
Deborah 

This morning’s reflection is based on the gospel passage, but I thought it might be useful  

to say something briefly about the story from Judges. This is one of the few stories in 

the Hebrew bible otherwise known as the  Old Testament  in which the hero or heroine 

is a named woman. In the story, Deborah is a judge ruling over Israel. Very unusual.  She 

calls up Barak, the army commander, and tells him that he has to free the Israelites from 

the grip of King Jabin of Canaan by confronting  Sisera, Jabin’s army commander. She 

gives him the strategy to do it. Barak says to her “if you will go with me I will do it, 

otherwise, no.”  She does indeed go with him and they are successful.  

This kind of respect, power and influence for a female leader is not often mentioned in 

scripture. It reminded me of the acceptance speech of Kamela Harris, now Vice-

President Elect of the US, a woman of colour. In her acceptance speech, she talked 

about how women of colour, often unnamed and unsung, are the backbone of the 

United States democracy.  Worth reflecting on.  

Main reflection next page. 



Investing in God’s Future 

 

So… what’s wrong with this picture?  A rich man, Matthew says, goes away for a 

while, leaves some of his property to several servants… investment advisers maybe. On 

coming back, he summons each, and asks how his investments went. Two lots had 

doubled.. pretty good return. One investment hadn’t done so well…. but at least it hadn’t 

decreased in value or been lost.  In 2008, during the financial crisis and downturn of the 

markets. having an investment which did not lose money would have seemed pretty 

good. Many people in 2008 wished that they had put their money in a sock, or under the 

mattress. Todays’ term deposit rates aren’t great either but the servant who only protected 

the capital gets vilified…. called lazy and wicked,  and at the end, gets thrown into the 

outer darkness.  Pretty rough. And the rich man then moralizes: “for to all that have 

much, more will be given, and from those that have nothing, even what they have will be 

taken away.”    

 

There’s something a little off from a justice perspective, it seems to me. The rich 

man supposedly gave oversight to each according to his ability. If so, the man who was 

only given one talent was already at a disadvantage. Perhaps he did not have the 

knowledge, the education, the experience, the family or the connections, that would have 

helped him do better. He did the best he could but was vilified for it.  Does this seem 

fair? Doesn’t this set up an anxious kind of competition…. in which the loser loses even 

more?  What about fairness and equality? And who in this allegory is the rich man?  The 

usual assumption, is that he is God.  

 

Many, quoting this parable literally, have taken it to mean that competition is 

good… free enterprise… and those that don’t do well are lazy. It’s their own fault. We 

know though that the best predictor of financial success is the net worth of our parents. It 

usually has little to do with the person’s skill or work. Donald Trump won the election in 

2016 in part because he is a billionaire and people assume that means he is a good 

manager of money or smart. According to the New York Times, he inherited 

$413,000,000 or so by his father. Well most of us would do pretty well with that, don’t 

you think? We know that the gap between rich and poor keeps increasing. A statistic 

quoted on the CBC showed that 70% of the world have less than $10K total so-called  

“net worth”  while 30 million new millionaires have been created in the last decade. Our 

world is full of the winner and loser paradigm. TV ads re-enforce this idea. For a while 

we even had “winning dinners” If you don’t buy the right product or have huge net 

worth, you are apparently  a loser and will be thrown into the outer darkness  This means 

that people struggling because of mental illness, or a poor start to life, or difficult 

personal circumstances or just plain bad luck are considered losers, and their situation is 



their own fault. Is this just?  In our Capitalistic paradigm, as in the parable, the rich get 

richer and the poor get poorer. Those that have will get even more. It’s biblical, after all. 

 

Others have taken this parable to mean that the Kingdom of God is coming and so 

we had better get busy saving souls because God will call us into account and judge us 

unworthy.  Many have taken this to mean we have to work on our relationship to Jesus, 

otherwise we’re going to hell. The classic interpretation has been that God expects us to 

use our monetary gifts for God’s glory. Many a Stewardship Sunday starts with this 

parable. In all these interpretations, we assume that the rich man in this parable is God, a 

harsh taskmaster. Be afraid.   

 

What if we have got the casting all wrong, all this time?  

 

Only two gospels have a version of this allegory: Matthew and Luke. It is likely 

then that this story came from the source known to New Testament scholars as “Q” 

which only Matthew and Luke seem to have had access to, based on source criticism. I 

also note that only the Matthew version has been chosen by the Lectionary writers, and 

the Luke version is almost never read.   Let us now read the Lukan version of this 

parable. (Luke 19:11-27).   

 

As they were listening to this, he went on to tell a parable, because he was near 

Jerusalem, and because they supposed that the kingdom of God was to appear 

immediately. So he said, ‘A nobleman went to a distant country to get royal power for 

himself and then return. He summoned ten of his slaves, and gave them ten pounds, and 

said to them, “Do business with these until I come back.” But the citizens of his country 

hated him and sent a delegation after him, saying, “We do not want this man to rule over 

us.” When he returned, having received royal power, he ordered these slaves, to whom 

he had given the money, to be summoned so that he might find out what they had gained 

by trading. The first came forward and said, “Lord, your pound has made ten more 

pounds.” He said to him, “Well done, good slave! Because you have been trustworthy in 

a very small thing, take charge of ten cities.” Then the second came, saying, “Lord, your 

pound has made five pounds.” He said to him, “And you, rule over five cities.” Then the 

other came, saying, “Lord, here is your pound. I wrapped it up in a piece of cloth, for I 

was afraid of you, because you are a harsh man; you take what you did not deposit, and 

reap what you did not sow.” He said to him, “I will judge you by your own words, you 

wicked slave! You knew, did you, that I was a harsh man, taking what I did not deposit 

and reaping what I did not sow? Why then did you not put my money into the bank? Then 

when I returned, I could have collected it with interest.” He said to the bystanders, “Take 

the pound from him and give it to the one who has ten pounds.” (And they said to him, 

“Lord, he has ten pounds!”) “I tell you, to all those who have, more will be given; but 



from those who have nothing, even what they have will be taken away. But as for these 

enemies of mine who did not want me to be king over them—bring them here and 

slaughter them in my presence.” ’ 

 

Well, what do you think now?  Is God the harsh master, the nobleman? If not, 

who does the nobleman represent?  Who might God or Jesus be? Well, most scholars 

believe that this story is about Archelaus, the son of Herod, who took a journey to Rome 

to assure his succession. The people by and large hated this man, and did not want him to 

rule over them. He was cruel and unjust.  It is likely that he took revenge on many when 

he got back. Once we know this, this story is turned on its head. Instead of a reasonable 

judge, we have a harsh despot taking unreasonable actions. And we know that Jesus was 

on the side of the underdog, the oppressed, not the oppressor.  

 

Aha….We are not meant necessarily to admire this man, or his approach, and 

especially not adopt it.  Maybe we’re supposed to do the opposite.  Perhaps the rich man 

in the story isn’t God after all? Perhaps the problem isn’t the servant, it’s the master, 

lusting for power and wealth.  In Jesus day, those who had money loaned it to farmers 

who had fallen on hard times, but who needed it to plant a crop. They loaned it a usurious 

interest rates, from 50-100%  over  a growing season. When the farmer couldn’t pay, they 

expropriated his land and turned the family out. The economic crisis in 2008 brought one 

thing clearly into focus. The current financial system is based on greed…. plain and 

simple. This is now acknowledged even in Capital and Financial circles. As a Roman 

Catholic colleague and friend of mine, the late father Banga once said, almost all wars 

can be traced back to greed in one form or another.  

 

Is there another way? In our  gospel story, I believe that the reason the nobleman 

got so mad, was the truth spoken by the third servant. “I was afraid of you for you are a 

harsh man . You take what you do not deposit, and reap what you do not sow.” Today, 

we would call the servant a whistle-blower. He called a spade a spade, spoke truth to 

power, and refused to participate in the exploitation of his neighbors. He was ethical to 

the last.  That is why the nobleman was so mad, and vilified the servant. Perhaps in our 

Lukan story, God, as the figure Jesus, is the servant calling the nobleman to account. This 

is what Jesus did. He refused to participate in the exploitive economy and called out the 

powers that be in his day. 

 

In the United States, people who question the current financial system are often  

labeled communists. The gap between rich and poor has been ever widening, but even 

Barack Obama, when he suggested sharing the wealth, was labeled a socialist, a bad term 

in America. Yet, in America, the world’s richest country, homelessness and  personal 

debt  are rising, as is the number of billionaires. Perhaps we need more whistle blowers. 



It’s hard though, because the message we often get in our society is that unregulated free 

enterprise is good, and government is bad. Perhaps the message “Those that have will be 

given more, and from those that have little, they will lose all that they have” is in itself a 

prophetic message: not a good thing, but a bad one.   

 

Is there a better way? I believe there is. Ethical Investment. Sharing the wealth of 

this great country. Caring for one another. Co-operating instead of competing. These are 

the values that Jesus held up. It was during the depression, when no-one had much, that 

co-operative movements were born. People helped each other.  It was only when times 

got good again that rugged individualism was re-born. (You know the slogans: “Dog eat 

Dog”. “Everyone for him or herself.”  “Save Money Live Better”.)  Maybe we need to 

pay more if we can for a product that provides a fair return to the workers or is created 

with the Environment in mind.  

 

There is a different kind of economy, I believe, based on Love or fellow-feeling 

as my old Ethics professor at the University of Manitoba, Arthur Schaeffer, used to call 

it.  When we live our love, it multiplies the good in the world. This is God's economy. 

We invest with loving actions rather than harshness or self-interest, and so build the 

kingdom of God together, not as individuals. The love multiplies. Many of you will know 

the movie Pay-it-Forward based on a true story in which a child decides to change the 

world by doing three random acts of kindness and passing it on: a small gesture which 

began a large movement. Like in the movie, it gets “big real quick”. Like the magic 

penny, we end up having more. This is investing in God’s future. Perhaps this sounds 

naive and idealistic, but maybe we need to hold up this vision as a counter to un-

regulated exploitation for the sake of profit which is itself an ideology. Which will lead 

the world to a good place? During the Covid-19 pandemic, those who are doing OK 

financially are sharing with and supporting via the tax system those who have lost their 

jobs or are struggling with their small businesses.  Can this be the start of something 

bigger, a change in values in our society, a new world-view or ethic based on fellow-

feeling? Is this what building back better could mean?     

 

Instead of the futures market, we can’t go wrong investing in God’s future.  The 

outcome may be different than conventional portfolio management would suggest, but  

investing in God’s future will always lead to a good outcome; the fruits of love and 

peace. There is a story about Mother Teresa, who was stopped at the Lebanese border 

during the last war there. When asked if she had weapons, she replied: “Yes.. A heart full 

of love.” 

 

I don’t believe it’s OK anymore to go along with the accepted way, the old 

paradigm. We need to examine and think about where it will lead. We can instead choose 



the way of Jesus, the economy of God. And we have an opportunity right now to take a 

new direction. Not all at once perhaps, but bit by bit, we can transform the world: all of it. 

This is the kingdom, the realm of God, that Jesus, the table-turner talked about.  May it 

be so. Amen. 

 

Rev. John Bullas 

  


