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Y’all ever run up against one of these readings in church and wonder what, exactly, the People of God 
had in mind when they wrote ‘em down? Better yet, why in the world we would read ‘em in church? Yeah, me 
neither. Truth be told, today we’re chock-full of tough readings. Jeremiah’s lamenting, as he tends to do. 
Israel’s fallen to the Babylonians, you see, and he captures the feeling shared by all God’s people: “Just how, 
exactly, could this have happened?” The psalm isn’t much help. The author’s probably lamenting the same 
thing Jeremiah is, those Babylonians and their greedily expanding empire. And the epistle isn’t much help, 
either. Pray for your leaders and remember that God’s on top. Now, on a normal Sunday, I’d be happy to lean 
into any one of those. We’d have us a rip-snortin’ good time talking about Jesus and my grandma, or something 
like that. But the Gospel just, well, I just can’t leave it sitting there in the ether and not deal with it.  

So, here goes. A rich man’s ready to fire his manager. His manager gets worried, so he calls together all 
sorts of folks that owe his boss. And instead of pressing them all to pay up right now to save his skin, he cuts 
their debts in half. And his boss loves it! For whatever reason, the rich man commends the shrewdness of the 
dishonest manager. So far, tricky enough, but then Jesus does it, too. “Make friends for yourselves by means of 
dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome you into the eternal homes.” Harumph. You see 
why Jeremiah and the psalmist and all those other writers are just gonna have to wait? Jesus is out here saying 
things he really shouldn’t be, or maybe he’s just saying things I wish he hadn’t. But here’s the thing. We’ve 
kind of been brought up to read the Bible as though every word were sacrosanct, no one ever said a naughty 
word, and everything Jesus says and does has to be taken at face value. But the Bible doesn’t hold to what 
we’ve been brought up to think it does. There’s plenty in the Bible that’s not untouchably holy. There’s plenty 
of potty mouth words throughout the Bible, but our translators have sanitized them. And I think Jesus had a 
sense of humor, or at least a pretty good handle on sarcasm.  

Problem is, we don’t get much in the way of stage directions. We don’t get parentheticals to set the 
mood (“Jesus, with a twinkle in his eye and a mischievous smirk, said…”), no. My favorite stage direction of all 
time comes from Auntie Mame, when a character is introduced “with a voice that booms like the cannons at 
Appomattox.” None of that! We just get the dry, bare necessities of storytelling. No inflection, no direction, just 
words on a page. And without those directions, we’re often left to wonder. So, I wonder. I wonder if Jesus’ 
story about the dishonest manager doesn’t end with a wink and a sarcastic nod to those with ears to hear. “Go 
on. Make friends with dishonest wealth, and see where it gets you. You’ll end up in one kind of eternal home, 
that’s for sure.” Now, it may sound like a stretch to insert sarcasm to get out of a scriptural bind, but keep 
reading. Jesus doesn’t stop with eternal homes dishonestly gained. He very clearly comes out against dishonest 
gain. And then, the kicker: You cannot serve God and wealth. It’s not a natural set-up unless there’s more going 
on in the performance of the piece.  

But I’m less worried about all that than I am with the dishonest manager himself. From the word go, 
he’s got a problem. But I don’t think it’s really about the debts or the sneaking around behind his boss’s back. I 
think the dishonest manager’s problem is that he sees everything as a transaction. Rather, he sees relationship as 
transaction. His boss isn’t someone he’s there to help, his boss is there to provide him money and status. If 
that’s all the rich man is, then why worry about squandered property? It’s not mine, so who cares? And when he 
calls the debtors in, what looks like a good deed from their perspective and a fleecing from his boss’s, well it 
doesn’t have anything to do with the money gained or lost. Not for him. For him, when he calls them in, he only 
cuts their debts because he knows doing so will benefit him. If he does this for them now, his boss can fire him, 
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and he’ll still land on his feet. Simple as that. It’s gotta be a surprise that his boss is pleased with the way 
things’ve played out, but all the better. He’s earned some unexpected relational capital with his boss, and he’s 
got some favors tucked in his back pocket. It’s shrewd.  

So what’s wrong with shrewd? Way back in Genesis, when we’re told the creation story, it goes like 
this, you may recall: “Male and female God created them. In God’s image, God created them.” In other words, 
we bear that image of God. No pressure, but when each one of us moves in the world, we have to act like we 
bear that image. I don’t mean strutting around like holy peacocks. No, what I mean is, we have to treat others 
with the generosity, the love, and the grace God would grant. AND, and this is where it gets tough, we have to 
act like those we run into bear that image, too. Every human, created in the image of God. Who they are or what 
they’ve done to get where they are, that doesn’t matter. What matters is the image of God the person in front of 
you bears.  

Jesus doesn’t care about the size of our bank accounts. He’s not impressed by the number of digits there 
are to the right of the dollar sign. But he’s also not impressed by the negative sign to the left of it. But he is 
worried about the way the world unfolds to allow for such extremes in resources. When we think of people as 
bearers of the image of God, there’s just no justification for extreme wealth or extreme poverty. We gotta do 
better.  

So what’s wrong with shrewd, or at least this guy’s shrewdness? It’s not honest to see people for 
something other than they are. That’s what makes the manager dishonest. He lives the lie that other people exist 
to serve him, and when they fail at that unwritten, but very much assumed role, he has no use for them. And out 
they go. But what he shrugs off time and time again isn’t just human relationship but relationship with God. 
Remember Jeremiah asks “How did all this happen? How did the suffering of Israel and the conquering armies 
and the distance from God come to be?” I think it’s rooted in the same dishonesty the manager shows. That’s 
what happens when empires or rulers or regular folks see other people as dollar signs or assets or oil fields, say 
-- reducing people of their humanity and down to what they can do for me. But the author of the epistle was 
right. When it comes to God and money, or God and anything for that matter, God’s gotta come out on top. 
Serve that image of God in others, and we’re well on our way.  

So why did folks write this stuff down in the first place? They wrote this stuff down because they faced 
a world much like ours. They faced a world full of greed and fear and dishonest people. And they wondered 
where God fit. But in their praying and in their living and in their writing, they found God. And we read these 
things, tough as they can be, because we still face the same questions. And we face the same answers. We 
wonder where God fits. And in our praying and in our living and in our reading, we find God. Serve that image 
of God in others, and we’re well on our way. 
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