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My first significant encounter with Jesus’ parable of the talents came about years ago 
through an essay called “The Entrepreneurial Vocation,” a publication of The Acton 
Institute, a faith based think-tank, named after the learned 19th century British historian, 
Lord Acton. The Institute promotes a vision of society that is both free and virtuous, the 
end of which is human flourishing. 

My law practice has been focused on small business start-ups and entrepreneurs. So 
what immediately appealed to me about the essay is its premise: that as human beings 
made in the image of God we are called to take action and to risk failure in using the 
gifts, the “talents,” we have been given through God’s grace. 

The parable of the talents, taken literally, seems to be about money and investment. A 
talent was a very large amount of money, perhaps equivalent to thousands of dollars in 
today’s currency. The slaves were each entrusted with talents by their master, but were 
not told what to do with them. The slaves who increased the value through wise 
stewardship were rewarded. The slave who merely buried for safe keeping the talent he 
was given, was scolded harshly by his master for refusing to take any risk in increasing 
the value of the money entrusted to him. 

If we interpret the parable more broadly, however, and visualize the “talents” 
metaphorically as the various gifts God has given us to cultivate, it makes Jesus’ parable 
relevant to our spiritual lives.  

For years I struggled with the notion of vocation. I once thought vocation could only 
take the form of a “helping” profession, such as nursing, teaching, or social work.  I 
thought vocation had to be a big, identifiable “life’s work” kind of thing, something 
clearly recognizable to our peers, acquaintances, and the world as “God’s work in the 
world.” 

I know now that through God’s grace, we all are given gifts that vary with our 
circumstances and that the talents God gives us at any particular time may require 
cultivation in fresh, new ways. And that these gifts may be small, large, life-changing, 
temporary – or life-long. 

We ask ourselves over and over again, don’t we? “What am I supposed to be when I 
grow up?” I’m not talking about childhood; I mean throughout our adult lives! We spend 
an enormous amount of time – during our healthiest and most productive years – being 
educated and trained, working for a living and raising families, exploring our interests. 
How does vocation – our Christian calling – fit into all this activity? 

The Acton Institute’s work is focused on business as a God-given vocation, but it’s wider 
premise is that we are doing God’s work in the world even in jobs outside of what are 
traditionally known as the “helping professions.” But our vocations may not coincide 
neatly with our job descriptions and do not end after our working lives. God is with us in 
our home and community activities too, while we are gardening, playing music, cuddling 
a baby, being a friend to a lonely person or sitting with a loved one who is dying.  
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In other words, God’s grace works constantly in us through our work, our play, even in 
the tedium we all experience. Being prepared and open to God’s grace allows us to 
respond to God’s call to develop our talents even in the more mundane moments of life. 

Taking risks must be part of our lives if we are to flourish. It can be scary, and at the 
same time, exhilarating. It is what makes life worth living. Every time we open ourselves 
to the unknown, we risk failure, but also the possibility of abundant life: choosing one 
college over another, accepting a job transfer to another city, performing music or 
showing our artwork, falling in love and joining our beloved in marriage (lots of risk 
here!), bearing and raising children (LOTS of risk here!!). When we grab on to 
opportunities that God places in our way, if we cultivate the gifts we have been given, 
we have the best chance to flourish.  

But what about the ultimate risk of faith and its significance for our life with God? How 
are we cultivating that?  

We are fast approaching the Advent season, when “staying awake” is the prominent 
theme. In much of his teaching, Jesus talks about preparing for his return – watching 
and waiting. Jesus teaches his disciples (and us) how to live abundantly in this life, and 
how to prepare for the next. As in today’s parable about talents, Jesus warns his 
disciples (and us) to use the gifts we have been given by God, to cultivate and grow 
them, to not let them sit idle. 

Some may be conflicted about the idea of equating our spiritual gifts with money and 
investment. But Jesus’s parables focus on matters commonly found in the life of the 
peoples of his age: farming, commerce, stewardship, sheep herding, marriage feasts.  

The way I read it, the parable of the talents is about how we are to make use of our 
natural abilities, our health, education, possessions including money, and the 
opportunities that come our way so that we can flourish and live into the potential that 
God intends for us.  

Don’t be too concerned about the harsh conclusion -- the master’s throwing the 
“worthless slave” into “the outer darkness.” This is probably an example of hyperbole, 
common in Jewish storytelling. Think of it like this: What am I missing out on by being 
too careful and avoiding risk that could bring great rewards? 

Jesus seems to be saying that we have a moral obligation to confront uncertainty in an 
enterprising way, which is why I chose Acton Institute as my illustration … because their 
focus on the entrepreneur exemplifies the risk-taking innovator that we are called to be 
in whatever capacity we are called. God has entrusted us with our “talents” and God 
encourages us to be industrious, generous, and innovative with them. 

What new gifts or talents has God given you in the last year? Are you willing to risk 
cultivating them to live your lives abundantly? 


