9-19-10 Sermon
17th Sunday of Pentecost

Luke 16:1-13

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

I can’t help but wonder how the disciples reacted when they heard this parable from Jesus – the parable of the dishonest manager.

Did they exchange looks of bewilderment with one another? 

Did they whisper among themselves things like; “he’s finally losing it” or “what in the wide world of sports is he talking about”.

I haven’t preached in 3 and half months and this is the text I get. I should have had Pastor Torgerson take this one – she could sort it out for us.
“There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges were brought to him that this man was squandering his property.
If this sounds familiar to you folks who know your bible it should. 

Luke is using the same verb here that he uses in the prodigal son story when the younger son takes his father’s inheritance and squanders it in a far country.

Right away, Luke is trying to tell us that this manager is a scoundrel – maybe he was running a ponzi scheme long before they became so popular.
The parable continues in a strange manner. Panic sets in for the fired manager which is exactly what you would expect but then he gets a brilliant idea; I have decided what to do so that, when I am dismissed as manager, people may welcome me into their homes.’ 5So, summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he asked the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’ 6He answered, ‘A hundred jugs of olive oil.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it fifty.’ 7Then he asked another, ‘And how much do you owe?’ He replied, ‘A hundred containers of wheat.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill and make it eighty.’ 8And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly.

This is where the parable gets really confusing. 

Dishonestly is commended. 

Cooking the books is ok.
Acting shrewdly is applauded.
But what if we considered this parable from another perspective?

What if we used the question the dishonest manager asks as a lens by which to understand this strange story Jesus tells.

So summoning his master’s debtors one by one he asked them; “how much do you owe?”

Now there’s a question we can all understand.

If I were to ask you that question you would immediately think to yourself; is he asking how much I owe on my house, my car, my credit cards?
How much do you owe? 
Interesting isn’t it – in the parable, when the dishonest manager asks the question, each person knew exactly what kind of debt they owed and how much. They don’t even hesitate in responding to the question and furthermore, they don’t argue with the manager when he tells them to go ahead and change the amount.
You want me to change the 100 jugs of olive and make it 50? No problem, I’d be happy to do that. 
You want me to change the 100 containers of wheat and make it 80? I think I could do that.
 And they are thinking to themselves; this is turning out to be a pretty good day. Either the rich man is feeling generous today or the rich man is off his rocker and allowing the manager to change my debt like this.

How much do you owe?

What is your debt?

What would happen if we considered this question not from a financial perspective but from a spiritual perspective?

What kind of debt do you have and how much do you owe?
The fact that you are even here this morning is a clue that you are a debtor and your debt has nothing to do with olive oil or wheat.

It is more serious than that.
It is more troubling to you than you are willing to acknowledge and the master is knocking on your door asking for payment. 

What will you do?

Work at it a little harder? 

Try and be a better person?

Pay a little more attention to those cumbersome commandments?

Love your neighbor a little more even though you can’t stand your neighbor because they look different and speak with an accent.
How much do you owe and can you pay?

Listen carefully because the dishonest manager is coming to you. He is coming to you and he will ask you the same question; “how much do you owe the master?” 
And the challenge for you and me is to be honest about our answer; to actually trust that this dishonest manager has the power to do what he says he can do even though he is not the master but just the manager.

I think Jesus is the dishonest manager. He is a shrewd character. He breaks the rules about respectability. 
He broke the Sabbath rules. 
He ate with sinners and tax collectors.
He healed the unclean.

He was relentless in going after the very kinds of people who would be willing have their bills altered and not think twice about it. 
He told crazy parables about lost sheep and prodigals sons and he said over and over again that respectability is not a requirement to be part of the kingdom of God.
In fact, he was so dishonest about all this that the respectable people put him to death – he died as a criminal. As a favorite author of mine by the name of Robert Capon says; “Jesus became sin for us sinners, weak for us weaklings, lost for us losers and dead for us dead.”
St. Augustine put it this way – he said that the cross is the devil’s mousetrap, baited with Jesus’ disreputable death.
Jesus becomes a crooked manager because He knew we would be a lot more willing to deal with a crooked manager than a stern and upright master. He is willing to come into our homes and ask about our debt and he takes it upon himself and says to you and me – I am willing to take your debt all the way to the cross. 

Jesus is willing to go to any means to find me and remove my debt. I find that to be most attractive and amazing and I believe this is what grace really is, and it gives a peace that can be found nowhere else.
Jesus is willing to become a loser in order to find a loser like me.

Jesus is willing to die for all of us who are already dead.

What do you owe?

Nothing – the dishonest manager has paid you a visit and torn up the bill.

The debt has been paid – in full.

Thank goodness we don’t have to deal with an honest manager.
