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This text is not widely quoted, not widely known and not widely loved. | picked it because it’s a good
Sunday night text. You Sunday night people like to wrestle with hard and unusual texts. Because these
passages are part of God’s Word too! God has a message for us in this passage, and you want to hear that
word.

As | did research for this parable, | found there was precious little written about it. The Good Samaritan
—reams of material. The Prodigal Son! A feast of scholarship and reflection. This parable, not so much. And it’s
not hard to understand why. There are at least three different images in the parable that turn readers off and
drive preachers away.

First, there is the way we are pictured here: we are servants. Truth be told, if we were to make the
Greek literal, we are doulos - we are slaves. Nobody wants to think of himself as a slave. We prefer Biblical
images of humanity that give us a little more freedom and power: sons and daughters of God, prophets,
priests, kings, more than conquerors. But here we are unworthy servants. That’s no fun.

Second thing that drives us away from this parable is the way God is pictured here. Instead of
portraying God as a soft-hearted Father or a protective Shepherd, here he’s a master. A master who demands
things from us. We spend a whole day in the field, and we come back to the house tired and sweaty, and does
he say to us come now, sit down and eat? No, this master doesn’t give us a break. He says, “What’s for
dinner?” “Prepare my supper, get yourself ready and wait on me. Then you can eat.” And as if this weren’t
harsh enough Jesus suggests that after all that he doesn’t owe you so much as a thank you. There are
definitely softer pictures of God in the Bible.

But finally, what really turns us off in this parable is all this talk about duty. Duty is not a very popular
word these days. It’s never been a favorite with people, but | would wager that it is less popular than ever.
There is a certain mindset in our world which sees doing your duty as not only annoying, but destructive. The
problem with this world is that people do things out of a sense of duty. You should do what you feel, not what
someone else tells you to do. If you do something out of a sense of duty, you’re not being true to yourself. If
you let other people’s opinions and wishes get in the way of your dreams and desires, you’re doing it wrong.

The therapist Carl Rogers is emblematic of this anti-duty mindset. According to Rogers, if you want to
see a spiritually balanced human being, look at an infant child. Why? Because an infant isn’t bound by a sense
of duty. There are no social rules that make her feel obligated in any way. There are no shoulds and oughts in
her world. If she feels like screaming, she screams, if she feels like suckling, she sucks, if she feels like sleeping,
she sleeps. Rogers says this is model behavior. Because the child is absolutely true to herself. She always does
exactly what she feels like doing. It’s when the baby gets older and things like obligation, guilt and duty start
to creep in that the trouble starts.

For these three reasons, the line, “We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty” drives us
moderns crazy.

Now is this aversion to duty something that we see only out there in the world, or is it also something
inus? Is it in the church? | don’t think there’s any question we have been infected. You see that in the way
modern people engage the church like consumers. A church member contributes some money and some
volunteer time, and in return the church provides spiritual services to you and your family. It’s not master
servant — it’s an exchange. You hear the consumer mindset in the widely accepted term ‘church shopping.’
You are looking for a church, so you go shopping. Church A has good music but bad preaching. No good. You
move on to church B. Church B has great preaching, but the music is dreadful. On to church C. Church C has
preaching and music. Hurrah! Decision made. You enter into a kind of consumer arrangement with church C:



You contribute some time and money, and in return you receive a weekly blessing of good music and good
preaching.

Now | am grateful if someone starts coming to church regardless of their motives, and I’'ve done some
church shopping myself. But at some point we need to challenge each other to see the self-fulfillment mindset
at the bottom of this approach. Because this parable holds up quite a different model of membership. In most
modern churches, we are seen as consumers making choices; in this parable we are seen as servants giving up
control to a master. If you're looking for self-fulfillment don’t come to the church, says our passage, because
here we are asking you to empty yourself. Jesus asks you to die to yourself.

In her book Amazing Grace, Kathleen Norris tells a story which illustrates how this master servant
relationship runs against the grain of the modern world. She tells the story of an old, rather conservative,
Orthodox priest who gave a lecture at the Yale divinity school to an audience of young, mostly progressive,
students. The talk was on the history and development of the Christian creeds, including of course the
apostle’s creed. At the end of the talk a seminary student stood up and asked, “What can | do when | find it
impossible to affirm certain tenets [certain statements] of the creed.” “Well,” said the priest, “It’s easy. You
just say them. With a little effort most can learn it by heart.” The student thought that the priest had
misunderstood him and restated the question, “No, | mean what am | to do...when | have difficulty affirming
parts of the creed - like the virgin birth?” Again, the priest replied, “You just say it, particularly when you have
difficulty believing it. You just keep saying it and it will come to you eventually.” The student began to get
irritated, and he raised his voice, “How can | with integrity state, a creed which | do not believe?” To which the
priest replied, “Then it is not your creed. It is our creed.”

You see the student wanted to come to the church and make the church fit comfortably for him and
his world and his beliefs. He wants the church to change. But the wise old priest gently, or maybe not so
gently, suggested that perhaps it was the student who needed to change. The student only wanted to accept
the parts of the creed that made sense to him, so in a sense he wanted to be the master of the creed. But in so
many words the priest said, no, you are the servant. Christ and his church are your masters.

Back when | was a youth leader, one of the things | used to hear a lot from young people was: Church is
boring. “I was so bored in church. The songs we sing are so boring. The sermons are boring. etc. etc.” And you
know, sometimes church probably was boring. I’'m sure that my sermons were sometimes tedious and the
liturgy was sometimes tedious. I’'m sure church often felt like duty to these young people.

There are a couple of things to say in response to that attitude: First, when you dismiss something
because it’s boring, when you think that calling something boring is the same as saying it’s worthless, you are
letting your desires rule your life. If boring equals bad and exciting equals good, then you have given over the
reins of your life to your desires. | don’t think the young people in my old church realized they were doing that
when they talked the way they did, but that’s what you are doing. You are letting your momentary desires
push you around. You are letting your momentary desires decide what’s good. And that might not be a
winning formula. Letting your momentary desires steer your life is not a recipe for becoming a grounded
stable adult; it’s a recipe for restlessness and addiction.

Second, duty is a really important part of freedom and happiness. You don’t get real freedom and real
joy without duty. My daughter gave birth to our first grandchild a month ago, which is no secret to any of you.
She just got through her first month of parenting and guess what that month was full of: duty. She has so
many duties every day: feeding the baby, burping the baby, changing the baby, giving him baths, waking up in
the middle of the night multiple times to care for the baby. As any parent knows firsthand, and the rest of you
can certainly imagine, this work is not always fun! It can be tedious.

But when parents of a child do these duties over the whole arc of their child’s youth, what happens?
All these duties are woven together into the bonds of love; all these duties form the fabric of connection and
trust and happiness. The duties, faithfully performed, create the context for the closeness, the joy and the
freedom that family gives. The joy and trust experienced by a healthy family at a thanksgiving dinner is made
of these small offerings of duty. | would go so far as to say this: whatever you are dutiful towards, whatever



cause or value or person you are willing to serve with long tedious work; you will root yourself in that person,
that value, that institution.

One of my favorite stories is a Fred Craddock story. I've told it before. He remembers going to church
as a boy and being so bored by the service. The songs went on and on, and the sermon — it seemed like it
would never end. But still his parents dragged him there every week. He kept doing his weekly duty. And then
one day as an older teen, he was in church and right in front of him there was a young couple who were
behaving badly. They were snuggling with each other and sneaking smooches, carrying on in little lovey dovey
ways instead of paying attention. And he found that he was outraged! How dare they behave that way in
church! How dare they ruin the most important hour of my week! Somewhere, all that duty had changed into
a love. All those weeks of doing his duty had created attachment, it had grown devotion, it had rooted him in
worship.

The duties we choose are the small offerings we make to the thing, the person we love. They root us in
the person or the thing. If our duties are performed toward what is good and holy, we flourish. If our duties
are in service of trivial things, it will not go well for us.

Jesus was a dutiful person. Jesus did his duty. Remember at the beginning of his ministry, after he
spent the day preaching and healing in Capernaum he went to a lonely place to pray and get his strength back.
The disciples wanted him to come back to town and hang out with the locals. Take it easy. Jesus said, “No |
need to go to nearby villages to preach! That’s why | came.” Our brother Jesus knew his duties and did his
duties and we know what all that led to: our salvation. Our joy.

So maybe our culture doesn’t like the word, but | want to say praise the Lord for servants who do their
duty! Praise the lord for all those who are willing to put aside their short-term wants, their short-term desires
and do their duty. These people are following their Lord, and they are essential to the Kingdom.

And do you know what? At the end there is a surprise for all the dutiful people. In our passage the only
thing we hear about is the call to be faithful servants. “When you are done with everything you were told to
do, you should say, “We are unworthy servants; we have only done our duty.” In our passage all we hear
about is our work for the Master. But in Luke 12 Jesus lets us in on a secret. Just like he does in chapter 17 he
tells us to be faithful, diligent servants. ‘Be dressed and ready for service, waiting for your master’s return,” he
says. Be ready to open the door for him when he arrives. Be ready to serve.

But then there is a twist. What happens when the master arrives? Does he say to the servants, fix me
dinner? Does he demand a hot bath? Does he ask for his robe and his slippers? No. He does something
unexpected. Something no servant would ever expect his master to do. “It will be good for those servants
whose master finds them watching when he comes. | tell you the truth he will dress himself to serve. He will
have his servants recline at the table, and he will come and wait on them. The master bends down and washes
our feet....and the dutiful servants receive a feast of everlasting life.

Remember all you servants of the Master. You spend your week giving yourself in service to your Lord,
but here, on that cross and at this table, and at the end of all things, your Lord gives himself to you.
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