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It may be no surprise that I consulted my thickest commentary for assistance 
with this gospel passage; its opening comment was that it is, “noteworthy for its 
obscurity”! 
What do we do with hard passages?   
What view do we each take anyway, about how literal we are meant to be in our 
reading of the bible, or how interpretive?  What do we expect to receive from 
the bible and how, therefore, do we approach it?   
 
For me, the bible is the place I most directly encounter the living Word of God, 
by which, I mean the capacity of scripture to illuminate how I am living, and 
where I am directing my energy.  It provokes thoughts and desires that may not 
precisely follow the text but are thrown up by perhaps just a particular phrase.  
That’s not the same thing as taking a quote out of context to use to our 
advantage in an argument.   
I’m meaning something more akin to the way, when we are having a 
conversation with a friend, we can be struck by one particular thing they said, 
the word or illustration they used sticks with us afterwards, but we’ve heard it in 
the context of that whole conversation and that whole friendship. 
 
That is how I read the bible: any one passage, or phrase in a passage, sits in the 
context of the whole message of that book, and my own relationship with God. 
 
Similarly, when I am preparing for a sermon, I am not reading the passages in 
isolation, the passages chosen for today are intended to support and comment on 
each other, in order to elicit new or fuller understanding of the depth and width 
of the message and its relevance to us. 
 
That is a long lead-up to explain how I approached this obscure gospel passage, 
and where it led me, and emanating from the acknowledgement in the collect 
that we have ‘a new and living way into God’s presence’. 
 
 
The reading from the book of the prophet Amos describes very simply and 
realistically, the ways in his day that the poor of the land were ruined, and the 
needy trampled on.   
How cheating on weights and measures: making the ephah – the measure for 
grain, officially about 23 litres – small, and the currency, the shekel, great.   
Society has not evolved very much in this respect:  



we are buying the produce of sweatshops, and hearing increasingly about 
modern day slavery.   
The disgracefully poor quality of ingredients in the cheap (and not so cheap) 
pre-prepared and synthesised foods, are damaging the health of the poorest and 
most vulnerable.  In Amos’ day the equivalent was to sell them the sweepings 
of the wheat: the dust and chaff, instead of the nutritious grain.   
 
And Amos says to those who use unjust and exploitative practice: ‘Hear this, ... 
the Lord has sworn by the pride of Jacob: Surely I will never forget any of their 
deeds.’   
 
[‘Surely I will never forget any of their deeds’.  I wonder what that leaves you 
thinking? 
‘Phew, not me, then’?   Or, ‘That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?’   
Or how does it strike you?]  
 
 
The response from the psalm is to assure us that the Lord our God is both the 
highest, and yet stoops the lowest to lift the impoverished to the level of princes, 
and fulfilment:  
God takes action to lift those least able to lift themselves. 
 
And Paul, in his letter to Timothy, urges him to pray that those in positions of 
authority should rule well, to create a society that is godly, peaceable, based on 
truths and recognising the dignity of all.      
That is still the prayer that we need to pray today.    
Paul says to pray it because God desires everyone to be saved, and come to the 
knowledge of the truth.  
 
   
With that, we come to the gospel reading which starts with a parable, and a 
parable never tells a story simply and realistically; parables are tales of unusual 
situations which challenge the accepted, natural order of things.   
Jesus’ parables always call us to see things differently, they use colourful 
narratives we engage with through our emotions which lets them get right into 
us -  get under our defences - and suddenly we realise he may be talking about a 
dimension of ourselves we’d not noticed. 
 
A quick recap and précis of the parable:   
A rich man hears his manager is squandering his property, so calls him to 
account for his conduct because he can’t continue as manager (which seems a 
pretty reasonable response).   



The manager, facing dismissal, reduces the bills of those who are in debt to the 
rich man.   
The really shocking and unexpected bit is that the master then commends the 
dishonest manager because he has acted shrewdly; and the narrator adds the 
comment  
‘make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth so that when it is 
gone, they may welcome you into the eternal homes.’   
 
Suddenly we seem to be hearing something that sounds like a call to wrong-
doing, to benefit from stolen goods.   
This seems like more than a challenge, it sounds like a reversal of the principles 
of godly and peaceable living; unhelpful recommendation for a society that is to 
be based on truth.   
So it can’t be saying that, it has to somehow be consistent with the relationship 
God has called us into. 
 
As a consequence of reflecting on today’s other passages first,  
I was reminded of situations I can can find myself in, and I know some of you 
can, that are not unlike what the manager, conceivably might have been about. 
 
The debtors owe goods: oil and wheat, these might be as a result of trading, or 
of tithes: in effect, rents.  Now the value of goods, or the rent on a property is a 
pretty arbitrary thing, it’s usually set to reflect somewhere near the maximum 
that the market will likely sustain.  And that is, therefore, an upward pressure.    
It is generally accepted as reasonable to ask what is not, perhaps, more than the 
most expensive - that would be greedy(!) - but perhaps a modest two-thirds, or 
three-quarters, or just a few quid less, than the most expensive.   
We think that’s okay, they probably thought that’s okay – at least, the people 
setting the price.   
What we we are told right at the outset, is that the owner was a rich man.   
How has he got rich?   
Presumably charging a high price to make a high profit.   
Might that be considered an exploitative stance, given he had debtors?   
Might the price be crushing them and preventing them from thriving?   
Is that good system to be part of, to be called upon to manage? 
 
 
Now we don’t know what the job description of the manager was, but managing 
is generally that: deciding the best way to handle what is entrusted to you to see 
the enterprise succeeds.  And success can be measured and judged on much 
more far-reaching values than just monetary gain for one or few individuals. 
     



We don’t know what the manager’s attitude has been to the prices charged but 
there wouldn’t have been debts if he had been efficient about pressing for them 
to be paid off.   
And we don’t know what squandering entailed, whatever he was spending it on 
wasn’t himself or it would have been termed stealing: squandering suggests 
spending on things that are not going to yield profit.   
 
But even if the manager hadn’t been troubled by colluding with profiteering, the 
point is surely that he goes against it at the eleventh hour, reducing the debtors 
bills while he still has time.   
 
Does it matter that its because he sees his own reputation and popularity being 
improved by this action?   
I don’t know, after all, we are told how many blessings will come from acting 
righteously, with justice and mercy, and we all like blessings, and are all invited 
to repent and change, right up to the last moment.   
 
And is the master furious that he has been duped and cheated?   
Not at all, he sees the consequences of the manager’s actions and commends 
them.   
Why?   
Is it too cynical to think that the rich man might have seen the advantage of the 
manager’s actions?   
Seen all there was to be gained by acting in that way, a way he could likely 
afford to act himself? 
 
 
What of the narrator’s concluding comment?   
If we understand ‘dishonest wealth’ as exploited, unfair gain, it makes some 
sense: ‘make friends for yourselves by tackling exploitation so that when it is 
gone, they may welcome you into the eternal homes.’ 
 
 
 
I can’t pretend its obvious, or that I’m even near right, but I hold to that idea 
that we cannot treat a passage of scripture in isolation from the whole; 
fortunately, the final instructions from the passage are rather clearer.  
 
They suggest a paraphrasing to something like this: 
 
Beware: our own attitude to ‘minor exploitation’ will come to define us: we 
grow to be what we see as permissible and acceptable.   



We, therefore, either grow in faithfulness to kingdom values of justice and 
mercy, or we risk becoming increasingly blind to, and tolerant of, perversions of 
justice, and consequently, block ourselves from entering the kingdom.   
It seems there are no grey areas in this, no hiding behind the excuse ‘Just a little 
won’t matter’, its either just, and fair, and true, or it’s corrupt and exploitative.   
Of course, we live in a complex world, but this is about your most honest 
understanding and intentions. 
 
 
Taking a reading across all today’s scripture, the combined message might be:  
exploitation and taking advantage, ultimately hurts the perpetrator most: they 
gain worldly wealth but lose the richness beyond measure of knowing God – his 
peace, his joy, his love, his blessing for all eternity; the wealth beyond value 
available in this world – now and here – as well as the next.   
That, in contrast, is offered freely to those who have not; and who worship in 
spirit and in truth. 
 
Amen 


