“A Story from Uncle Bob”

Deuteronomy 10:12-13, 17-20; Luke 16:1-9
Now you’ve got to admit this morning’s scripture reading is a strange story.  Just exactly what is Jesus telling us to do?  Why is a dishonest steward commended?  And why would Jesus tell us to make friends by means of dishonest wealth?  What in the world is going on in this story?  

Well to understand perhaps we need to take a closer look.  At this point in Luke’s Gospel, Jesus is headed toward Jerusalem, headed toward the cross.  And along the way, Jesus is teaching and preparing his disciples to carry on his ministry after his death and resurrection.
In the very first verse of this morning’s story, we hear that the parable was “said to his disciples.”  Now teachers will often vary the complexity of a lesson in relation to the understanding and sophistication of the students.  A teacher wouldn’t use metaphorical language, hyperbole, and complex parabolic structure when teaching or preaching to outsiders or novices in the faith.  You see, Jesus is speaking to his disciples who have been with him from the beginning, and it’s getting late in his ministry.  It’s time to take his disciples’ faith, understanding, and commitment to a deeper level.  And to accomplish this goal, Jesus tells them a story, a rather complex parable.

Jesus says to his disciples, “There was once a rich man who had a steward.”  In the economy of first-century Palestine, most of the agricultural land was owned by a few excessively wealthy landowners, and their landholdings were so vast it was impossible for them to manage the affairs of their numerous estates all by themselves.  So, landowners would hire stewards, a manager of sorts, to oversee the affairs of the local estate.  Now the title to the land clearly remained with the master, but each steward held the authority and responsibility of overseeing the use of his master’s land and assets as if they were his own.
But the landowner in this morning’s parable has a problem.  One of his stewards is incompetent.  Now, please note, at this point in the parable, there are no charges of dishonesty.  The steward is simply doing a poor job.  He was “wasting his [master’s] goods,” so the day of reckoning finally comes for this steward.  The master demands, “Go gather up your record of payments and accounts receivable and turn them in.  You’re fired!”

Well, now the steward has a problem.  He’s never done a day of physical labor in his life, and he’s not about to start now.  And he certainly has too much self-righteous pride to beg.  So, he says to himself, “I’ve got to come up with a clever plan. I need to make some new friends who will be obligated to show me hospitality once my master throws me out on the street.”

One by one he calls in the sharecroppers who have been working his master’s land.  “How far behind are you on your bill?  100 measures of oil!  That’s a lot.  You’re in a tough spot.  Tell you what I’m going to do.  We’ll just cut your debt in half.  Here’s your bill.  You just sit down here and quickly change the number to 50.  What’s that?  How can you ever thank me?  Well, maybe someday you can.”

“And you, how much do you owe?  100 measures of wheat!  How could you ever repay that?  Tell you what I’m going to do, nice guy that I am.  Take your bill and make it 80.  Maybe someday you can return the kindness.”

Well, now we’re back to the landowner having a problem.  He’s between a rock and a hard place.  It would be tricky to have the steward arrested for cookin’ the books because it wasn’t his hand that changed the numbers.  And if the landowner changes the numbers back and makes his debtors pay their bills in full, he risks being humiliated.  Everyone who’s anyone will ask, “How in the world did you ever let things get so far out of control?”  He really has no choice but to let it go, take his lumps, and leave the books the way they are.

“Well, you really put one over on me.  Didn’t you?”  The landowner says to the shady steward.  “I guess I’ve got to hand it to you.  You’re a pretty shrewd fellow.”  And that’s the end of the parable.

Still confused?  Well, to understand this parable, let me clear up a few misconceptions and help us avoid a few wrong turns.  Don’t try to interpret this parable allegorically.  Don’t assume that the landowner is the allegorical figure for God and that everything he says and does is representative of everything God says and does.  And don’t assume that the steward is the allegorical figure for Christian morality, a role model for us to follow in every detail.  Instead, let’s approach this parable metaphorically and simply look for a few basic lessons.  And to find these lessons, listen to Jesus’ words that immediately follow the parable.
Jesus says, “Disciples, believe it or not, you can learn a thing or two from the world outside of the church.  You see, most worldly folks understand that money holds power to secure their worldly future, to a certain degree.  So, learn this basic lesson from the secular world.  Use your dishonest money shrewdly.”  Now Jesus is using the word dishonest here as a hyperbole, an exaggerated expression used for dramatic effect.  It’s not to be taken literally.  Jesus is simply saying, “Learn from the secular world the benefit of using your worldly wealth wisely.”
“The children of this world, those in the secular world, are shrewd enough to see the power of money to secure their earthly future.  Why can’t the children of the church see the power of money to secure their eternal future?  You’d better get to makin’ a few friends who will welcome you into the eternal home.”

Let me tell you a story that may help us to hear this point a little more clearly.  A couple of years ago, at a family reunion on Zoe Anne’s side of her family, a lot of stories were shared, and one of them sheds light on our parable.  This particular story was written by Zoe Anne’s great uncle who was born in the late 1800s.  The story involves a dramatic lesson he learned from his father about the power of money and its impact on our future.  In the late 19th and early 20th century, his father, Zoe Anne’s Great Grandfather, was a lumber baron who owned vast acreage and sawmills spanning three states.  
Let me note that this story includes a word we tend not to use today, “Indian.”  To keep the language in the context of the culture in which it was written, I’ve kept this term.  I hope it’s not a distraction.  Zoe Anne’s Uncle Bob writes:
“When I was 14 and driving a car, my father asked me to drive him over to talk with an Indian who owned some full-grown pine trees near the mill site.  They were getting ready to move the mill to another location, and my father knew he could pay the Indian more for his trees because of their nearness [to] the mill.  My father informed him of this fact.  The Indian said, ‘What will you pay me for [the] trees?’  My father replied, ‘What will you take for them?’  The Indian asked if he could be paid $400 for them.  My father said he had looked at the trees, and they were worth $1,150.”  (Let me interrupt the story to point out that in the early 20th century that was a lot of money.)
“As we drove away, I said, ‘Papa, that was the poorest piece of business I have ever seen, to pay that much for trees when he offered them for about one-third of that price.’  He said, ‘Bob, do you really think that?  Let’s drive off the road for a few minutes.’  He then asked, ‘Who grew those trees?’  His answer was ‘God.’  ‘Who created me?  Who created the Indian?’  Answer, ‘God!’  ‘God endowed me with the knowledge of the market value of trees, and the Indian doesn’t know.  Son, never let your God-given knowledge of values take advantage of the poor or vulnerable.  If I had paid him his price because of his lack of knowledge and had cut his trees, I would have had to pay ten-fold for my greed and grasping.’”
We too are merely stewards of all that we desperately try to claim as our own.  God created the trees, and God created you and me.  God created all that is.  And it all belongs to God.  And it is God who endows us with knowledge and talents and the ability to accumulate wealth.  And we can either waste our master’s goods by greedily grasping our money, ultimately costing us tenfold in relationships, integrity, and character.  Or we can use our worldly wealth wisely, shrewdly, by learning the joy of using God’s money in ways that are pleasing to God.  And we do that by making friends with those who hold a special place in the heart of God.  By the way, according to our Old Testament reading, that’s the poor, the powerless, the oppressed and vulnerable.

Now, it’s important to understand that a room in the house of God cannot be purchased.  By making friends with the poor and powerless—perhaps by supporting the outreach ministries of our church—you will not be purchasing a divine invitation into heaven.  But what does happen when we place our tithes and offerings into the offering plate, what happens is we open our hearts to God; we open our hearts to love.
Learn to use your worldly wealth wisely.  Give, and give freely, with no strings attached.  Give until you feel the joy of spending God’s money for God’s Kingdom.

Let us pray:

O Lord, give us the courage to let go.  Loosen our grip and empower us to open our hearts to you.  Help us to use our worldly wealth wisely.  Help us to experience the joy of giving.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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