Texts: Amos 8:4-7; Psalm 113; 1 Timothy 2:1-7; Luke 16:1-13

As Jesus’ parables go, this is one of the most confusing and opaque.  And one of the least familiar as well.  There aren’t any lost sheep or lost coins or prodigal children that we can identify with.  There is no sower scattering seed on the ground that comes to us with Jesus’ own interpretation built into it.


There is no one here to sympathize with either.  The main character in this parable is a sketchy guy who gets caught cooking the books of his wealthy employer.  Faced with the fact that he’s about to lose his job, he hustles to save himself.  He calls in the folks who owe debts to his master and shrewdly gets them to reduce the bills.  I know that some of you in this congregation own businesses, or did.  What do you call this kind of behavior?  Fraud is what we call it.  Embezzlement, right?  We would like for this shyster to get his come-uppance.  We would like to hear that he was thrown into the lowest circle of hell, where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth.  We’d like to see him punished.


But it is precisely at this point where the parable goes against our wishes.  The master finds out what his self-serving manager is doing, but he doesn’t punish him.  He commends him.  He praises the manager’s ingenuity and shrewdness. And then Jesus suggests that we do the same.  Actually, he doesn’t suggest, he commands.  “Make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth.”  Jesus suggests that we, the children of light – followers of Jesus – could learn a lot from the culture we live in.


There is a lot more going here than meets the eye.  Jesus, once again, is talking about relationships.  The relationship between material possessions and what you do with them.  The relationship between whose who owe a debt and those to whom debt is owed.  The relationship between your money and your friends.

We live in an economy that is awash in debt.  How many credit card offers do you get in the mail, or in your email, each week?  How much advertising encourages you to buy now and pay later?  Financial aid offices simply assume that students or their parents will go into debt in order to pay for college.  Car ads don’t mention the actual price of the car, just how much the monthly payment will be.  

American households that carry a balance on a credit card owe an average of $5,700 on those credit cards.  69% of college seniors who graduated in 2014 had student loan debt, and the average owed was $28,950.  That’s alongside the car payments, mortgages and equity lines of credit.  So many people are caught up in a cycle of trying to catch up on payments.  


Our involvement with debt goes up the ladder from our households to corporations to the city and state we live in, the nation we live in.  We can’t seem to get away from debt.


The hard point about this parable is that Jesus seems to be telling us that it’s permissible to act dishonestly, permissible to defraud the person you work for.  But let’s look a bit deeper.  The manager acts to forgive and free up the debts of those folks who owe money to his master.  He doesn’t do this out of any sense of generosity, but to ingratiate himself to those same debtors.  And yet, the debts are still forgiven.  The children of light could learn something here, Jesus says.  We can’t reject the world we live in, the economy of debt and debt payment.  But we can take stock of the resources we have been given and use them wisely.  We can learn what it’s like to forgive a debt.  We can learn what it’s like to be generous.  We can learn what it is like to give something to another person with no expectation of return.  We can understand that nothing really belongs to us in the first place.  We are stewards – managers – of God’s abundant wealth.  We are debtors, owing to God everything that we are and everything that we have.  Knowing all this, how do we live in God’s economy?

Earlier in the gospel of Luke, back in chapter 4, back at the very beginning of his ministry, Jesus went to his hometown synagogue in Nazareth and read from the prophet Isaiah:


“The spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”  (Luke 4:18, quoting Isaiah 61:1-2)

To “proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor” is a reference to the year of Jubilee found in the book of Leviticus.  Every 50 years, the people of Israel were instructed by God to forgive all debts, to return property they had purchased to the person who had sold it to them, and to free their slaves.  Even the land was to lie fallow for an entire year – the people could gather what grew on its own in the fields, but there was to be no sowing or harvesting.  Jubilee was the way to reset the economic clock so that no one would be burdened with a lifetime of debt.  Jubilee was the way to release people from oppressive relationships.  Jubilee was the way to remember that God provides everything needed to live – livelihood, family and community.

So when Jesus proclaims that the oppressed should go free, he is talking about economics as well as politics.  Everything belongs to God.  We have use of it for a time, but we cannot take it with us.


Jesus taught his disciples – then and now – the words of this prayer:  “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.”  We tend to use the words “trespasses” and “sins” when we say the Lord’s prayer, but the Greek word has the connotation of something owed.  Something owed personally.  

What is the relationship in your life between material possessions and what you do with them?  To whom, ultimately, do you owe your life and your possessions?  Who is the master you serve – God or wealth?  What kind of economic system might exist if we used our wealth to make friends rather than to make debtors?

It’s not easy to talk about money here in church.  I’ll be honest: there is a tension about the money and possessions we have.  Money makes it possible to live comfortably, to take vacations, to eat out, to send your kids to college, and to leave something for your heirs when you die.  But how much we have, how much we think is enough – well, that is one of those areas that we would prefer to keep private.   But Jesus tells us otherwise in today’s Gospel.  He tells us that we would do well to act shrewdly and openly in dealing with what we have been entrusted with.  To use our wealth creatively.  To use our wealth faithfully and responsibly.  To use our wealth to foster relationships.  To use our wealth to receive the gift of the kingdom.

During the coming months we are going to talk about money here at Immanuel.  We are going to talk about how we live as stewards – managers – of the wealth that we have been entrusted with.  We are going to talk about the relationship between our material possessions and what we do with them.  We are going to talk about how our giving and how our spending serves our God.  We are going to talk about how we might think of a gift economy rather than a debt economy.  We are going to talk about how God’s gift to us of His very own self enables our own gifts to flow outward to people we know and to people we don’t know.

It all begins here in worship.  We worship with our songs and our praise and our prayers and our offerings.  It all begins when you offer yourself and your resources back to God.  It all begins with the gifts you have been given and the gifts that you are.  Life in the kingdom of heaven begins here.  Thanks be to God for this amazing gift.
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