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2 before Advent  A

Venturing the talent of faith

They were talking about the poets of the First World War on the radio this week, because some previously unknown poems of Siegfried  Sassoon have just  been discovered. But a professor of history gave his view that we put far too much emphasis on the poets when we think about the First World War – at school pupils are taught to see that conflict through the lens of poetry, and not to take a hard-headed enough historical approach, analysing the politics and the military situation properly. That’s what he said. Certainly when I was at school, it was the poetry of Wilfred Owen which gave me something to think about when I stood in the two minutes’ silence to move me to tears - something to think about, and something  to move me to tears. I wonder if that was true for anyone else here…
But the question bears asking, what would have been the reputation of these poets if many of  their lives hadn’t  been cut short by war? Would Rupert Brooke still be remembered, if there were not, indeed, ‘some corner of a foreign field which is forever England’, because he’s buried there? If they’d all lived to a comfortable old age (as of course, Sassoon did), which of them would we remember, and how might their work have developed? It’s a fascinating question for the literary critics. What kind of poet would Wilfred Owen have turned out to be, if he’d gone on to develop middle-aged spread?
But the fact is that the lives of so many of them were cut off in a terrible way, and this adds  sharp poignancy to the work they left behind. Even Edward Thomas’s  gentle and sunny poem about the sleepy Gloucestershire railway station, Adlestrop, is lent a burnish of sadness by our knowledge that its author was soon to be dead on the Western Front.

The poets of the First World War took  their talents with them to the trenches, and employed them generously and immediately in the hellish situation they were put in – and they’ve  marked our culture indelibly ever since. Many of them didn’t have time to wait for their talents to mature before composing their major work, and in this they illustrate one message which we can take from today’s readings. 

We should never wait for better times to employ the gifts we’ve been given; procrastination truly is the thief of time, or  – as Paul said in Thessalonians, using the image of the thief in another way - ‘the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night’. For most of us, that  warning speaks most obviously about the uncertainty we must all acknowledge, as to when death will come to meet us.  Even if we were to know, by reading our genetic code completely accurately, how long our health was likely to last out, we could never exclude the external accidents, changes and chances, which might cut short our lives.  So, the ‘day of the Lord’ can stand for the day of our death: the day when we shall each  meet our Lord face to face.It cannot be predicted. 

 But ‘the day of the Lord’   isn’t only about death, or even about the end of the world: the ‘day of the Lord’ can be hidden in all kinds of moments of sifting and testing, when our real worth is shown up – the times when God, or circumstances, try us, as gold is tried in the furnace. The times when convulsions in family, society or nation, shake us and put our values  to the test. For far too many people in human history, these convulsions have been the convulsions of war – but they can take many other forms, too.
We shouldn’t wait to employ the gifts we’ve been given, imagining that more suitable circumstances for them are bound to come; we really don’t know what will come tomorrow, let alone next year.

So, what is it to employ our talents – our gifts? Is it just about making the most of things we’re particularly good at, as poets are good with words and musicians with sounds?

I don’t think it ‘s just about that, although our modern English use of the word ‘talent’ has come to mean a particular ability or skill. But in Jesus’ story ‘talent’ was a sum of money – a huge sum of money, in fact:  almost unimaginable for most of his hearers. But it stood for the fact that God had put something really valuable into his hearer’s lives – something whose value they might not even grasp, and certainly might not be making the most of.  And I think that valuable thing was their  faith – the gift of believing in the one God who had made himself known in the history of his people; this treasure, which as Jewish believers, had been given them as an immense privilege, marking them out from other nations.
And Jesus told them a story about the  crucial importance of not hugging this gift to themselves, but of putting it to work – taking it to the market place of life –making it multiply.

Our temptation to hug to ourselves the gift of faith as a rather private matter is not quite the same temptation as that of a Jewish religious leader in the first century. We don’t have to negotiate questions of the ‘cleanness’ or ‘uncleanness’ of the society with which we have to do, in the way that they did. Taking their faith to the market place might have been the last thing they’d have thought about, for that very reason.  But we also have our own reasons for hesitating to let  our faith engage with the market place of our lives. We sometimes keep it hidden from other people , and fail to bring it to bear on the challenges and big issues which confront us and our society.  Our  reluctance to take our faith into the market place probably stems from a feeling that other people, and the workaday world, don’t want to engage with it ; they’re telling us to hug it to our chests and keep it private – please! This is a secular , or at least, and a multi-cultural society, after all! Put your faith in a safe, but very private place – that’s what our world is says  to us.  
But, Jesus’ parable is about taking the risk of getting our faith, and its values, out into the workaday world, the world of ‘the other’ – out into  the stresses and strains of life, which is the only place where its effects can be multiplied. Hugged to our chests, or kept in a private place, behind the closed doors of our homes and in the safe space of churches, our faith can do nothing; the gift we’ve been given, can’t make a return for God. He commands us in the parable  to take the risk, tomake the investment.
And, just as with any talent - understanding that word  in the usual sense – we shouldn’t be waiting for  a better or more opportune time before we venture to employ our gift.  ‘Now is the day of salvation’ – every day ; now is the time when God wills to  do a New Thing –  Now! every day; in war or in peace, in stress or in comfort; whether we’re old, or whether we’re young;  whether we feel strong, or very ,very weak; whether we feel ready to take risks for God, or whether we don’t; whether we’re confident in what we can achieve, or full of the fear of failure. Now is the time for a step of faith, now is the time for making the venture. Tomorrow may be too late. The true capital of our lives comes from God: what are we going to do with it, in the circumstances which face us today?
