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SCRIPTURE 
 
1 Jesus told his disciples: “There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wasting his 
possessions. 2 So he called him in and asked him, ‘What is this I hear about you? Give an 
account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer.’ 
3 “The manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do now? My master is taking away my job. I’m 
not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to beg— 4 I know what I’ll do so that, when I lose 
my job here, people will welcome me into their houses.’ 
5 “So he called in each one of his master’s debtors. He asked the first, ‘How much do you 
owe my master?’ 
6 “‘Nine hundred gallons of olive oil,’ he replied. 
“The manager told him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred and fifty.’ 
7 “Then he asked the second, ‘And how much do you owe?’ 
“‘A thousand bushels of wheat,’ he replied. 
“He told him, ‘Take your bill and make it eight hundred.’ 
8 “The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. For the 
people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the 
light. 9 I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you 
will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. 
10 “Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is 
dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much. 11 So if you have not been 
trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 12 And if you have 
not been trustworthy with someone else’s property, who will give you property of your own? 
13 “No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will 
be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.” 
14 The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus. 15 He said to 
them, “You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of others, but God knows your 
hearts. What people value highly is detestable in God’s sight. 
 

Luke 16:1-15 New International Version (NIV) 
 
Introduction 
 
1. If you were to vote by a show of hands for the number one favorite conversational topic of 

Minnesotans, would you guess? 
 

A. Weather 
B. Sports 
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C. Politics 
D. Religion 
E. Other (what else?) 

 
This is not a scientific study and yet there is at least a stereotype that the citizens of our 
state talk about the weather more than any other topics. And, according to the Farmer’s 
Almanac, the winter ahead is going to give us much to talk about! “We’re in for a ‘polar 
coaster,” the almanac says in its 203rd winter prediction.1 Wasn’t last year’s phrase “polar 
vortex”? This year they warn of “frigid temperatures, heavier than usual precipitation, a 
January Polar blast to minus 40 degrees, and a late spring too.”  
 
That actually sounds pretty normal to me. A climatologist with the Minnesota Department of 
Natural Resources says “The Farmer’s Almanac is for entertainment purposes only…I 
wouldn’t use is as a planning document for my winter…After all, if you’re vague enough and 
use a large enough area, you’ll get it right somewhere.”2 
 

2. Next week concludes our teaching series on Jesus’ parables which has covered all 25 
parables of Jesus constituting approximately one third of all of Jesus’ teachings. I begin 
today’s sermon with a multiple-choice illustration that includes the weather because today’s 
parable has befuddled scholars and laypeople alike. There are likely more interpretations of 
what the parable might mean than the Farmer’s Almanac’s 203 predictions of Minnesota 
winters. And, like Minnesota winters that have a certain kind of predictability to them, we 
can also know what the parable is largely addressing because Jesus made it very clear: 
money!  
 
With Jesus’ fiercest critics, the religious leaders within his tradition, sitting within earshot, 
Jesus was emphatic in saying that we are not to equivocate between serving money or 
God and that those who are dishonest about a small amount of money are very likely to be 
dishonest about any amount of money they manage. All very straight forward. Except that 
Jesus said this in and right after his parable… 

 
8 “The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. For 
the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the 
people of the light. 9 I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that 
when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. 
 

Luke 16:8-9 New International Version (NIV) 
 
What can this mean? Feel free to buy some friends and do whatever it takes to fit in? Not 
likely. As with interpreting all of Scripture, we never make our conclusions in total isolation 
of all that Jesus taught. Jesus’ teachings are central and the hierarchy of truth in Scripture, 
but even with Jesus’ teachings it is important to reflect on all all that he taught when 
considering individual passages and teachings. Particularly when we are reading the 
parables that include hyperbole or exaggerations to make a point and not to be taken 
literally.  

 
1 http://www.startribune.com/farmers-almanac-winter-prediction-worst-of-the-worst-for-
minnesota/558475012/?refresh=true (accessed 9-7-19) 
2 IBID. 
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Taking a step back from today’s parable, it is more likely that Jesus invited his listeners to 
wrestle with their relationship to money and possessions and see stewardship as 
situational and yet none-the-less intrinsically bound to Jesus’ larger vision of compassion, 
mercy and justice.  

 
3. That is the larger point. And, while there are always larger points, it is in the playground of 

paradoxes and what I would call “micro-points” that we can go deeper to explore more 
specifically how Jesus’ teachings can more creatively integrate into our day to day lives. 
So, let’s do another multiple-choice questionnaire about today’s parable and have a 
community conversation about them.  
 
We open up our teaching time in the worship service for conversation, questions and 
comments from time to time. Today is one of those times, and I invite all of you to consider 
being ready to offer comments and questions pertaining to today’s Scripture after I frame 
up some things to consider.  
 
I offer five interpretations of today’s parable: 

 
Interpretation #1: “Tools of the Disempowered” 
 
Interpretation #2: “Equity as Reparation” 
 
Interpretation #3: “Be Savvy and Generous” 
 
Interpretation #4: “Be Trustworthy with Wealth by Never Serving It” 
 
Interpretation #5: Your interpretation!  

 
After all, when Jesus was often asked about how he interpreted this or that matter, he would 
often reply “How do you understand it? How do you read the Scriptures?” 
 
So, here we go. Tools of the Disempowered first. 

 
Interpretation #1: “Tools of the Disempowered” 
 
1. This is an interpretation put forward by author and scholar William Herzog in his book… 
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Parables as Subversive Speech.3 After outlining more than a half dozen interpretive angles 
he believes that this parable is highly relevant to Jesus’ social scene and life in a first 
century Palestinian village. He wrote: 

 
“The master is an absentee landlord whose steward manages his estates, and the 
debtors are the peasants who farm his lands or tend his orchards….The hostile charges 
brought against the steward need to be seen in this context. They are not moral charges 
that cast a shadow over the character of the everyday steward but tactics in the endless 
resistance that is part of everyday life in agrarian (or farming) societies. The charges are 
brought (by the farmers) to sabotage the steward, undermine his authority, and place 
the villagers or merchants in a stronger bargaining position…. 
 
The issue at the end of the parable is the cancellation or reduction of debt. The Tools of 
the Disempowered employed by the debtors were matched with an arsenal of equal 
strength by the steward, whose weakness was also exposed….This may not be a 
parable about the reign of God, but it suggests how the Tools of the Disempowered can 
produce results in a world dominated by the strong….” 

 
This is interpretation #1: “Tools of the Disempowered.” Interpretation #2: Equity as Reparation.  
 
Interpretation #2: “Equity as Reparation” 
 
1. Scholar Joel Green says this: 
 

The parable of [LUKE] 16:1–9 [Is about] Faithfulness to God is demonstrated in the 
extension of hospitality to the poor. Such hospitality occasions the redistribution of 
wealth to those incapable of reciprocation, underscores the importance of the creation 
of friendship across social boundaries, and secures an eternal home.4 

 
2. One of the core values of the First Covenant community is “Seeking justice for everyone 

else, regardless of culture or creed.” We believe that the socially aware church is one that 
advocates, with God, for justice on behalf of people that are oppressed. We read in the 
Hebrew texts of the Bible and in Psalm 106 and Micah 6: 

 
“Blessed are they who maintain justice, who constantly do what is right.”  

 
Psalm 106:3, NIV 

 
“And what does the LORD require of you? 

To act justly and to love mercy 
    and to walk humbly with your God.” 

 
Micah 6:8, NIV 

 

 
3 Herzog, William R. Parables as Subversive Speech: Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed. Westminster/John 
Knox Press. © 1994. Pages 233-258. 
4 Green, Joel B.. The Gospel of Luke (p. 588). Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.. Kindle Edition.(edits to simply 
the quote) 
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In a world filled with injustice, the socially aware church puts flesh on the Christian claim to 
love our neighbors. Christians hoping to translate their faith to resonate in our culture will 
pursue individual and systemic justice for others, even at personal expense.  

 
3. By definition, justice is: “the establishment or determination of rights according to the rules 

of law or equity, the quality of being just, impartial, or fair, the principle or ideal of right 
action, righteousness, conformity to truth, correctness.5 Social justice is “the distribution of 
advantages and disadvantages within a society.”6 It is much more than compassion, it is 
compassion’s result. We see injustice, we are moved by compassion, and act to bring 
justice to an individual or group of people who are underserved, undervalued, 
disenfranchised, powerless, or poor.  

 
4. If this parable is about “Equity as Reparation” it is important to remember that there is a 

substantive difference between “equity” and “equality” as this illustration points out. 
 

 
 

Equality is about sameness, it promotes fairness and justice by giving everyone the same 
thing. But it can only work if everyone starts from the same place, in this example equality 
only works if everyone is the same height. Equity is about fairness, it’s about making sure 
people get access to the same opportunities. Sometimes our difference and histories can 
create barriers to participation, so we must first ensure equity before we can enjoy equality.  

 
5. One current Minnesota example of this was explained in a recent article in the Star Tribune 

that asked the pointed question “How did Minnesota become one of the most racially 
inequitable states?7 Of the 50 United States—speaking to the black and white binary, the 
educational attainment gap ranks us 39th, the work gap ranks us 45th, and the home 
ownership gap ranks us 48th, near dead last. The main exploratory point of the article is 
this: 

 
“Owning the land is what gives people stability in their lives, to build community and to 
build wealth…and in Hennepin County alone there existed 30,000 so called ‘racial 
covenants’ in property deeds that excluded blacks from buying in white designated 
neighborhoods between 1910 and 1950.”  

 

 
5 http://www.merriam-webster.com/netdict/justice (accessed March 29, 2010) 
6 http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/social+justice (accessed March 29, 2010) 
7 http://www.startribune.com/how-did-minnesota-become-one-of-the-most-racially-inequitable-states/547537761/ 
(accessed 9-7-19) 
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That is nearly two full generations of time and at a critical point where the United States GI 
bill was offering veterans of World War II the opportunity to afford home ownership. 
Instead, African Americans were excluded. Again. The only way to correct this is through 
an equity approach not only to home ownership, but to jobs and education as well. So, in 
the spirit of today’s parable where the steward was commended because he wrote down 
several accounts that he likely had illegally built up--equity as reparation is the goal. 

 
Interpretation #3 is “Be Savvy and Generous” 
 
Interpretation #3: “Be Savvy and Generous” 
 
1. This interpretation would argue that the larger point of Jesus’ strategy for stewarding wealth 

is about being savvy…even wily and shrewd like the steward in Jesus’ parable, for the 
cause of generosity. Several years back I learned about one woman who would argue that 
you don’t have to be Mother Theresa to spend your life on behalf of the oppressed. Jessica 
Jackley is co-founder and CEO of Kiva, the world's first peer-to-peer micro lending digital 
platform.8 

 
2. Jackley’s organization uses a peer-to-peer model in which lenders with as little as $25 sort 

through profiles of potential borrowers -- be they a farmer in Cambodia, a pharmacist in 
Sierra Leone, or a shopkeeper in Mongolia -- and make loans to those they find most 
appealing. The minimum loan is $25, and the interest rate is 0%. The repayment rate for 
Kiva loans is more than 96.8%, Jackley says, and since the group was founded almost 1.8 
million people have pledged $1.34 billion in loans to more than 3.3 million people, 
connecting lenders and entrepreneurs in 78 countries.9  

 
Micro-loans, social enterprise, inclusive economic development in the digital age—these 
are all clear examples of being savvy and generous. 

 
Interpretation #4 is “Be Trustworthy with Wealth by Never Serving It” 
 
Interpretation #4: “Be Trustworthy with Wealth by Never Serving It” 
 
1. The very end of today’s Scripture says that the religious leaders of his day, who followed 

Jesus around trying to trap him and trip him up in his words and teachings—actually 
sneered at Jesus when he said, “You cannot serve both God and money.” This makes me 
wonder if Jesus went out of his way to look like a laser beam into the eyes of the religious 
elite who were likely at the far edges of the crowd, leading to the sneer.   

 
2. About a year ago my spouse Holly introduced me to the ability to cut and past animated 

“GIF” memes into text messages. I entered the word “Sneer” into the search feature of my 
smartphone app and amidst a long line up of doctored and contorted animal faces there 
was a long list of comedians like Michael Scott… 

 
[ONSCREEN] 

 
 

8 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kiva_(organization) (accessed 9-7-19) 
9 http://www.kiva.org/ (accessed 9-7-19) 
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…Sneering. I’m not going to lie…in my twenty eight years as a vocational minister, I have 
seen this kind of face from religious colleagues more than a few times when discussing 
Jesus’ generosity in the face of less than generous Christian religion! I am guessing that 
the religious leaders sneered a little more intensely than Michael Scott because it was a 
moment of confrontation where Jesus basically called what they value “detestable.”  
 

3. These harsh words were not said in a vacuum. Jesus was very vocal about the need to 
reform his religion of origin, particularly around the issues of money. Historians note that 
first century Jerusalem had no major industry to support the population other than the 
temple, and no trade routes passed through it. Consequently, the urban Jerusalemites built 
an economic engine in and around the temple.  
 
Unfortunately, the merchants and moneychangers’ practices devolved into corrupt systems 
of wealth benefitting themselves and the religious temple aristocracy. Pilgrims (often poor 
and coming long distances like Jesus’ family when he was a child) arrived at the temple for 
their annual worship festivals. In order to participate in worship they would 1) have to 
exchange their money to local currency, 2) pay a tax for every Jewish male that funded the 
daily sacrifices in the temple and 3) purchase doves to offer personal sacrifices for their 
sins. In every case people were taken advantage of. All of this money changing hands 
made the temple aristocracy very wealthy. Historian Josephus noted the high priest 
Ananias was “the great procurer of money”.10  

 
And, that is why some believe interpretation #4 is most on point: “Be Trustworthy with Wealth 
by Never Serving It”…even when it comes to religion. Especially when it comes to religion. 
 
The final interpretation is….YOUR interpretation. 
 
Interpretation #5: Your interpretation! 
 
Nothing more needs to be said about this. So, let’s open up a conversation with my five 
possible interpretations as springboards to the meaning of today’s Scripture: 
 

Interpretation #1: “Tools of the Disempowered” 
 
Interpretation #2: “Equity as Reparation” 
 
Interpretation #3: “Be Savvy and Generous” 

 
10 Josephus: Ant. 20.9.2; see 20.8.1) Also, Richard Bauckham, “Jesus’ Demonstration in the Temple”, page 78. 
All quoted from NIV Bible Commentary on the book of Mark. 
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Interpretation #4: “Be Trustworthy with Wealth by Never Serving It” 
 
Interpretation #5: “Your interpretation!”  

 
Prayer  
 
God of all creation, Christ our all in all, and Spirit of God who provides for us in every way—
help us in our wrestling with money. It is so easy to fall into the trap of serving money for 
money’s sake. It is so easy to not be concerned about our neighbor, whomever they may be, 
and the many inequities of our communities and society as well. For the sake of Christ’s love—
give us courage to be shrewd stewards of all that we have to advance a greater good through 
your life-giving work of compassion, mercy and justice. 
 
In Jesus’ name. Amen.  
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we wrestle with our relationship to money and see Jesus’ 
approach to stewardship as situational and yet intrinsically bound to compassion, mercy and 
justice.  
 
Go in Peace. Amen. 
 
 


