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‘What on earth is Jesus saying? Is this
book-fiddling fellow an example to us all?’

‘… And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted
shrewdly …’
Luke 16:1-13
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his parable can only be found in
Luke’s Gospel, and it’s a parable
many of us might feel puzzled
mightily by. Unlike, say, the
parable of the good Samaritan, where it’s
rather clearer what it means to ‘go and do
likewise’, I’m not sure I feel comfortable
having this dishonest steward held up as
an example for my life.
Here’s a man who hasn’t been a good
steward of the resources his master
has entrusted to him and, as the saying
goes, the pigeons are coming home
to roost. He’s been asked to give an
account of his mis-accounting and he
knows full well that as a consequence
he’ll be out of a job. What’s he going to
do? How will he get another job? How
will he support himself without work?
So, he sets about courting favour with
people who owe his master money
or goods, shaving a bit off their debt
here, and a bit off the list of goods to be
supplied there, in the hope that as he
scratches their backs, when he needs
it, they’ll scratch his. What on earth
is Jesus doing seeming to hold out
as an example to us a self-regarding,
book-fiddling fellow? In the end, the
steward’s master commends him, Jesus
tells us to make friends like this, and
I’m scratching my head.
As Christians, we seek to walk the
way of Jesus, repenting of what we get
wrong and striving to live more like
him. As we come into membership or
eldership, we make promises to live in
Gospel ways. At ordination, a minister
promises to lead a ‘holy life’. What is it
that we are to learn from this parable
that does not run counter to these calls
upon our lives?
One suggestion is that the steward is

‘We can get caught in
the net of the world’s
temptations’
actually deducting interest by reducing
debts owed to his boss, and therefore
preventing his master being usurious
(see the laws in Deuteronomy 15 and
23:19). The steward’s actions to date
might not have led us to expect him to
take this step, but it’s possible that as
well as seeking his own interest for the
future, he’s had something of a change
of heart.
Other commentaries sometimes
suggest that the steward reduces
the sums owed by the amount of
the steward’s own commission. That
would make more sense, because if the
debtors knew that he was foregoing
his commission, they wouldn’t regard
him as doing down to his master. In
this interpretation, the steward offers
a sort of ‘loss leader’ – letting go his

own commission in order to gain either
future employment, or future support.
If we follow that line of argument, it
also makes more sense of Jesus telling
his disciples to learn from the steward’s
actions. The disciples would not, then,
be receiving advice to come by monies
in suspect ways, but to make the best
use of honestly-earned monies, albeit
that they were gained in the potentially
compromised world of work and
commerce.
I am just so struck that this story
takes seriously the reality of the
compromises we often have to live
with. Writing about ‘original sin’, Karl
Rahner, a 20th-century Roman Catholic
priest and scholar, said that, as soon as
we begin to engage with people and
events in our lives on earth, we cannot
help but be affected by, and drawn into,
the sins and compromises around us.
I find this explanation more helpful
than the idea that we somehow inherit
the sin of Adam. If we aren’t constantly
focussed on God, the psalmist seems to
imply that we get caught in the net of
the world’s temptations and standards
(see Psalm 25:15).
Isn’t it very hard not to engage at
all with ‘the world’ on its own terms?
Maybe I can find some comfort in
hearing Jesus acknowledge not only that
this happens in people’s everyday lives
but also that it’s possible to do better,
even within those situations.
The end message of Jesus’ teaching
seems to be that even in this challenging
and potentially compromised world,
where we seek to live out our Christian
discipleship in our daily lives, we can
and should find ways to be examples of
faithfulness. When I’m in a cleft stick
situation, and none of my options are
wholly and clearly right, I can remember
that Jesus understood what the reality of
daily life can set before us, and how hard
such challenges can be. Okay, so maybe
I can end up saying ‘thanks be to God’
after this strange parable after all.
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Chapter & verse – Rosalind Selby (page 11)
Read Luke 16:1-13, followed by Rosalind Selby’s article.
1. Rosalind begins by describing this parable as one that ‘many of us might feel puzzled
mightily by’. What were your first impressions of this parable, and of the rich man’s manager?
Can you relate to why Rosalind was left scratching her head?
2. Jesus tells us in this parable that ‘the master commended the dishonest manager because he
had acted shrewdly’, and that people of the world are more shrewd than ‘people of the light’.
What do you understand by shrewdness? Is it a welcome characteristic in God’s Kingdom?
3. Rosalind considers the theory, in paragraph four, that the manager’s actions are
commendable because they prevent his boss from being usurious. How convincing do you
find this theory? Why?
4. Next, Rosalind presents the theory that the manager waives his commission to advance his
career. Do you find this theory more convincing?
5. ‘This story takes seriously the reality of the compromises we often have to live with,’
Rosalind says, using it as an illustration of original sin – the sins we are inevitably drawn into
just by being alive. What examples of such unavoidable compromises can you think of?
Do you find Karl Rahner’s definition of original sin (see paragraph six) a good one?
6. Jesus commends trustworthiness at the end of this parable. How does trustworthiness
manifest itself? What other characteristics does God require of us?
For further reflection: ‘Whoever increases wealth by taking interest or profit from the poor
amasses it for another, who will be kind to the poor.’ Proverbs 28:8
Prayer: Father, help us to honour you in the way we deal with money. May we act wisely and
well, and put whatever we have to good use, so that your Kingdom may come. Amen.
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