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Jeremiah 8.18 - 9.1, Luke 16.1-13
The parable of the dishonest manager

It is with hesitation that | approach this parable, the parable of the dishonest manager. We are used to
parables: ones with good Samaritans, lost sheep, prodigal sons, sowers, banquets, treasure in fields, pearls
of great price...you get the picture. Stories told by Jesus, where he uses a contemporary or natural image
to make a spiritual point. However, when we come to this morning’s gospel, we are undone. We stub our
foot against the brick of, ‘what on earth....??’

So here we have a story about a rich man who has a manager, a steward, who is meant to manage and
presumably increase his master’s wealth. All well and good. A familiar start to a cosy parable. But someone
grasses up the manager to his master — he’s actually been living the life of old Riley, using his master’s
money for his own purposes, buying what he wants, expensive cars, going on cruises, living it up while the
boss is looking the other way. The director summons his crook of a manager and tells him the game is up,
come clean and show me what you’ve done with my money. Suddenly, this lazy and dishonest scoundrel
sees the writing on the wall, gets his act together, and goes straight to the people who owe his boss
money, his debtors, and makes sure that after he’s been dismissed, after disaster has struck, as it surely
will, he has some friends he can go to. Hey, you — how much do you owe my boss? £10,000? Right, make it
£5,000, give it to me now, your debt is clear. And you, how much do you owe? £20,000? Hmm, that’s a lot,
can you afford it? No? Ok then, make it £10,000 and pay up right away. Yes, now! Before | change my
mind, hand it over — thank you! And so on, until all those who owed the company money have been had
their debts halved. The manager is banking that after dismissal, he’ll have some friends who owe him. He’s
all in it for himself. And do you know what? The boss, the company director, the master actually
commends the dishonest manager! He respects his shrewdness, his quick thinking, he admired him for
what he did. Come on, you can’t help it, the guy’sgot b _ __ _ (fill in the blanks).

Thanks for the story, Jesus, what’s your point exactly? Think about it! This crook saw what was coming and
did something about it, urgently, and was commended. In theological terms, there is an ‘eschatological
imperative’ to this parable, and one interpretation is this: The Kingdom of God is coming: what are you
going to do about it? How do you pay the debt you owe to God? And in this, there is a grace. The story
pulls us up short, makes us blink and scratch our head. Goodness, how do | pay off my debt to God?

What is extraordinary about this parable is how Jesus turns it on its head and commends someone who is
deliberately dishonest in order to get himself off the hook. It is such a weird story. Why did Jesus make that
one up? Well the answer may well be, perhaps he didn’t. Perhaps this was something that actually
happened: maybe there really was a rich man who had a dishonest manager, who acted as the guy in the
parable did when he got found out. (However, | don’t think it likely that the real boss would have let his
manager off so lightly an commended him! That’s the point where Jesus turns the story round.) Perhaps
the story was current at the time, it was being gossiped around the neighbourhood, in the taverns, down
at the river where people did the washing, at the street corners. ‘Did you hear about....? That would
certainly ground the story, it would relate very directly to its listeners, it would grab their attention —‘/
know who he’s talking about!” If we think about it, it’s not unlikely. Pretty much all of the stories that Jesus
told had a contemporary ring to them: a sower went out to sow, a man got robbed on the Jericho road, a
man had a son who wanted his share of the wealth now, a shepherd lost a sheep...and so on. Jesus hears
something, sees something...and he’s on to it, he finds a message to share. So good, that we’re still doing it
2000 years later.

| find a resonance in this story with a line in the Lord’s Prayer. ‘Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who
sin against us’ — or, more accurately, ‘Forgive us our debts as we also have forgiven our debtors’ (Matthew
6:12, NRSV). We are all in debt to God. Others may well be in debt to us. In the end, we rely on forgiveness
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as this prayer reminds us. | wonder, naughtily, whether we can see the shadow of the Christ in the
dishonest steward who went about cancelling debt, letting debtors off the hook.

A couple of weeks ago Rosemary and | took Rosemary’s dad and Mathi to the cinema. We saw ‘The Roses’.
It’s a comedydrama starring Olivia Coleman and Benedict Cumberbatch. Spolier alert! It’s about a couple
whose seemingly perfect life (deeply in love, 2 model children, living the dream in the US) unravels due a
combination of business disaster for one of them and overwhelming business success for the other, and
how they manage, or rather, mis-manage that. It leads to them almost committing murder. Initial
response: | hated it. The level of profanity was extremely high and | felt embarrassed on behalf of
Rosemary’s dad who | know really doesn’t like that kind of language, and our new young Time for God
volunteer, Mathi...what will she think? I literally spent some of the time behind my hands. You know how
you walk slightly awkwardly out of a cinema after you’ve seen a film and try and think of something
sensible to say? ‘Great film’, ‘loved the moment when the death star blew up’ and so on? | just didn’t trust
myself to speak. In fact, only after Rosemary had calmed me down, did | come to see that underneath the
terrible language there was some real stuff going on. Question:what do you do when your ‘perfect life’ falls
apart? What do you do when you ‘meet with Triumph and Disaster’ as Kipling put it in his famous poem
‘If? Can you/| ‘treat those two imposters just the same’? Or allow envy, greed and wrath (that’s 3 of the 7
deadly sins, BTW) eat away at our souls until it consumes us, as it did in the film? It’s interesting to think
what material Jesus would use for his parables if he was alive today. Was Jesus a prude? Would he have
reacted like | did to the film | saw? | don’t know, but | suspect not. He may have chuckled at the crude bits
but have been impressed by the dramatization of loss and gain and where that led. He may have used the
film’s theme drawing people to perhaps see themselves in the film and ask what their response might have
been? How could the outcome have been different? Where was God in the film? (hint: God is always
present so look carefully). Where was the grace? Probably in the warning: don’t let failure or success
seduce you: they will take you somewhere very dark.

The parables that Jesus told — including the dishonest manager parable — have been hallowed by being
recorded in the gospels and read and re-read over 2 millenia in the church, as we have done today. But
they began as no more than stories of their time that Jesus looked into and found powerful messages
about God, humanity, the things that drive us, both good and bad. One message from this parable is, The
Kingdom of God is coming, get ready! But on another level, it also calls us to pay heed to the stories that
surround us every day, that come on cinema screens or at home on the telly. Or happen just in normal life,
the anecdotes and stories that we tell around the meal table, in the pub, the coffee shop — even the crazy
ones, like the story at the root of today’s parable. What could God be saying to us through this? In
particular, we can pay attention to anything that produces a strong emotional reaction in us: tears, anxiety,
rejection, wonder, disgust, joy, love, hope. In discussion with someone else, or quietly in contemplation,
we can ask, has this got anything to say to me? Might it be that God is saying something to me through
this? God is always present, always wanting to grace us — if only we will just sit down and listen. Jesus'’s
favourite way of teaching was the parable, the story. It didn’t stop 2000 years ago.

What stands out to you from this parable, from ‘The Roses’ even, from something that you experienced
recently? What comes to mind? Where is the grace? What is the gift?
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