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The Gospel parable for today is perhaps my all-time favourite teaching from Jesus. Here is a powerful vision 

cast for the Church in all times and in all places. Jesus demonstrates his undeniable omniscience, as the fully 

divine, second person, of the ineffable Holy Trinity, that was from before time and will be into eternity. Much of 

what I have come to understand about the trajectory of Christianity comes from this pericope. But… 

 

Or perhaps I should say And. 

 

Because the scriptures are still very much alive, and the Word of God is still speaking to us today, this teaching 

calls for a new, fresh reading. Yes, God is still speaking, and what has always been consistent with God’s 

communications with humanity, is it’s up to us to keep up with the conversation. That means hearing with fresh 

ears, always cognizant of the ever-shifting contexts in which we live and move and have our being. Paul writes 

in his second letter to the Corinthians that every day we are being renewed. Every day is new, and even though 

most of us wake up in the same place every morning, there is always something new to learn. 

 

The parable Jesus shares with his disciples today is typically understood as a cautionary tale. Don’t be like the 

third slave. We can read this as a leadership passage, or as a mission and ministry passage. It’s popularly 

presented as a stewardship passage. All of these readings frequently take the perspective of doing something, 

anything, with whatever and however much you have. Do something. The options are wide open. Just don’t be 

like that confounded third slave who did nothing. It seems pretty straightforward.  

 

The apparent straightforwardness of it should be enough to make us reconsider our initial response. How often 

are Jesus’ teachings totally straightforward? Yes, the parables function on several levels, and one is generally 

straightforward, but the deeper wisdom, the better teaching, takes some extra effort on our part to comprehend.  

 

Reading the parable of the three servants today means being forced to take a second look at that suspect third 

slave with a new appreciation. There might be more here that we once thought. 

 

These days we find ourselves very much in the position of having to bury our talents… because we can’t go 

anywhere! Our COVID cases are going up so fast it’s a wonder we haven’t all been put back into the total isolation 

we had back in March and April. I wonder how much longer it will be before we do go back to those days. The 

first two servants may have had the luxury of heading out to the marketplaces and banks to run their usual 

errands, but mostly the best we can do these days is hunker down and wait it out. But that might not be such a 

bad thing. There’s a name for doing that, you know. It’s called wintering. 

 

If you do any gardening, you might be familiar with the term overwintering. Simply put, overwintering is the 

process of plants reacting to winter conditions such as freezing temperatures, ice, and snow and whatnot. There 

are important biological processes that take place in plants that overwinter, that result in significantly stronger 

plants come spring. 

 

Root crops such as beets, carrots, and turnips have defense mechanisms to ensure survival during the freezing 

months. The best part of the overwintering phenomenon is that it actually makes these veggies taste better come 

harvest time. The survival tactic of wintering works by the cellular conversion of starches into sugars. The 

stockpile of sugars keeps the plants from freezing, and, in turn, they become more crispy and snappy as a result. 

 



Moving some outdoor plants to the indoors for winter can actually prevent the plants from going dormant and 

initiating the cellular conversion process of wintering. The plants may survive, but they won’t be as good come 

harvest time.  Some plants need to be buried in order for them to be really good. 

 

This 2-week time of suspended activities - in fact this whole pandemic event - is a lot like the situation we read 

about in the Gospel. In our case, instead of the master departing on a trip, it’s the regular activities we used to 

enjoy have departed us, and we don’t know when they’ll come back. Like the three servants, we’re all left at 

home trying to take care of things until our regular activities return. We, like the parable servants, have whatever 

we had back at the beginning, and we’re responsible for what we do with it all between the first shutdown and 

whenever things go back to what we’d all prefer.  

 

Unlike the parable characters, we’re not able to just nip around to the marketplaces, and the banks, and the 

shops, and all the other places we like to go to do our trading like the first two servants. It certainly feels 

sometimes like we’re foxholing at home. But maybe we’re not actually burying anything. Maybe we’re actually in 

the process of overwintering ourselves. 

 

How many new skills have been acquired since March? Do you recall all the talk about learning a new language, 

or learning to play the guitar, or pursuing other interests for which there was never enough time before? People 

are still doing that. I’ve lost count of how many courses have become available online. University courses from 

some of the finest institutions are being offered for free to anyone. I would argue that opportunities for self-

improvement have grown exponentially in the last 9-months. There’s no reason this time could not also be used 

for spiritual self-improvement - strengthening our skills at being in conversation with God. 

 

Consider how much more time families are having together. I see so many families going for walks through the 

neighbourhood now that didn’t happen before March. Spending time together builds relationships. We have all 

gone out of our way to stay connected with one another. Tell me honestly, would you have chosen to use Zoom 

to meet with fellow parishioners before we had to? Our relationships in this parish family must be pretty important. 

How much more valuable will these connections be when we can share the same room without having to mask 

up, and being able to sit closer than 2-meters? 

 

The difference between overwintering and what the third servant in the parable did is all about intentionality. The 

servant was taking something that was meant to be doing something - the talents - and forcing them to go 

dormant. The servant buried his talents with no interest in seeking the benefits of that rooting time. Truth is, the 

third servant is lucky to have talents to return to the master at all! By all rights, they should have dissolved in the 

cold, lightless hole in the ground from lack of use. Plants that overwinter are actually doing something - even 

though it might not look like they’re doing anything. Overwintering is actually an important process in becoming 

as God imagined. In what ways can we approach this time to become more like what God imagines for us? 

 

It may not look like we can, or even are, doing much these days, but we have before us an opportunity to 

overwinter ourselves. Like plants becoming sweeter, and bulbs getting ready to usher in something amazing, we 

can emerge from this time better than before. We all still have gifts and skills and talents, and just because we 

can access them in the ways we used to, doesn’t mean they need to go dormant. We were made to survive. We 

were made to grow. We were made to continue to become all that God imagines for us. 

 

Look, we’re already good at supporting the growth and survival of other things during winter. I read a Facebook 

post last week that said, “I’ll never forget the look on the cashier’s face when she scanned the packet of birdseed, 

and I asked her how long does it take for the birds to grow once I plant them.” What about us? If we can provide 

birdseed to keep our feathered friends strong over the winter, we can find ways of provisioning ourselves for the 

same results. What books have you read lately? What projects feed your soul? Have you tried a different kind of 



prayer practice? I bet God has a lot to say to us these days. What better time than this to learn to listen with 

fresh ears. 

 

Overwintering is a good time to grow: when it’s quiet; to learn: with new opportunities; to share with others in 

new ways, and to work at becoming all that God created us to be. We were never meant to bury ourselves away. 

While the ways we used to be - like the Master - have departed from us for a time, let the anticipation for the 

return be for us an overwintering time. Let this time be for us to grow deep in our roots, so that when we emerge 

from this pandemic, we will be stronger and healthier, and be able to show God what we’ve become. When the 

Master returns we will be rewarded for the yield of this intentional overwintering time.  

 

Given what we’re experiencing today, one wonders if the third slave might not have been on to something with 

his choice for managing his talents. These days, tucking ourselves away is important for our physical health and 

well being; and it’s also an opportunity to be intentional about nurturing the gifts God has given us.  

 

Approaching the scripture teachings in ways that allow the Word of God to continue speaking with us is a good 

practice to develop - especially now. The human-divine conversation has never ceased. Now is the time to listen 

closely because God is still speaking. 

 

And that’s the good news. 

 


