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What do you do when you’re feeling a little bombarded by the events 

of the week; when the actions you thought were brilliant one day, 

needed to be re-thought the next, when the insanity of tight deadlines 

have given you a 48 hour headache, when the phone calls, the emails, 

the memos, the interruptions have prevented you from accomplishing 

what you thought was your work for the week. Anyone ever have 

weeks like this?  I’m not whining here, but my week was a bit like 

that.  But you know, every one of the distractions this week ended up 

being an opportunity for relationship building and mending. It ended 

up being the work, but it wasn’t what I expected. Weeks are like that 

sometimes…for anyone. 

 



Not only did things go this way, it was also a time of wrestling with 

one of the most challenging parables in all of scripture.  In fact, when I 

stepped into the pulpit this morning, I wanted to preach from behind 

the wall, like this (crouch down).  This story actually came out of 

Helen Bloom’s mouth.  She actually read the part where it seems like 

Jesus is praising the dishonest manager for protecting his assets after 

he had embezzled his boss’ money.  Why do I want to preach from 

behind here?  At first blush, this is a story about money.  And we 

don’t like to hear resident preachers talking about money.  Anything 

else is fair game from the pulpit, but when it comes to money, we 

want preachers to leave that discussion between God and the people 

in the pews.   

 

Second is the problem I just mentioned.  Jesus seems to be giving the 

nod to a crook. With as many interpretations of this parable as there 

are preachers in the world, is there any wonder the church curriculum 

writers and my colleagues for that matter, avoid this parable every 

time it shows up in the lectionary.  



But given this parable and next week’s, and given where we’re at as a 

congregation, I couldn’t bring myself to focus on Jeremiah.  These are 

the stories we need to unpack. 

 

I love crossing the Lion’s Gate Bridge. I think it’s one of the most 

magnificent sites in all of the lower mainland; so driving on it and 

seeing the vistas from the bridge deck is pure joy for me.  I will 

sometimes head downtown just so I can drive on the bridge.  That’s 

what I did Friday night, after the week I had and I ended up in 

Yaletown.  I parked in one of those two hour free parking spots and 

went for a long walk among the glass and steal girders of the luxury 

condos where slum apartments and empty warehouses used to sit.  I 

wandered all along the false creek board walk, wandered up Hornby 

street, to Nelson to Thurlow to Beach and back to my car.   

 



As I wandered looking at those highrises, I wondered what it would 

be like to live on the 25th floor of one of those buildings.  It was 

beginning to get dark and I could see magnificent chandeliers, grand 

pianos and beautiful artwork in some of the condos.  Outside, I could 

see the lights of science world and the string of lights on the Cambie 

Street Bridge.  The views from the 25th floor must be fantastic.  But as I 

made my way along Thurlow, the splendor seemed to give way to 

more modest apartments and low rise buildings.  And as I wandered 

through this part of downtown, I side stepped more than one 

breathing sleeping bag accompanied by more than one skinny dog, 

and cardboard sign asking for money.   

 

 



Here was a challenging juxta position.  Within a few short blocks I 

saw the grandeur of the Yaletown condos, and the harsh reality of 

cardboard beds on city streets.  Thinking about this text, I found 

myself wondering what it is I’m squandering as a privileged white, 

North American male.  It was a very poignant way to put my week 

into perspective and to reflect on what it is Jesus is attempting to say 

in this provocative parable. 

 

What strikes me so much in the stories we’ve been reading from the 

gospel of Luke this summer is the dramatic contrast between Jesus’ 

words and actions and the reaction of the scribes and Pharisees.  The 

rancor seems to increase with every new parable and every new act of 

kindness and healing.  When Jesus dined with the Pharisees and 

healed a man with dropsy, they flipped out. Jesus watched the church 

elders and leaders jockey for positions of prestige and power at the 

dining table and he commented about that contradiction.  Jesus was 

gathering large crowds as he taught and healed and challenged 

people for pursuing an easy faith.   



The scribes and Pharisees grumbled when Jesus ate with sinners and 

tax collectors, and yet the stories he told at the table gave witness to 

the divine priority of gathering the lost, loving and forgiving.  And 

Jesus just keeps on going while the scribes and the Pharisees get more 

and more angry. 

 

More than anything a parable uses everyday images and life to teach 

us something.  In 1935, biblical scholar CH Dodd offered this 

definition: “A parable is a metaphor or simile drawn from nature or 

common life, arresting the hearer by its vividness or strangeness, and 

leaving the mind in sufficient doubt about its precise application to 

tease it into active thought.” (C.H. Dodd, Parables of the Kingdom, 

1935, p. 5)  Today, friends, we are being teased into active thought and 

I’m thinking that teasing has as much to do with the gospel agenda of 

grace as it does with the ethical use of our money.  Both are 

important. 

 



Scholars believe that some of the parables used by the gospel writers, 

inserted into Jesus’ mouth, were actually popular stories floating 

about in the culture of first century Palestine.  Some were part of the 

Jewish biblical interpretation of midrash.  Some were simply fables, 

not unlike the Aesop’s fables we remember from our growing up. 

Now because this parable seems to fly in direct opposition to our 

understanding of Jesus’ ethics, some biblical scholars think that this is 

exactly what this parable is; a popular parlor story inserted into Jesus 

mouth by the gospel writer.  In fact, if you think about it, this might 

even have been the script of a popular joke shared in the company of 

men of commerce and trade over a cigar after the evening meal had 

been served.  “Have you heard the one about the dishonest 

manager….” 

 

Scholars think that because Luke uses this parlor story, this joke, as a 

parable at this junction in his gospel, he is actually commenting on the 

way the scribes and Parisees are reacting to Jesus’ ministry.  In my 

mind Luke is comparing Jesus to the dishonest manager.  He is being 

sacked by the Pharisees, who are accusing him of squandering the 

role of Rabbi and leader of the synagogue, a position of power and 

influence which comes with wealth and privilege. There is also an 

allusion that Jesus is squandering the forgiveness of sins previously 

dispensed by a slavish commitment to the law, the Torah.  



These are the ways things have always been done, and the dishonest 

manager is giving these things away, freely, with no thought to 

boundary or condition.  So, the dishonest manager is about to be fired.   

 

In preparation for a day of reckoning the dishonest manager goes to 

all the debtors and reduces and forgives debt so that he might be held 

in high esteem when that day comes. As much as anything can be said 

about the nature of Jesus’ ministry, we know for certain that the 

forgiveness of debt, forgiveness of sin, forgiveness of wrong doing is 

high in the gospel agenda, and in this parable, forgiveness becomes 

measured in economic terms.  Curiously, rather than become more 

angry with the dishonest manager, the master comments on the 

manager’s shrewd business acumen, for taking care of himself and his 

future.   

 



I mentioned earlier that there are as many interpretations of this 

parable as there are preachers who try.  In fact, Luke tries to explain 

the parable a couple of times in the latter verses of what Helen read.  

As I wandered from wealth to poverty, from Yaletown to Thurlow on 

Friday night, I began to think of this parable in two ways.  Business 

acumen and attention to economic detail is paramount.  The church 

would do well to pay attention to the business dealings of the 

corporate world to benefit from smart money management.  And 

truly, I believe we have effective leadership in this area. But through 

this parable, Luke warns that our attention to shrewd business and 

sound financial management can give way to a preoccupation, 

causing us to lose sight of the reason we’re in business anyway. Just 

by making the comparison he makes in one sentence, Jesus knows 

that money can become the very thing we end up worshipping. No 

one can serve two MASTERS – mammon (money and wealth) or God?  

You can’t serve both…according to Jesus in this text. 

 



Another way of seeing this parable is through the lens of 

grace….grace treated in the way we treat money.  As we think about 

forgiving one another, offering grace and a fresh start, let’s call that 

God, for the purposes of this discussion.  Do we operate from a 

position of scarcity or a position of abundance?  Do we bank 

forgiveness in the way we bank our money, leaving it alone, earning a 

very pittance in interest?  Or in order for grace and forgiveness to 

grow, to seriously grow, do we have to invest it beyond ourselves, 

offering it in the riskiest of places? 

 

These were the challenging questions that came to me while I looked 

from the towers of yaletown to the sleeping bags of Thurlow. I don’t 

think Jesus is saying forget about money. I don’t think he’s 

encouraging us to ignore sound business principals. I think he would 

ask, what is our preoccupation?  What is our first priority?  What 

“god” would we chose to serve? What “god” would we worship?  The 

“god” of mammon and all that it takes to make money grow?  Or the 

“god” of grace and forgiveness?  I think the gospel agenda is pretty 

clear – give forgiveness and grace away…squander it, even.  May this 

be our agenda as well.  Amen. 

  


