Counting the Challenges
Luke 16:1-10

This month:  Discipleship.


On Labor Day weekend, we celebrated just a few of the many laborers at work in the fields of Lord here at PVPC.


Two weeks ago we discussed, we counted, the cost of discipleship to us.  It’s going to cost us everything.  So Luke reminded us in the fourteenth chapter of his Gospel.


Last week we counted the joys of discipleship.  By exploring two of the three parables in Luke’s fifteenth chapter, we learned that the font of every other joy we experience as followers of Jesus springs forth from allowing God to love all of humanity and to rejoice when anyone who was lost is found … for God’s joy is the wellspring of our own.

This week, as you’ve already read, we are “Counting the Challenges” of our 

discipleship.  Challenges are different than joys, of course, and they’re different than costs, as well.  I’ll let you pull out your dictionaries later to clarify that for yourselves, but suffice to say that costs are sacrifices, and challenges are opportunities.  Now, I wanted to remain consistent with the sermon titles this month – “Counting the (Blanks)” – in these few weeks, so I kept the title you see, but a good subtitle for this morning’s message would be:  Shrewd Saints.  For that is the challenge that Jesus, in Luke’s sharing of “The Dishonest Steward,” presents to us.  You’ll hear it (again) in a moment, but just as the children of this world are clever and cunning, the children of light must be shrewd, as well.
But first, let’s pray … and now listen for the Word of God … Read Luke 16:1-13
Did you hear that?  Did we hear that right?!  In Jesus’ own teaching, this dishonest steward in the parable this morning doesn’t get punished, he gets commended, praised, and otherwise lauded, not only by his soon-to-be former master, but by Jesus, himself!  This parable presents as the model for our faith someone whose life is the complete opposite of everything Jesus ever taught.  In this parable, Jesus is weaving a story in which the main character is a shyster!  A lazy, conniving, self-centered manager of someone else’s treasure who is out his own personal gain, to save his own precious skin! 

You listeners – if you were really listening at all – lean forward into the reading and hearing of this passage all the way to the end because you want to see this scoundrel get what is coming to him.  But when the master finally speaks, we are shocked.  It’s a compelling story, but the ending is anything but satisfying to us “good people of honesty, integrity and faith,” because instead of being defeated, this rogue in our story triumphs!  His plan succeeds.  And then his former boss, the one whose estate he had mismanaged,  praises him for being ingenious!   Did we hear this right?!  Let’s look back …
The steward is being fired for mismanagement of his rich landowners land.  And in his distress we hear the steward’s “inner monologue.”  It’s would be very “Shakespearean” – this inner monologue – except that Shakespeare wrote much later than the writer of the Gospel of Luke.  But by mixing up our timelines a bit we hear the steward in our drama debate with himself in distress in a very “Richard the Third-like” kind of way,:  

“What will I do now?” he wonders.  “Shall I dig (manual labor)?  I’m not strong enough!  Shall I beg?  I am too ashamed!  Oh, poor me.  ‘Now is the winter of my discontent’ … Unless … unless …”  And in his interior monologue he seizes on an alternative that will cost his former master much but make him welcome in others’ homes after he has been dismissed by him.  His course of action is not explained in monologue anymore (unlike Richard the Third, who lays it all out their right up front!).  Our suspense and our curiosity build while the steward proceeds with his plans, enacting his revenge.  (Did you feel all this in the reading a moment ago? !)
In response to his imminent crisis, he calls his mater’s debtors and summarily reduces the debt of each.  His master, you see, has let out his land to tenants who have agreed to pay him a fixed return in grain or oil.  The amount that the steward reduces for each is quite arbitrary – a debt of one hundred measures of oil is reduced to fifty, a debt of a hundred measures of wheat, to eighty.  The amounts in question make very clear the rich man’s wealth. Our translation says “jugs” of olive oil, but this “jug” is equal to about eight gallons, so the tenant owes about nine hundred gallons of olive oil to the landowner.  Likewise, the “containers” of wheat in verse seven hold between seven and ten bushels, so the tenant owes between seven hundred and one thousand bushels to the landowner.  The rich man and his debtors are dealing in large commercial interests, not in household quantities.  This steward is really putting the screws to the man who is soon to fire him.
And the way in which he does it, by reducing the amounts of the debts while he is still in the service of the rich man, or at least while the debtors still assume that he is the rich man’s steward, gains the debtors favor.  The rich man will not be able to reverse his actions later without losing face with his debtors, and the steward will have acquired a debt of honor and gratitude from each debtor that will ensure their goodwill toward him in the future.  Very Shakespearean …
Now there is an interpretation of this parable that suggests that the steward was actually acting righteously by excluding the interest that had been figured into the debt, interest you’ll remember that is prohibited in the Hebrew scriptures (Deuteronomy 23:19-20).  So, he’s actually doing what the Torah commands.  There is another interpretation of this parable that suggests that the steward reduced the debt due only by the amount of his own commission, which had been included in the debt.  So he’s actually being more honest than he needs to be and sacrificing more.  But such interpretations just don’t hold up.  
The title of this parable is “The Dishonest Steward,” not the scripture-abiding, rule-following, self-sacrificing, or righteous steward.  (In fact, I read that the most direct translation of the word “dishonest” in verse eight is “unrighteous!”)  This guy is a shyster!  (Because I wanted to say that word again!)  A lazy, conniving, self-centered manager of someone else’s treasure who is out for his own personal gain, to save his own precious skin!  And he’s going to get his comeuppance, we think, like all Shakespearean villains do.  When his master finds out what he did he’s really going to get his!  Except … he doesn’t.
The master does find out … and commends him, because he acted shrewdly.  Our villian is praised by the one he cheated for his foresighted, shrewd action.  That’s the first twist.  His plan succeeds.  His former boss, the one whose estate he has previously mismanaged, now praises him for being ingenious.  The greater twist, though, comes when Jesus himself praises the man.  Jesus says, in verse eight, “The people of this world are more shrewd … than are the people of the light.”  In other words, Jesus says, “The scoundrels get it.  You believers do not.”  And in verse nine he commends our imitation:  “I tell you …” do what this guy does.  (Such twists and turns.  This parable just got more Dickensian than Shakespearean … alright, I’ll stop all that …)
None of the parables of Jesus has baffled readers (and any interpreters who are honest enough to admit it) quite like this story of the dishonest steward.  Afte the parable proper there is a small collection of sayings in verses ten through twelve (we read through verse ten), and verse thirteen concludes this section with words we are more comfortable with, not because we can abide by them, but because they at least make sense to us.  Make a choice and live with the consequences.  But I left those more comforting words out this morning to focus on the parable itself.  The challenge of our discipleship is before us … to be shrewd saints.
That’s a tough adjective for us disciples – “shrewd.”  We most commonly associate this word with self-serving behavior, if not ethically questionable behavior.  It’s difficult for us to associate our lives of discipleship with it.  Part of the problem surely lies in the anti-intellectual bias that still brands the church, and the inability that still persists among many of us to conceive of “thinking” as a kingdom activity.  I know that’s changing, and I believe Presbyterians are in the vanguard of that change, but it’s not happening quick enough.  Far too pervasive is the thinking that equates “childlike” with naïve.  We’re just supposed to take what the world hands us and “keep the faith,” which mostly means, don’t rock the boat, our Kingdom is not of this world.  Too often we separate life as it is now from life in the future kingdom.  But this parable and its interpretation say to Jesus disciples that for all the dangers in worldly possessions, it is possible, in fact it is imperative, to manage our “stuff” in ways appropriate to life in the kingdom of God right here on earth.  Oh, it’s a tightrope, a slippery slope, a deep, deep challenge to so manage our “stuff,” but it can be done, it must be, Jesus says.  Honest or not, the steward in our parable understood how to use what was entrusted to him to serve a larger goal.  What about us disciples?  Who are the children of light, the people of God, and what are we called to do?    
You see, we so easily use our faith, its hope, its promise, and the love of God we receive through Christ to exclude and condemn, to instill fear and guilt, to gain control and power.  But that was never the aim of Jesus or his ministry.  John 3:17:  not to condemn, but to save … Our challenge as disciples of Christ is to remember the larger goal, the bigger picture, and to use all that we have – spiritual gifts and earthly possessions – in ways appropriate to life in the kingdom of God right here on earth.

Somewhere in the middle of our journey, somewhere along the way, it will become easier to serve all the pressing demands in our lives:  the demands of people, of schedules, of money.  (Perhaps it already has)  Somewhere along the way, the vision for God’s call will become cloudy and muddled; we’ll stop hearing God’s voice and join the crazy survivor-takes-all-mentality.  (Perhaps it already has)  Somewhere along the way the crises in our lives will seem so much bigger than the answers.  (Perhaps that’s already happened to you.)  At some point we will huddle up in an effort to save whatever is left and forget about living for something greater.  This is the challenge of our discipleship:  to claim and reclaim the life that is ours in Christ and the something greater, something bigger, that is ours from God.  To do that, we should probably start again with something small.
It’s in the verse that follows our complicated little parable, verse ten, that we may find a way to begin again, our opportunity to embrace the challenge that is ours.  Our life of faith is one of faithful attention to the frequent and familiar tasks of each day, however small and insignificant they may see.  Our life consists of endless opportunities to reclaim, rediscover, reinvigorate, and revitalize ourselves and save the world.  Fred Craddock puts it beautifully:

“Most of us will not this week christen a ship, write a book, end a war, appoint a cabinet, dine with a queen, convert a nation, or be burned at the stake.  More likely this week will present no more than a chance to give a cup of water, write a note, visit a nursing home, vote for a county commissioner, teach a Sunday school class, share a meal, tell a child a story, go to choir practice, and feed the neighbor’s cat.”  Whoever is faithful in very little is faithful also in much.

The bewildering parable of the dishonest steward and the positive use that Jesus makes of its shifty protagonist may never be satisfactorily solved until faith is made sight.  But the challenge it sets before us for our own discipleship is to remember the bigger picture, the broader vision, so that we may reclaim who we are and renew our vision for the kingdom of God among us, with the gifts entrusted to us, one small step at a time.  Our challenge is our opportunity …
Shrewdly done, good and faithful servant.

Amen.

Reverend Joel Weible, Pastor
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