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You can’t think straight with a heart full of fear, for fear seeks safety, not truth.  A heart 

full of love, on the other hand, has a limbering effect on the mind.    —William Sloane 

Coffin 

 

Ancient Witness: Matthew 25:14-30 

 
“For it is as if a man, going on a journey, summoned his slaves and entrusted his property to them; 15 to 

one he gave five talents, to another two, to another one, to each according to his ability. Then he went 

away. 16 The one who had received the five talents went off at once and traded with them, and made five 

more talents. 17 In the same way, the one who had the two talents made two more talents. 18 But the one 

who had received the one talent went off and dug a hole in the ground and hid his master’s money. 
19 After a long time the master of those slaves came and settled accounts with them. 20 Then the one who 

had received the five talents came forward, bringing five more talents, saying, ‘Master, you handed over 

to me five talents; see, I have made five more talents.’ 21 His master said to him, ‘Well done, good and 

trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of many things; 

enter into the joy of your master.’ 22 And the one with the two talents also came forward, saying, ‘Master, 

you handed over to me two talents; see, I have made two more talents.’ 23 His master said to him, ‘Well 

done, good and trustworthy slave; you have been trustworthy in a few things, I will put you in charge of 

many things; enter into the joy of your master.’ 24 Then the one who had received the one talent also came 

forward, saying, ‘Master, I knew that you were a harsh man, reaping where you did not sow, and 

gathering where you did not scatter seed; 25 so I was afraid, and I went and hid your talent in the ground. 

Here you have what is yours.’ 26 But his master replied, ‘You wicked and lazy slave! You knew, did you, 

that I reap where I did not sow, and gather where I did not scatter? 27 Then you ought to have invested my 

money with the bankers, and on my return I would have received what was my own with interest. 28 So 

take the talent from him, and give it to the one with the ten talents. 29 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. 30 As for this worthless slave, throw him into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping 

and gnashing of teeth.’” 

 

Wow.  You’re probably wondering, “What’s he going to do with that passage?” 

 

In today’s passage we have a famous “parable of the talents” when Jesus said that the kingdom of 

heaven is like when a man entrusts his servants with all his property because he will be away for a 

journey.  Two of the servants traded and invested the master’s money, and they doubled the value.  The 

third servant buries his share of the money in the ground.  And when the master returned, he praised the 

first two servants for their good work, but he scolded the third one, telling him he should have invested 

it with the bankers so he would have the interest also.  The master is expecting a return on his 

investment! 

 

But the third servant said he buried his share because he said the master was “a hard and cruel man.”  In 

fact, the master was the kind who loved deals as long as they were without risk and without hard work 

for himself.  The master did not deny this description as a greedy tyrant who makes impossible 

demands.  The master embraced this identity! 
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Indeed, he said, if the servant knew this, all the more reason to invest the money.  And then he had the 

servant “cast into the outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.” 

 

Now, what a strange way to describe the kingdom of heaven!  It is almost as strange as the preceding 

parable which compares the kingdom to ten virgins.  This characterization seems unfair.  What would 

have happened to the servants if they made a poor investment?  If their version of the stock market 

crashed?  Would the master then praise the conservative and cautious third servant?  Would the first two 

men have been cast into the outer darkness?  It seems here that the master is putting all the responsibility 

on the servants.  Socializing the risk and privatizing the gains.  The third servant was right, his master 

only liked deals where he avoided the work and risk himself, passing it off to those beneath him, 

“reaping where he did not sow, and gathering where he did not scatter seed.” 

 

In the traditional understanding of this parable, the third servant was motivated by the opposite of faith; 

he was afraid.  He succumbs to fear.  The fear of displeasing his master had so taken him over that he 

was immobilized at the very center of his responsibility and purpose, according to the traditional 

interpretation.  “What happens if I invest money and lose it all?  I know he is a hard man; what would he 

do to me then?” 

 

Part of what is confusing is that is was not unusual for Jesus to use persons of less than admirable 

qualities to provide lessons in his parables.  So we must be careful not to turn the parable into an 

allegory where the master would represent God.  But it is often our mistaken tendency to read parables 

as allegories which would lead us to think of God as some sort of harsh, severe and arbitrary character, 

who uses fear as a motivation.  No wonder this passage confuses us! 

 

But if this passage is about anything, it is about overcoming fear to live in faith. One way to read 

parables is to keep in mind how economically and socially divided that world was.  Many people took 

loans just to survive, and the interest was exorbitant.  The cycle of debt was crushing and many lost their 

land and wound up being sharecroppers on what they formerly owned.  It was a process of extracting 

wealth from the peasants where it became concentrated into the hands of the few elites.  We have some 

hint of this in the rate of return for the two other servants.  One can only describe an interest rate of 

100% as usurious.  So one way to read this parable is that the third servant refused to exploit the poor 

with such a huge interest rate.  William Herzog writes about this in his book, Parables as Subversive 

Speech.  If this is a correct reading, then this parable is about the third servant successfully overcoming 

his fear to act in faith!  He was the hero!  He was a conscientious objector in the war against the poor. 

 

And so, the Kingdom of heaven is whenever we are able to overcome our fear and refuse to exploit or 

take advantage of our neighbor.  It is when we live out of compassion and are guided by love in spite of 

what the masters are telling us. 

 

Fear: the opposite of faith.  The more we think about this, the more that we see that it’s true.  Because 

faith is far more than to believe that something is true; it is more than being convinced by an intellectual 

argument.  Faith means to have trust and confidence in something, and to act accordingly.  One could 

say the faith is courage.  And we know that fear does not vanish, but fear and courage exist side by side, 

always in tension.  Sometimes we overcome our fear; sometimes it overcomes us. 

 

Show me somebody who says that they have no fear, and I’ll show you somebody in deep denial.  Even 

Jesus was afraid. 
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Ask anyone who has done something courageous, “Were you afraid?”  Most likely you will hear, 

“You’re darn right I was afraid.  But I did it anyway.”  Faith is the ability to act courageously on behalf 

of God, for what is good or sacred, even though we are shaking in our boots.  There’s a great old saying 

that “Courage is fear that has said its prayers.”  But sometimes fear—fear of failure, fear of punishment, 

fear of loss—has not only overcome the servants in parables, but many other servants and 

congregations, as well. 

 

People and nations do strange things when they are afraid.  They scapegoat and demonize defenseless 

and vulnerable immigrants.  They deny a scientific understanding of reality.  They waste insane amounts 

of the national treasury on military spending.  They become susceptible to cults and demagogues.   

 

I love that quote from William Sloane Coffin on your bulletin: 

 

You can’t think straight with a heart full of fear, for fear seeks safety, not truth.  A heart full of 

love, on the other hand, has a limbering effect on the mind. 

 

Sometimes smart, intelligent people will follow convoluted logic and rationalize incredible things out of 

fear.  Fear can make us stupid. 

 

Look, I’m not saying that we should never be afraid.  Sometimes fear is a very appropriate response!  

For example, the prospects of global warming should terrify us.  There’s a recent report (Breakthough 

National Centre for Climate Restoration, Australia) that there would be complete social breakdown, 

chaos and deaths as the planet becomes uninhabitable.  It says that there is a high likelihood that human 

civilization will begin to come to an end starting in 30 years.  We should be motivated by fear 

sometimes; it’s an important, useful emotion.  But we also need to move beyond it.  It just can’t be our 

only motivation.  We need a fear that has said its prayers.  We don’t deny the fear, but we overcome and 

move beyond it. 

 

Now, many people don’t agree with me that faith and fear are polar opposites.  In fact, you could 

describe the faith of most of Christianity as fear-based.  Fear of hell, fear of punishment, fear of God!  I 

simply disagree that a loving God uses fear as a motivation.  Marcus Borg wrote that most of 

Christianity has become captive to the “heaven and hell paradigm,” a version of Christianity that is 

based upon the fear motive. 

 

And yet, one need not look beyond the tradition itself for an alternative.   In the First Letter of John, the 

writer says, “God is love, and those who live in love live in God.   There is no fear in love, for perfect 

love casts out fear.  For fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not reached perfection in 

love.”  (4:16, 18)  So the more we are motivated by love, the more faithful we are, the more we live in 

God.  And so we strive to do things more and more out of love and less and less out of fear.  Of course, 

this is impossibly difficult; that’s why we’re here.  So we examine our motives; we ask “What is guiding 

us?”  As individuals.  As a congregation.  (Yes, congregations can be guided by fear—focused upon 

their own success and survival.)  We continually question why we are doing things. 

 

I think that Richard Rohr sums it up well. 

 

The greatest enemy of faith is not doubt; the greatest enemy of faith is fear.  Most of the world is 

controlled by fear, petty and big.  Petty fears control people; great fears control nations.  We 

could feed all the people in this world if we would stop building arms, but we are afraid.  In the 

Beatitudes (Sermon on the Mount) Jesus said, “Those of you who make peace will be happy.  
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You will be God’s own.”  Yet even Christians are preoccupied with fear and protecting ourselves 

because we don’t believe what Jesus said.  The Sermon on the Mount is an antidote to fear.  But 

we have never seen fear and the crucial issue, only “doubt.”  (Radical Grace, p. 149) 

 

I agree with him.  The opposite of faith is not doubt or unbelief.  The opposite of faith is fear.  As 

Mahatma Gandhi said,  

 

Fear is not a disease of the body; fear kills the soul. 

 

So it is very important that we are aware of our fears.  Because faith is about not being unconsciously 

controlled by fear.  Wayne Muller once wrote: 

 

When we live in fear, we focus all our attention on the point of danger and lose our capacity to 

find any courage, security or peace within ourselves.  We become so obsessed by what threatens 

us that the inner strengths of the heart become inaudible.  Perhaps this is why in the Christian 

New Testament, the phrase, “Be not afraid,” is found more than three hundred times.  (Legacy of 

the Heart) 

 

If something is repeated over 300 times, this should be a clue!  And yet, the message of the church has 

often been the opposite:  be afraid!  No.  Be not afraid.  Be not controlled by your fear. 

 

In her book, Anatomy of the Spirit, Carolyn Myss said, “Every choice we make contains the energy of 

either faith or fear.”  And she talks about how important it is to know what is guiding our decisions, to 

get in touch with our inner motives, because each choice is like a channel or doorway to spiritual power.  

We can let it flow or close it off. 

 

Any choice made from faith has the full power of heaven behind it…And any choice made from 

fear is a violation of the energy of faith. 

 

She points out that when we are operating out of fear, we try to be in control.  But the truth is that we 

never completely know the full outcome of the choices we make.  We can’t be in control.  Control is an 

illusion.  Myss writes, 

 

We all struggle in a seemingly never-ending cycle of disappointment in which we attempt to 

control our lives.  We search endlessly for the one grand choice that will put everything in our 

lives into permanent order…In seeking this one right choice constantly, we give form to our fear 

of the changing rhythm that is life itself. 

 

When we operate out of faith, we give up the need to control the outcome.  She says that it is not what 

we choose that matters but why we choose.  If we operate from faith and not fear, then the Spirit of God, 

the Energy of Heaven, flows through us.  This is the spiritual task before us.  This reminds me of a quote 

by Marty Babcock that I’ve shared with you before: 

 

Jesus promised those who would follow his leading only three things:  that they would be 

absurdly happy, entirely fearless and always in trouble. 

 

I am continuing to learn what this means.  But I have experienced that these three things are connected.  

Being fearless obviously leads to hot water, but it also leads to joy, release and an absurd happiness. 
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Imagine: being totally free of anxiety, of worry, of fear—filled with peace, with happiness, with courage 

to do anything we want!  Can you imagine this?  Some call it Nirvana.  Some call it Shalom.  Some call 

it the Kingdom of God.  Some call it wholeness or salvation. 

 

When we operate from faith and trust, when we let go of controlling the outcome, we become free—

liberated! And this freedom is contagious.  May we be part of this wonderful epidemic. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 

 

 


