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If you are bamboozled by today’s gospel you are not alone. In fact, if you are not bamboozled please 

come up and enlighten the rest of us! I tried my usual resources for starting points when faced with 

tricky readings but one sermon simply began “Sheesh”i - another was called “Jesus’ Weirdest 

Parable”.ii All begin in puzzlement and then move off in wildly different directions. I was a bit spaced 

out on pain-killers after my wisdom teeth extraction (or perhaps my wisdom had actually been 

extracted along with the teeth?) but I could hardly follow some of the labyrinthine logic put forward. I 

even resorted to a website called DesperatePreacher.com, but all I found were more baffled preachers!  

This parable is known both as the parable of the dishonest manager or steward and as the parable of 

the shrewd manager – or perhaps it might be called the parable of the stupidly dishonest manager who 

was rewarded for becoming shrewdly dishonest? The manager squanders his master’s wealth – gets 

caught and is threatened with dismissal. To get in the good books of those who might benefit him 

once he is destitute, the manager further short-changes his master by reducing the debts owed to him. 

Strangely, rather than being further outraged, the master is impressed by his ‘shrewdness.’ Is this one 

of Jesus’ challenging subversions of expectation? Is squandering wealth and cancelling debt symbolic 

of God’s unstinting generosity? In other contexts, such imagery might suggest the foolishness of God 

as opposed to the wisdom of the world, but in drastically reducing debts by fiddling the books, the 

manager acts out of pure self-interest rather than generosity and is praised not for his good heart 

towards his new friends, but for his shrewdness. There’s something about the word shrewd that makes 

you narrow your eyes rather than open your arms. 

And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly; for the children of 

this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than are the children of light.   

One way of reading this enigmatic statement – is that the master recognised a fellow player – a man of 

the age, i.e. of the world, in the game of wealth – the wily manager had earnt the respect of a man 

who knows a thing or two about manipulating others for his own gain. Less worldly children of the 

light will not be so impressed – we are not meant to share his admiration. Or, are children of the light 

meant to learn something from the shrewd manager about doing whatever needs to be done to reach 

their goal? Some commentators think so, but I struggle to see it that way. 

In some parables, however, the master represents God (like the father figure in the prodigal son). 

Perhaps we miss the tone of voice – perhaps the rich man damns the manager with faint praise – he is 

indeed impressed by the manager’s shrewdness – which is a way of saying he is not impressed by 

anything else the manager has done. Such shrewdness is the wisdom of the world as opposed to the 

foolish love of God. And in the end may not turn out to be as wise as it first seemed. Perhaps Jesus 

has an ironical smile on his face when Luke has him say And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by 

means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome you into the eternal 

homes.  There may be a few missing but implied words here – as if to say: Go ahead - try and buy 

friends in eternal homes with dishonest wealth but will they trust you after seeing how tricky you can 

be? - mark this:  

‘Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and whoever is dishonest in a very little is 

dishonest also in much.  If then you have not been faithful with the dishonest wealth, who will entrust 

to you the true riches?  And if you have not been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give 

you what is your own?  No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love 

the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.’ 

This may be a bit cheeky of me but is one way to put the parable together with these verses that 

follow it. With each verse the sense becomes clearer and more easily grasped – concluding with the 

take home message, we cannot serve God and wealth – the values of the kingdom are at odds with 

squandering what has been entrusted to you. But before I conclude this so neatly, I should note that 



some commentators see these final verses as an attempt by Luke or a later writer to bring in sayings of 

Jesus to interpret the difficult parableiii and in doing so make it hard to interpret the parable as it was 

intended. Is the rich man truly commending the shrewd manager and are we actually meant to share 

the rich man’s approval? If so, this opens a can of theological worms.  

This parable led me to reflect on how there is something in many parables that initially offends our 

logic or sense of justice and it is in these thorny, seemingly back-to-front, aspects of the story that the 

lesson lies. It’s just that we need to sit with this one a little longer than the others! If we think of the 

preceding parable of the prodigal son – we might see parallels between the squandering manager and 

the profligate son who wastes his inheritance then decides (with a degree of shrewdness perhaps?) that 

he needs to return home to survive. Instead of being castigated by his father, he is welcomed with 

open arms. The dishonest wealth passage remains a bit of a puzzle, but ultimately God welcomes all 

such scoundrels and rascals to his eternal home. But how does that sit with the following sayings … if 

you have not been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give you what is your own?  - and 

not serving two masters? Mmmmmm. 

Struggling with the gospel text this week led me to reflect on several issues: Firstly, about the nature 

of our sacred texts - is this one occasion where we pause to ask questions about the history of the text 

and how it was assembled – did Luke fully convey Jesus’ teaching in this instance – did a complex 

teaching get lost in transcription and translation? Should we simply accept that there may not be a 

clear explanation or interpretation?  One has certainly not emerged ahead of all others after all these 

centuries of reflection. This parable certainly demonstrates to us the importance of open-ended 

interpretation – of not insisting upon a particular understanding – of living with a degree of 

uncertainty. 

Secondly, I pondered that life experiences can be like a mystifying parable. Particularly when we 

consider our relationship with money and wealth, the situations we find ourselves in are often 

complex. Some folk, after-all benefitted from the manager’s dishonesty – their debt was halved - was 

that a good thing? When might financial savvy have positive spin-offs for others? Looked at another 

way, if we were offered a massive tax cut by someone wanting to buy our votes (purely hypothetical 

of course!) would we rejoice in the small boon, or vote for someone else? Do we squander wealth that 

rightfully belongs to others? What is our relationship with those from whom we receive or those to 

whom we give? Even if we do ‘the right thing’ with our giving, what are our motivations – guilt, or 

earning favours or admiration? When is generosity a form of manipulation to create a sense of 

indebtedness? When it comes to money – what is shrewd and what is selfish? 

If nothing else, this puzzling parable concerning dishonest wealth does encourage us to ponder the 

implied issue of honest or true wealth and of what belongs to each of us.  Jesus relates true wealth to 

faithfulness. The manager may have been shrewd but he was not faithful. Every small interaction, 

each action we take needs to come from a place of integrity and to express the unstinting generosity of 

Christ and our faithfulness to the way of love. Every little thing we do (or don’t do) has consequences 

but is also an intentional step down the long path towards our spiritual home.  We have been entrusted 

with much that is not ours to squander – a planet that should be teeming with life – the trust of our 

loved ones, global neighbours, and future generations. In this sense the word ‘steward’ is a more 

meaningful translation than ‘manager’– we are called to be honest stewards of creation and of one 

another’s hearts. Our Amos reading in a nutshell, condemns those who take much and give little – 

who make the ephah small and the shekel great, and practise deceit with false balances (Amos 8.4-7) 

– Jesus instead asks us not only to take little and give much, but to find a true balance that sustains 

and increases our common wealth. 

i   Melissa Bane Sevier, “Learning from our own dishonesty”  

https://melissabanesevier.wordpress.com/2016/09/11/learning-from-our-own-dishonesty/ 
ii Ian Punnet. “Jesus’ Weirdest Parable” (http://day1.org/5220-jesus_weirdest_parable) 
iii E.g. Bill Loader, First Thoughts on Year C Gospel Passages from the Lectionary: Pentecost 15: 22 September 

Luke 16:1-13 (http://wwwstaff.murdoch.edu.au/~loader/LkPentecost15Ord25) 
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