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THE THIRTY-THIRD SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year A 
Prv 31:10-13,19-20,30-31; Ps 128:1-2,3,4-5; 1 Thes 5:1-6; Mt 25:14-30 

 

A HOLE IN THE GROUND 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Saturday, November 18, 2017, 5:00 p.m. Mass 

Sunday, November 19, 2017, 8:30 a.m. Mass 

 

Have you ever been to a Mass 

  when the main topic of the homily was not holy ground (Ex 3:5), 

    but, a hole in the ground (Mt 25:18,25)? 

 

I’m serious.  Really! 

We’re going to “dig deep” about the hole in the ground. 

Here we go! 

 

Jesus was extremely upset with the third man who dug a hole in the ground. 

  Jesus was really tough on him. 

The man who dug the hole in the ground got thrown out into the darkness (Mt 25:30a). 

  He was sent to a place where people wail and grind their teeth (Mt 25:30b). 

It sounds awfully harsh for just digging a hole in the ground. 

 

Maybe you’ve dug a hole to plant a tree or a shrub. 

When I was a little kid, I dug holes in the sand box. 

Digging a hole cannot be that bad, can it? 

 

Let’s see. 

 

The man who dug the hole was the third man to get talents from master (Mt 25:15). 

The first man got five; the second man got two; and our guy, the hole-digger, got one. 

 

A talent is worth a ton of money. 

Most Bible scholars agree that the value of one talent 

  was fifteen years’ worth of wages for an average worker. 

If we convert this into a cash equivalent for today, 

  and if we use a round number,  

    let’s say $50,000 as the annual pay for an “average worker,” 

    (whatever “average” may be, because “average” is relative). 

Fifteen years at $50,000 a year is $750,000. 

When is the last time that someone just handed you $750,000 cash? 

So the third man received a boatload of money. 

 

If you or I were to receive $750,000 today, it probably would be in a check. 

If it were cash, it would be in bundles of one hundred dollar bills, a big brief case full. 

Except, two thousand years ago, there were no checks, 

  and there was no paper money. 
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So, if a person was going to receive large sum of money, 

  it would be in gold or silver coins. 

The master would have likely used gold coins, 

  because gold was far more valuable, 

  and gold coins wouldn’t take up as much space. 

When the master gave the third man one talent, 

  he gave him a chest full of gold coins. 

 

Now if the man is an average worker, 

  he is a farmer and he lives out in the country. 

The typical house was very small,  

  one room, stone walls, no windows, one door, dirt floor, 

    and everyone lived on top of each other. 

Where could a person safely store a chest full of gold coins in a one room house? 

 

Furthermore, there were thieves that roamed the countryside. 

There were Roman soldiers on patrol. 

It was very common for thieves or soldiers to prey on these ordinary folk, 

  to ransack their homes, steal anything of value, 

    and leave them destitute. 

They were ruthless and cruel, and didn’t care. 

 

There was no Wells-Fargo, no U. S. Bank, no TCF Bank. 

There were no safety deposit boxes or money market accounts. 

$750,000 in gold coins was not safe in your house. 

So what could a wise, cautious person do? 

So you’ve all got this figured out. 

You would go to a remote place out in your field under the cover of darkness, 

  dig a pretty deep hole, put the chest in the hole, 

  cover it up, and not tell anyone where it was – absolute secret. 

It was the responsible thing to do. 

And, it was common practice among peasants who lived in the country. 

 

And Jesus said that the third man, for burying the money, 

  which is what most people did, 

  that he was “a wicked, lazy servant” (Mt 25:26), 

  or in the previous translation, which I really like, 

  Jesus said, “You worthless, lazy lout” (Mt 25:26, NAB, 1970). 

 

Why would Jesus go ballistic on the third man 

  when it he was doing what most people did? 

 

Remember, this a parable. 

This is all metaphor, all figures of speech. 

We’ve gone over this many times, 

  how one thing stands for something else. 
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Another important thing to remember is that Jesus  

  and the scribes and Pharisees were in a very contentious relationship, 

  and Jesus used very crafty messaging to criticize their corrupt, empty leadership. 

 

It’s time to figure out why the third man who dug the hole in the ground wasn’t a very good guy. 

It is not all that easy to see if we just look at this superficially. 

 

Let’s review the servants with their talents. 

  The first servant received five talents, over $3.5 million. 

  The second servant received two talents, $1.5 million. 

  The third servant received $750,000. 

 

Is money the greatest treasure that we have? 

Spiritually speaking, No! 

The greatest treasure that we have is our faith in God. 

 

The first servant is one of Jesus’ apostles. 

  The apostle received Jesus, the gospel, the gift of the Holy Spirit:  “five talents.” 

  He invested his faith, put it to work, travelled around, spoke about Jesus, 

    invited others to become believers, and made many new converts – he made “five more.” 

 

The second servant is another one of Jesus’ apostles, 

  a very talented person, but not as eloquent, persuasive, and energetic as the first:  “two talents.” 

He, also, put his Christian faith into practice. 

  He went out on missionary journeys, spoke about Jesus, 

  and made a number of converts, not as many as the first apostle – he made “two more.” 

 

And then we have the third man. 

He represents the scribes and Pharisees. 

When it came to these Jewish spiritual leaders, 

  their faith was like a chest buried in the ground. 

It was stuck and not growing at all. 

They were so rigid and conservative, so strict and inflexible, 

  that they were absolutely unwilling to change. 

Their minds were made up.  They refused to improve. 

Their faith was so flat that they were not leading anyone to God. 

  They were not helping their people to be better Jews. 

For all that these Jewish religious leaders had been given, 

  they had nothing to show for it, and Jesus was steamed. 

 

Please put away any pious image you might have about Jesus. 

Jesus is not just disappointed, he is upset and harsh with people  

  who are so lazy that they put little or no energy into their spiritual lives. 

For the scribes and Pharisees, there had been no spiritual growth, 

  no pay off, no dividends, nothing to show for what they had been given,  

  and Jesus called them out on it! 
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Jesus wants our faith to be dynamic, growing. 

That’s why we are in the Ignite Your Faith initiative. 

This parish is not about being buried in the ground. 

This parish is about investing the gifts, the talents, that we have been given, 

  and making a handsome profit for the Master, our Lord Jesus. 

 

The first and second servants invested their talents. 

  They were about conversion, continuous improvement. 

We have said time and again, OK is not OK. 

  The buried chest is not making any headway, 

    which, according to Jesus, is unacceptable. 

Being in a hole is unacceptable for an individual, 

  and it also unacceptable for a parish. 

 

We have seven months to go with the Ignite Your Faith initiative. 

Last September the Pastoral Council asked, “What’s next?” 

  because we have to build on the momentum of Ignite Your Faith. 

We have to keep investing. 

Your lay leaders and I feel that this is an ideal time to do a strategic plan. 

 

We are a welcoming community:  how do we become more welcoming? 

We have good ministries:  how do we upgrade our ministries? 

People are engaged with the parish:  how do we increase engagement? 

We cannot and must not be in a hole. 

 

We have begun a Strategic Planning Process. 

A committee is up and running. 

We have hired an outside consultant. 

The committee has met a number of times already. 

 

The goal is to develop a sustainable, long-term plan, a five-year plan, 

  to guide our spiritual growth and development as a parish community. 

The Catholic Church gives us the big picture, 

  but every local parish develops its own roadmap and chart its own course. 

Each parish has its own unique personality with its own special gifts. 

We want to revisit our mission statement and our core values 

  so they will have renewed energy and renewed purpose. 

 

We don’t want the Strategic Plan to be all over the place. 

The goal is to come up with four or five distinct goals to guide and focus our efforts, 

  and we hope to have the process completed by next May. 

 

We want the Strategic Plan to be wise and have strong base of support. 

One of the best ways to do this is to solicit your input. 
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The more of our members that give feedback, 

  the better we will be able to develop a broad consensus  

  over what our community believes to be its highest priorities. 

 

Your input is going to be sought in several ways. 

  There will be listening sessions after Masses. 

  There will be focus groups. 

  There will be telephone interviews. 

  And there will be a parish-wide survey. 

 

We would like you to participate in a way that is effective and comfortable for you. 

The Holy Spirit does not only work through individuals; 

  the Holy Spirit also works very powerfully through the group. 

 

In addition to giving your feedback, you can also help with the process. 

  You can volunteer to lead a listening session. 

  You can volunteer to make phone calls. 

  You can volunteer to help collect and organize the data. 

All you have to do is speak to a member of the committee, 

  and a member will be at the Information Desk after Mass. 

If you would like to volunteer, you can also call or email the parish office. 

 

Ignite Your Faith is about being a dynamic Catholic, 

  a Catholic that is investing talents rather than buried in the ground. 

Our parish cannot be buried, either. 

We cannot and must not be stuck, status quo, or business as usual. 

The Master wanted his servants to grow, 

  and Jesus wants our members and this parish to grow. 

 

When Jesus sees us “Ignite Our Faith,” 

  and when Jesus sees us mapping out a Strategic Plan to follow him more faithfully, 

  it is our fervent hope that he will say to us what he said to his first and second servants: 

  “Well done, my good and faithful servants.  Come, share your Master’s joy.” 


