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This passage from Luke’s Gospel is one of the most difficult parables to preach or to 

write a song about.  It’s puzzling in the grand tradition of the old Car Talk Puzzlers on the radio: 

it seems obvious at first but the more you think about it, the odder it seems. 

Making as much money as the market will bear is as old as Amos.  His people asked, 

‘When will the Sabbath be over?’  The NYSE answers that question by ringing a bell precisely at 

9:30 a.m. to open the trading day every weekday except, for some reason, Good Friday.  They 

ring it again at 4:30 to close the day’s trading.  The idea behind ringing the bell to start and stop 

trading was to keep everyone on the floor honest. 

The Encore Boston Harbor casino up the road in Everett recently reported that it brought 

in $52.5 million in its second full month of operation, more than $4 million more than they 

pulled in in July.  Not bad.  But slot machine revenue dropped by nearly $1 million. The casino 

made more money overall but not enough from the slot machines.  It could be that competition is 

to blame: more casinos, more places to spread the gambling dollars around.  Lasell University 

professor Paul DeBole, an industry follower, said that ‘the slot numbers should cause a 

reasonable person to have concern.’1  Only in America would this be considered a problem. 

In the second quarter of this year, Apple held 10% of the smartphone market, good for 

third place.  In that three-month period, Apple shipped about 36.5 million iPhones, which sounds 

like more than enough.  However, this number of shipped phones represents a decline for the 

second consecutive quarter, and revenue dropped by almost 30% to only about $26 billion. 

Are we looking at oversaturated casino and smartphone industries, or have we become so 

jaded to think that $26 billion is not enough? 

Most people face a monthly – or weekly or even daily – challenge to make ends meet, so 

everything is relative.  Apple and Encore might have their problems but I’m guessing they don’t 

really resonate with most of us.  We wish them well.  Someday, I might want to play a slot 

machine or buy a $1,000 smartphone, and they will be there to help me out.  But not today. 
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In the short but dramatic and uncompromising Book of Amos, Israel is accused of 

injustice against the poor.  In particular, Amos rails against the institutional sin and corruption of 

the nation’s business, military, religious, and political leaders.  For him, being God’s chosen 

people – being ‘Israel’ – is more than a privilege.  Everyone bears the responsibility to live 

faithfully into the covenant with God and to be a just people in all things. 

Instead, he finds the innocent being sold for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals 

(2:6); the poor are oppressed and the afflicted pushed out of the way (2:7a); single young women 

are abused (2:7b); the legal system takes advantage of the poor (5:12); and bribery is rampant.  

Speaking for God, Amos denounces and condemns Israel’s guilt and more. 

Now hear this, he said, God won’t forget what you’ve done; worship is meaningless if it's 

practiced by those who do not do justice in their daily affairs.  The way things are will not stand; 

God will get fed up.  And Amos was right.  In the end, Amos does make a pronouncement of 

future hope and salvation, but the nation paid a price for its behavior. 

In the passage from Luke, Jesus tells an odd little parable about the use of wealth.  And 

by odd, I mean this: the parable seems to end with the first part of verse eight, when the master 

commends the dishonest manager for acting shrewdly; everything after that seems to have come 

from somewhere else, as if they were sayings of Jesus that Luke or a later editor felt they had to 

put somewhere.  In any event, we have to deal with the whole thing as we have it.2 

Something else that’s odd is that the parable never mentions money per se, only ‘wealth.’ 

It’s also interesting in that it puts a spin on beneficence, with a supposedly dishonest 

manager behaving in a seemingly morally upright manner.  We can question his motives, but the 

results seem to make everyone happy.  Can a rascal be redeemed by acting in his own interests? 

Tenant debt was a big problem in the Roman world.  Their economy was mostly 

agricultural and absentee landlords employed managers to get things done.  In telling this story, 

Jesus draws on the Roman practice of voluntary debt remission used by many absentee 

landowners in Italy, Egypt, and all the regions of the Near East controlled by Rome. 

A landowner had several options to deal with tenants who fell into debt, which was 

essentially all tenants.  According to John Goodrich, the landlord could voluntarily grant the 

tenant a remission of rent...the lease remained intact, and, aside from the reduction or removal of 

the year’s rent, both the landlord and tenant still had to fulfill their other contractual obligations.3  

The voluntary remission of other kinds of debt became an option many years before Jesus. 
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Debt meant dependency.  According to Paul Erdkamp, ‘landlords could easily convert 

postponement of rent or the loan of seed-corn into added obligations and an increased hold on 

their tenants.’4  So if a landlord thought he could get more out of you in a future harvest, let’s 

say, he might remit your debt today.  These types of deals happened all the time.  They kept the 

economy going while keeping the landlord in control and the tenant further down in the hole. 

Now, in our story, there was a rich man who had a manager who was squandering his 

property.  This squandering, whatever it was, was enough to get the guy fired.  Knowing that he 

was unsuited for any other kind of work, the manager acted quickly to gain favor with some of 

the tenants. 

So, with the authority of his role as a manager, he set about reducing the debt of the 

landlord’s tenants.  One owed one hundred jugs of olive oil.  He reduced it to fifty.  The landlord 

thought this shrewd because he would get fifty now and probably more than fifty the next time 

around.  It worked for the manager because the tenants who were already in debt to the landlord 

would remain so, but now, they owed the manager a favor too. 

It doesn’t matter what the original loan and interest rate was; the tenants are kicking their 

debt down the road a little way.  It’ll catch up to them eventually. 

Think of a sale at Kohl’s or Target: even if the store reduces the price of an item by fifty 

percent, they are still making money on it, which tells you something about how inflated the 

original price was.  Same thing with the landlord: for him, the system perpetuates itself. 

Jesus uses this parable to illustrate the prudent use of wealth and influence and the danger 

in becoming a slave to it.  Remember, he once said that the love of money is the root of all evil. 

Twice, Luke mentions ‘dishonest wealth,’ and he means that literally.  The third and final 

time, he personifies it, saying, ‘You cannot serve God and Mammon,’ as if Wealth had become a 

god itself.  But mammon can also mean ‘something in which one puts one’s trust.’5  Devotion to 

wealth is incompatible with devotion to God. 

We mention this because in the very next verse, Luke points out that the Pharisees, who 

have been listening in, love money; if that is true, and Luke says it is, then it implies that their 

judgement in other things can legitimately be brought into question, which Jesus does repeatedly. 
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So, in an indirect way, Jesus uses the parable to attack religious leadership and the 

economic system without actually saying so, which is a different method than Amos, who went 

right at it. 

One more thing about the parable: Jesus said, in verse nine, ‘I tell you, make friends for 

yourselves by means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they’ – your new friends – ‘may 

welcome you into the eternal homes.’  What the heck, Jesus?  Well, it’s not his fault.  English 

translators took the Greek word for tents and made it homes, two different things.  Jesus is 

promising to provide not what the steward sought in verse four, a welcoming home, but the 

unstable home of the wanderer, the refugee.  Perhaps Jesus wants us to see that wealth does not 

provide security and stability, that we should remove the possessions that possess us. 

The Times of Israel blogger Elliot Eisenberg recently asked, ‘Have we been honest in 

business, and attentive to the needs of our poor?’6  We often hear about injustice.  Every Sunday, 

some pastor somewhere talks about the injustice in the day’s readings.  But if we are honest in 

business and attentive to the needs of our poor, we’re doing justice, as we are called to do, and 

injustice fades away. 

Samuel Johnson once said, ‘The true measure of a man is how he treats someone who can 

do him absolutely no good.’  So how do we measure the steward, a man of sketchy character 

who seems to only want to save himself?  He is a sinner, so it’s no surprise that Jesus would use 

him as an example, because no one is beyond redemption.  God uses all of us in some way or 

another, at any point in our lives, in order to open our eyes even as we are helping someone else. 

The steward in today’s parable reminds us, how much do we owe God?  And the landlord 

reminds us, how much are we willing to pay back?  When we serve God and live into the 

covenant as a faithful people, these questions answer themselves. 

Amen. 
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