sum of money to his 
servants.  To one servant, he gave five talents.  To the second, he gave two talents.  And to the 
third, he gave a single talent.  While the discrepancy between what each one was given might 
seem unfair to us today, it is worth noting that a single talent was a large sum of money.  So, 
even to be given one talent was to be extended a great measure of trust. 

The parable continues with the wealthy man leaving.  When he returns, he summons his three 
servants to give an accounting of their activities while he was away.  The first one who had been 
given five talents, returned those five talents to his master and exclaimed that he had also earned 
five additional talents with the money entrusted to him.  The master was very pleased.  The 
second one, who had been given two talents, proudly announced that he had his master’s two 
talents and two more.  He had done well. 

Then the final servant stepped forward and placed one talent before the master.  He said he was 
afraid and therefore took the single talent and buried it in the ground.  He gave back what he had 



been given.  When the man asked why he hadn’t done anything with the talent he had, he replied 
that he knew that his master was unjust and a harsh man who inspired fear and caution.  He was 
afraid so he did nothing. 

That is the first point we need to emphasize this morning.  That is exactly what fear does to us.  It 
can have a paralyzing effect.  We fear the consequences and therefore do nothing.  Fear locks us 
into positions of inactivity. 

This point raises some concern for us today because the wealthy man in this parable would seem 
to be a representation of God.  Do we really believe that God is a harsh, fearful entity? 

For some the answer might be affirmative.  There are those who still relate to the famous sermon 
preached on July 8, 1741 by Jonathon Edwards entitled, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry 
God.”  It is a well-known sermon exemplifying the angry God who seems to delight in punishing 
human beings.  It is as if God is waiting for us to mess up in order to strike us down.  There are 
many people today who carry such an image of a fearful angry God and this can be paralyzing. 

But this image doesn’t mesh with the parable.  The master is a gracious master.  He had entrusted 
great wealth to his servants.  He is a trusting master.  This was reinforced when the first two 
servants brought their responses to him.  He celebrated with them.  This is not a parable about a 
harsh, judging God.  This is a parable about a loving, generous and trusting God.  This is 
reinforced several times in the brief parable. 

It is a reminder of the nature of God.  We do not serve a God who is constantly place temptation 
before us and waiting for us to trip up.  Rather than looking for the chance to punish us when we 
do wrong, we serve a God who longs to celebrate with us when things go right.  God desires to 
speak the words of the parable to us all, “Well done, good and faithful servant.” 

But this parable raises a very important, “what if…” question.  What if any of the three servants 
had taken the talents they were given and had lost everything.  What if rather than succeeding, 
the first two servants had to explain to their master that they had lost some or all of what they 
had been given?  What if the final servant, instead of burying it, tried to make something more 
and lost it all?  How might the master respond then? 

It is an intriguing question because we see the pleasure that success brings to the master and we 
see his response when one fails to act.  What about the third possibility?  What if we act, but fail? 

I believe that the generosity and trust of the master is based upon their willingness to act 
responsibly and take appropriate risks.  Had the servants invested and failed, I believe that the 
response of the master would have been very forgiving.  He would have applauded their 
attempts. 



We might find this difficult to accept because human nature is very different.  In many cases, we 
expect some form of judgment for failures.  It might come in the form of punishment, ridicule or 
even being laughed at, but we expect something like this when we fail. 

In his book, “Halos and Horns”, Dr. J. Wallace Hamilton tells about one of the strangest auctions 
in history.  It was held in Washington, D.C. in 1926 and consisted of 150,000 patented inventions 
that were declared obsolete.  Prospective buyers could purchase a “bed bug buster” or an 
“illuminated cat” that was designed to scare mice away.  There was a device to prevent snoring.  
It consisted of a trumpet that reached from one’s mouth to one’s ear and was designed to awaken 
the snorer and not the neighbors.  Writing about this auction, Hamilton commented, “this auction 
of old patent models as at least worth 150,000 laughs.” 

Perhaps they were a bit laughable.  But, at the same time, they represented someone’s hard work 
and dreams.  Someone’s attempt to make life a little better.  They may not have succeeded, but 
they attempted to address something important.  We may laugh at the failure of others, but there 
is a part that should respect those who were brave enough to try. 

And that is what I believe would be the case if any of the servants had attempted something and 
failed.  The master wouldn’t have condemned them.  He would have applauded their efforts, 
congratulated them on their efforts and encouraged them for future endeavors.  The lesson of the 
parable of the talents is not intended to make us cautious, afraid to act only when we are certain 
of success.  The lesson of the parable of the talents is to encourage us to take risks, to be willing 
to try something that has the potential to succeed or fail. 

In her novel, “Saint Maybe” Anne Tyler tells of the very cautious life of Ian Bedloe.  Early in the 
novel, Ian says something that he believes contributes to the death of his brother.  As a result, he 
begins to live a very cautious life.  He doesn’t want to hurt or offend anyone.  The result is that 
he isn’t really living.  Because of the fear of failing, he doesn’t live. 

Another character, who lives a bit more recklessly, says to Ian, “You think I’m some sort of 
ninny who wants to do right but keeps goofing.  But what you don’t see is that I goof on purpose.  
I’m not like you: King Careful, Mr. Look Both Ways, Saint Maybe.  Mess up I say!  Fall flat on 
your face!  Make every mistake you can think of!  Use all the life you’ve got!” 

That sentiment is in keeping with the parable of the talents.  It is about taking a chance, living 
life to the fullest.  Life isn’t about trying to avoid failing.  It is the ability to take a risk knowing 
that you might succeed or you might fail.  If you succeed, you will celebrate.  And if you fail, it 
will not be the end of the world.  Failure is an option.  We can learn and grow from our mistakes 
and become stronger through such moments. 

This week I had the opportunity to hear Father Michael Pfleger who is a priest on the southside 
of Chicago.  His is one of the areas that is often highlighted for its violence, although Fr. Pfleger 
sees something more.  I squirmed when he reminded the audience of something that I had heard 



several times has been documented in newspapers in both Chicago and Indianapolis.  The 
majority of the guns used to commit violent acts in Chicago were purchased at gun shows in 
Indiana.   

Addressing the violence in his neighborhood, he walked through the community getting to know 
the people.  Included in that were members of the four primary gangs of his area.  Fr. Pfleger 
decided to try something unusual.  The church had a large gymnasium.  He envisioned inviting 
these gangs to come play basketball together in the gym.  Word of this dream reached some very 
important people.  Members of the Chicago Bulls basketball team heard of it and lent their 
support.  Retired Hoosier basketball player Isiah Thomas heard about it and offered to be there. 
Some NBA referees heard about it and offered to help out.  And even the national sporting 
networks offered to televise it.  

They had great momentum for making this happen and the gangs agreed to participate.  And then 
two weeks before the event, there was a shooting in the community.  It put everyone on edge.  
Some folks said they should cancel the event, that it would only lead to bloodshed.  They said 
that it would hurt Fr. Pfleger’s reputation if it failed. 

Fr. Pfleger went into the chapel and prayed.  He recalled praying something like this.  “God, I 
believe this is from you.  It is a good idea.  And there are a lot of people counting on this 
happening.  And I have told them this is your idea.  If this doesn’t go well, it will hurt your 
reputation a whole lot more than mine.” 

The event went as planned and was a huge success.  So much so, that the gangs continued to play 
even when the celebrities and television cameras had disappeared.  And today, several years later, 
instead of gangs playing against one another, now they have mixed teams that are made up by 
drafting players.  They are getting to know one another as fellow human beings, playing together, 
trusting one another. 

It has been a wonderful success.  But a church that is afraid of failing would never risk trying to 
do something like that.  We have to ask ourselves whether we are people of fear, only taking the 
safe routes and doing the things that have guaranteed success or whether we are a resurrection 
people…the kind of folks who take risks and believe that even if we fail, God has shown the 
ability to bring new life over and over again. 

I wonder what risks God is asking this congregation to take?  Who are the people God is asking 
us to reach out to?  Those struggling with addictions?  Families living under the darkness of 
mental illness who don’t know where to turn for help?   

The parable of the talents is a recognition that we serve a loving and generous God.  And God is 
most generous when it comes to the gift of grace.  When we fail, God is there to lift us up.  
Whether we are talking about us as individuals or as a church.  I did a quick search of the 
scriptures and there was not one place in all the Bible where God utters the words, “I told you 



so.”  God is not there to pour contempt on us.  God is not there to heap shame upon us.  God is 
there to love us. 

We are a people of faith, a community of faith.  We don’t wait until we have the guarantee of 
success before acting, if that is even possible.  We live by faith.  We act by faith.  And the only 
way to live life fully is to be willing to take risks that may or may not succeed.  But we will 
never know until we try.  Do not let the opportunities to try pass you by.  Our willingness to live 
boldly is a testament of a faith in a loving God.


