19th September 2010 SERMON: Possibly the hardest parable of Jesus: Luke 16:1-9

Rev Allister Lane

This parable of ‘the Dishonest Manager’ is acknowledged as one of the hardest parables.
What is Jesus teaching here? What meaning are we able to take from this?
Parables are recognised as a form of teaching with intentional ambiguity. And this parable is possibly SO ambiguous as to be bewildering.

Is it about ethics? Is this instruction as to how we are to conduct ourselves? 
If so, what could it be saying? (is dishonesty applauded by God?) 
What sort of ethical teaching is this that commends someone for being a liar and a thief?
Interpretations of possible ethical teaching contained in this parable could seem at odds with much of the biblical story.

Is this a parable about human morality or the activity of God? 
Are we able to restrict this parable simply to business ethics?
Well, the preceding chapters of Luke have been on a grace trip; talking about lowliness, lastness, lostness, death & resurrection. Again and again Luke is exposing the truth that the bookkeeping department’s heyday is a thing of the past.  We get what we don’t deserve.
With Jesus’ proclamation of the Kingdom, the religious orderliness is exposed as whitewashed tombs containing dead bones; and Jesus employs a range of metaphors to open up the life of God to humanity.
Jesus has been proclaiming God’s Kingdom as a reality where 
outsiders are invited to banquets, 
lost sheep are searched for and found, 
and prodigals are forgiven and embraced.
Why then, following this obvious emphasis in his gospel account, would Luke poke in a parable urging ethical conformity – and a dishonest ethic at that!
It is significant I think that Luke tells us in the preceding chapter that the context for Jesus telling these parables, is the Pharisees’ grumbling at Jesus’ disreputable conduct. They are complaining that Jesus is hanging out with tax-collectors and sinners. (We’ll come back to this point later)

This parable we’ve heard read today begins with some nameless informant telling a certain rich man that his manager has been squandering his property. 
‘Squandering’ is the same verb used in the parable of the Prodigal Son, to describe what the boy did in the far country. Rather than ethics then, from the words used we are given a hint of continuity with the theme of God’s gracious activity.
Next, the master – without any trial or even fair inquiry – condemns the manager: "What's this that I hear about you? You're a disgrace! Turn in your books! You're fired!"
This is another element of continuity: just as with the Prodigal Son, death entered the parable early, and as a pivotal consideration. 
The son found himself effectively dead in the far country; the manager comes out of his master's office with none of his old life left at all. 
Yet, somehow, between verse 2 and verse 8 the master moves from being an unforgiving bookkeeper to a happy-go-lucky celebrator of the manager’s actions!
What’s the dynamic of this story telling us about the operative grace of God?

Again, let’s think about context. 
How might other parables Jesus taught, help us interpret this one? 
Of all Jesus’ other parables, this parable of the dishonest manager is most similar to the parable of the unforgiving servant – but (interestingly enough) upside down!
(Let’s follow the analysis by the Anglican priest Robert Farrar Capon...)

In the other parable of the unforgiving servant, forgiveness starts from the top down: the master, who is owed ten million dollars by one of his servants, simply abandoned his own claim and absolves the debt. His intention, of course, is that the servant will take the hint and likewise let go of the hundred dollars owed to him by a fellow servant. 
But as Jesus tells the story, things do not work out that way - the forgiven servant chooses a bookkeeper’s life rather than generosity, and thus short-circuits the working of forgiveness. Still, the point of the parable remains unchanged: grace works only on those it finds humble enough to raise.

Exactly the same point is made in the parable of the Dishonest Manager – but by a reversal of the story's device: forgiveness in this parable starts from the bottom up.  Here, it is the master who starts out unwilling to let go of his focus on bookkeeping: he will not excuse the manager’s embezzlement, and he will not give up the overdue accounts that he has never succeeded in collecting. 
The manager, however, has (in a way) lost his life. 
“What will I do, I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg.”
And he is freed by this, to think things he could not have thought before; he is the one who, from the bottom of the heap, as it were, becomes the agent of new life for everybody in the parable. 
He becomes new life for his master. Somehow the sight of a loser cancelling debt and bringing off a coup of grace like this, in his lowly state, awakens a fresh awareness: "My God!" the master says. "My whole life has been a joke, and only now I learn to laugh at it!" 
This new life also comes through the manager to the master’s debtors. 
The debtors are able to engage with one who is like them; they no doubt recognise that the manager is free of the laws of respectable bookkeeping.

Having made these observations about life emerging in this parable, do we dare imagine that the dishonest manager is ...the Christ-figure?

First of all, his life comes to an end and he rises, like Jesus. 
Second, by his own ‘death and resurrection’, he raises others, like Jesus. 
But third and most important of all, the dishonest manager appears as the Christ-figure because he is a lowly servant, like Jesus. 
The unique contribution of this parable to our understanding of Jesus is its insistence that grace cannot come to the world through respectability. 
Respectability regards only life, success, winning; it will have no connection with the grace that works by death and losing.
This parable, therefore, says in story form what Jesus himself said by his life. He was not respectable. He broke the Sabbath. He consorted with tax-collectors and sinners. And he died as a criminal. 
In the light of this parable, we see how Jesus refused respectability to embrace a world that respectability could only terrify and condemn. He became sin for us sinners, weak for us weaklings, lost for us losers, and dead for us dead. 

Those who grumbled at Jesus’ hanging out with tax-collectors and sinners were no doubt those most offended by Jesus’ parables of grace. And yet did some of them also hear the truth Jesus spoke? ...That God’s disreputable grace is what embraces all the losers who would never in a million years go near a God who insists on high expectations of others?
Jesus is the agent of God who appears to have no authority to go around cancelling people’s debts, but does so anyway, claiming God’s approval.  
Jesus is the agent of God’s forgiveness who calls us to join him in forgiveness, and teaching us to pray: “forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors.” 
As the master praised the sacked manager, so, claims Jesus, God approves his ongoing ministry of radical forgiveness. Jesus is the legitimate agent. God is that generous!

"And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly”


“This is my Son, the Beloved;* listen to him!” (Mark 9:7).

“... for the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than are the children of light."


“And the Word became flesh and lived among us, ...* full of grace and truth.” (John 1: 14)


“and his own people did not accept him.” (John 1:11). 
“He emptied himself, taking the form of a servant,... And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death— even death on a cross. Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend,... and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”  (Philippians 2:7-11)

Lucky for us we don't have to deal with a ‘respectable’ manager.

In Jesus (this messianic rogue) we know God and we discover ourselves.

May we grasp God’s grace with both hands, and live it out wherever God asks us to be.
Particularly for Arthur and Julia, today our prayer is that God’s grace will be evident through their living, in the community they are part of.

Amen.
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