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Allen Pruitt

How do you imagine God?
I mean that question in every way you can interpret it.
I mean,

how do you,
individually,
right now,

imagine God to be?
I also mean,

how am I even supposed to start imagining God?

We have been telling stories about God since the very beginning,
imagining what God might look like,
wondering what God might sound like,
pretending to understand what God might act like.

The Bible is a book of stories,
written by people

doing their faithful best,
to understand God.

Deep, powerful stories
that tell us something about God;

some of those stories
telling us more about the people who wrote them,

than the God they worshipped,
        the God we all worship too.
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We’ve been telling stories about God for a long, long time.

Jesus told all kinds of stories about God.
He did such a good job of telling those stories

and living his life,
that we figured out pretty quickly

that Jesus’ story,
the story of his life,

was also a story about God.

The stories that Jesus has been telling recently,
these past couple of weeks,

they are stories about God. 
   Parables,

inviting us into the story,
inviting us to imagine who we are,

where we are,
in this whole big story,

about God.

The story today is the parable of the talents.
A landowner had some slaves,

and he was going on a big trip.

He didn’t want his money just sitting around when he went away,
so he gave it to his slaves,

he “entrusted it” to them.
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We all know how the story goes:
one man was given much,

and he earned much;
another man was given a little less,

but he too saw a return on his investment;
the third man was only given just a little bit,

and he fearfully hid his one talent in the ground,
inviting upon himself

the reckoning he received.

I looked back
and I cannot believe that I’ve never preached on this parable,

not even once.

If I had,
I think I’d have said something like this:

“We are all given different gifts,
different talents.

Take what’s given you;
don’t squander your gifts;
DO SOMETHING WITH THEM!
Don’t try to be somebody else;
do your best with what you’ve got.”

And that would be a perfectly lovely sermon
with a perfectly lovely message.
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But today,
at least today,

that’s not what I’m seeing in this story.

That’s the incredible thing about the parables of Jesus,
and really all of scripture:

we are invited into the story,
invited to imagine where we are,

who we are,
and we find something different,

every time we look.

Today,
as I read this story,

I see this third man,
the man who was given only one talent,

I see him burying his talent in the ground,
burying all that was entrusted to him.

I see him,
and I wonder,

“how does he imagine God?
what story is he telling about God?”
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God usually shows up in these parables,
and I think it’s safe to imagine

that God might be the landowner,
the giver of talents,
the one who entrusted his slaves with these gifts.

But we read about the landowner,
we read that he is “a harsh man,

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

And from here,
standing in this pulpit,

from out there,
sitting in the pews of a lovely church,

from where we are,
it is hard to imagine God that way.

We say to ourselves,
“That’s not the God I came here to worship;

a harsh God who keeps ledgers
and points fingers
and casts out.

That’s not a God worthy of any kind of worship.”

And we would be right to say so.
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But I am not always standing in this pulpit;
we are not always sitting in this church.

Most all of our time
is spent outside these walls,

living our lives in a world without beautiful stained glass.

And in that world,
we still tell our stories about God;
we still find ourselves fumbling

for a God we rarely catch sight of,
a God we can’t always imagine.

And out there,
we are probably all like that third man.

We all imagine God,
and at least from time to time,

tell a story about a “harsh man”
who gives and gives to those who have,
and takes and takes from those who do not.

At least every now and then,
we tell a story about a scorekeeping God,

a God with a long beard and a red pen,
striking off names whenever he gets half a chance.

What a difference
from the God we came here to worship,

for an hour on Sunday morning.
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This parable,
at least for me,
at least today,

is about this third man;
it is about this third man’s perception of the landowner.

Nowhere else in the whole story
is the owner described as harsh or petty,

nowhere
except the words of this third man.

When you are outside these walls,
out in your job;
out in your home;
outside these walls
and beyond this stained glass,

how do you imagine God?

How do you imagine God
in your darkest night;

how do you imagine God
when everything is just pretty much, ok?



�8

How we imagine God,
the stories we tell about God,

they tell the truth about the God we worship.

Our words and our actions,
they tell the world

which God we worship today.

The God of ledgers and scorekeeping;
the God of not enough
and bury your treasure in the ground?

Or

the God of grace and glory;
the God of plenty and abundance;
the God of Sunday and resurrection.

The choice is ours.

How will we imagine God?
Which story will we tell?

God won’t change,

but our stories can.


