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Recently I listened to an interview with several folks concerning the controversy over the proposed new Islamic center in New York.   One of those being interviewed was a professor of World Religions who made an interesting observation.   In response to a question about how various groups, all claiming to represent the true faith, could interpret that faith in such different ways, he answered, “All we people of the Book have become quite skillful at reading what we already believe.”   He went on to explain that he was referring to all three of the World’s monotheistic religions – Islam, Judaism and Christianity.   And he went on to explain that within each, folks, like us, were accepting those parts of their Holy Scriptures they thought they understood and agreed with and, in effect, ignoring those passages they either didn’t understand or disagreed with.


It struck me that what he was contending was (a) unfortunately, probably true and (b) a source of much of the conflict that saps so much of the time energy and resources of we faithful in today’s world.   Take this morning’s lesson from Luke’s Gospel.   For we Christians, the Parable of the Dishonest Manager is a classic example of a puzzling, misunderstood, unappreciated portion of our Book.   First, it deals with our possessions, which goes to the core of the lives we live; and then it seems to commend dishonesty, which is completely inconsistent with the life and message of Jesus, as we understand it.   And so, we seldom cite its revelation of God or make any attempt to incorporate that revelation in our own lives.   However, it is a part of what we believe to be the Divinely inspired Word of God and, as such, how can we not accept its relevance?

The parable begins with Jesus telling His disciples, “There was a rich man who had a manager and charges were brought that the manager was squandering the man’s property.”   Serious charges.   At the very least the manager would be fired, if not imprisoned.   And so the manager wondered, “What will I do…I am not strong enough to dig and I am ashamed to beg.”   Then he had an idea: “I will forgive part of the debt owed my master and then when I no longer have a job, those whose debts I have reduced will welcome me into their homes.”   From our perspective, not the most honorable of ideas.   In fact, we would, in all likelihood, think of this as being worse than the original accusation.   Yet, the rich man, surprisingly, reacts in a very different way.   Learning of the manager’s deceit, we are told his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly…”

Now go figure.   The manager first squander his property, then compounded his crime by forgiving debts owed to his master.   What would we do?   If that was our property, debts that were owed to us, how we would respond to our manager?   And regardless of how we would respond, why did the rich man respond as he did?   More to the point, as a parable, what was the revelation of God Jesus was offering to His disciples?   We could draw our answer from the truths of the last several verses, but we need to be cautious in doing that.   Biblical scholars generally agree that verses nine through thirteen were added to the original words of Luke before it reached its current form.   If we look closely at those verses, we’ll see that they do not speak directly to the circumstances of the parable or the response of the rich man.

And that brings me to one of the true challenges of this revelation – God’s seeming indifference regarding our earthly possessions.   Consider this, our possessions, especially our money, are our own creation.   God wants us to have enough of what we truly need, but God places no value on many things we value highly (regrettably, sometimes above all else.)   At the same time, shrewdness, initiative, imagination, ingenuity, the very traits exhibited by the dishonest manager are manifestations of our created potential.   They are, in fact, among the defining characteristics of those created in the image of the Divine.   From that perspective it is understandable why they are highly valued by our Creator.   And that is the revelation Jesus is offering His disciples.   It is a revelation that seems not only obscure, but one that literally flies in the face of how our world works.

And that is exactly the point Jesus was making.   Brothers and sisters, it is a long, long way from the world we live in and its values to world we have been offered by our Lord and Savior.   There is, obviously, much we do not understand about His New Way.   The road from our ways to His ways is strewn with seeming inconsistencies like the Parable of the Dishonest Steward.  And anything that stands between us and God’s kingdom flies in the face of Jesus’ mission to and among God’s people.   That is why He speaks of those obstacles in such, for us, over the top language and examples.   Jesus is not condemning, per say, our possessions or even our money.   What he is condemning is how they come between us and God and us and each other.   Until we recognize and accept  that difference, we will continue to struggle.

Without His help we will invariably stumble, fall and finally give up the struggle.   However, with His help we can rise above such obstacles and experience His New Way, both in this life and in all that follows.   Jesus cared for God’s people with ever fiber of His being.   He was not counseling them to resort to dishonesty.   He was revealing to them those things that would sustain them on their eternal journey in the Kingdom of God.   He was, in essence, inviting them to take on a whole new system of values and, thereby, experience God’s kingdom here on Earth.   It was an offer of love; an example of Divine stewardship of God’s Creation, and especially God’s people.   Is there a higher calling, a greater gift?   

