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I just wanna’ thank you, Lord, for giving me such 

a delightfully easy, totally transparent, ‘even-a-third-

grader-could-handle’ kind of text for me to ponder the 

first week I’m back from vacation. You do “keep me on 

my toes!”  

But – just like that first day after vacation: ‘it is 

what it is’ – and ‘what it is’ is a reading over which 

scholars have been at odds for centuries.  It is yet another 

of those ‘tough questions’ I talked about the Sunday 

before I left, and one that I can’t imagine how a biblical 

literalist would adequately handle.  

On the face of it, this is one of the most difficult 

and embarrassing portions of all Scripture. The 4th-

century Roman emperor Julian the Apostate cited it in an 

attempt to discredit Christianity as a ‘religion of 

scoundrels’…and Marxist interpreters have seen in its 

wording encouragement for the Proletariat struggle 

against the Ruling Class. The text has been called 

everything from the ‘L’enfant terrible’ of the Bible, to a 

‘notorious puzzle.” One scholar says the amount of 

literature dedicated to this text is a ‘jungle of 

explanations,’ and some contemporary business 

philosophers have - regrettably – even seen in Jesus' 

leadership style here a model for the modern CEO.   

Some who have labored over the text have – in 

the end – thrown up their hands in exasperation 

declaring that someone must’ve made a mistake when 

copying it: a ‘scribal error,’ they call it: confusing the tiny 

difference between the Greek capital letters for ‘lambda’ 

and ‘delta’ and, thereby, turning the word for ‘prudence,’ 

into the one for ‘un-righteousness’ – thus making the 

original subject of the master's praise: not the steward’s 

moral depravity, but his cleverness and prudence 

instead. Another observation suggests it was originally a 

kind of rhetorical question - and that another kind of 

scribal omission transformed it into a declaration. And, 

yet a third believes it to be sarcastic irony: where Jesus 

actually means the precise opposite of what he says - 

something like:  "You’re such a clever fellow: deceiving 

your master to feather your own nest, currying favor now 

to gain favors later… you are so much smarter than 

‘children of light!’ So go ahead and make these kinds of 

friendships, continue in your deceitful ways, and 

accumulate all that dishonest wealth - if that’s what you 

think’s gonna’ get you into God’s ‘Kingdom’…to top all 

this off, come the scholars from the Jesus Seminar who 

say – without a doubt – that this: extremely worldly, and 

consequently, mostly ignored parable - replete with 

seemingly self-serving pragmatism – contains nothing 

other than the unmistakably genuine thoughts and real 

words of Jesus. 

No wonder I can’t make head or tails out of 

what’s going on here.  Nobody else can – but, here’s a 

stab… 

First, the way it’s put together: the writing style, 

and the syntax and the thoughts are unfamiliar to us: 

they don’t read the way we expect them to: it’s not 

either a “win-win” or even a “win-lose” sort of story 

because the one we think to be the schmuck, turns out 

to be the hero, and the ‘bad news’ is transformed into 

good…it’s not written with cause and effect; and the 

surprise ending is almost too stark for us to absorb. 

What’s troublesome about this parable is the 

boss praising his servant for acting with shrewd, self-

serving Machiavellian moxie…congratulating him, in 

essence, for knowing how the world ‘works’ - and making 

sure it’d work for him.  He knows how to work the system 

– and he “networks” because he knows how to make  

the net work. 

What Jesus focuses on is the fruit that results 

from the manager's shrewdness: seeing a person 

unafraid to push the envelope in order to bring about a 

needed change. And he sees in this shrewdness, 

something his disciples might well learn from. 

On top of all the rest of the trouble, comes the 

shock of Jesus seemingly intimating that we – as God’s 

children – could actually learn a thing or two from this 

guy’s ‘street smarts’ and that the faithful shouldn’t be 

shy about using ‘dishonest wealth’ to care for the poor 

and suffering because that’s what the Kingdom is all 

about to start with!  

When Henry Ford -  known for both frugality and 

philanthropy - visited his family's ancestral village in 

Ireland,  2 trustees of the local hospital managed to get 
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in to see him – and they talked him into giving the 

hospital $5,000 dollars – a great deal of money in the 

1930's.  

But, the morning’s paper carried the banner 

headline: "American Millionaire Gives Fifty Thousand to 

Local Hospital." 

Not a happy camper, Ford summoned the two 

trustees. "What does this mean?" he angrily demanded. 

The trustees apologized profusely: "Dreadful error," 

“Unforgivable mistake” and promised to get the editor to 

print a retraction: that the great Henry Ford hadn't given 

$50,000, but only $5,000.  

Ford immediately offered them the other 

$45,000, under one condition: that the hospital erect a 

marble arch at the entrance with a plaque that read: "I 

Walked Among You…and You Took Me In." 

In a similar way – in this morning’s really 

convoluted story - the ‘bad’ employee acts in the ways of 

the world to get from ‘between-a-rock-and-hard-place.’ 

But, here’s the backstory that makes this tale make 

ethical and moral sense: Jesus sees aIll wealth as ‘tainted’ 

due to a very simple fact: it’s a product of this fallen 

world - all that we have is tarnished by the brokenness of 

the human relationship with God. Therefore, in Divine 

terms, all wealth is “dishonest” – and all money is 

tainted. It’s only what we do with it that gives it any 

‘Divine value.’ 

There’s an old Indian fable about a farmer who 

owed a ton of money to his village’s old and ugly 

moneylender who fancied the farmer's beautiful 

daughter so much that he struck a deal: he’d put 2 

pebbles: a black one and a white one into an empty bag 

from which the girl would pick one without looking.  

The black pebble meant she’d become his wife 

and her father's debt would be forgiven…the white 

pebble would mean that she need not marry him, but her 

father's debt would still be forgiven. But, if she refused 

to pick, her father would be thrown into jail until the debt 

was paid.  

They were standing on a rocky path in the 

farmer's field as the moneylender bent over and picked 

up two pebbles. But, the sharp-eyed girl noticed that 

they were both black.  

Now, if you could advise the, what would you tell 

her?: there are three possibilities: she could refuse to 

pick any at all -  and her father would be thrown in jail. 

She could pick one of the 2 black pebbles and sacrifice 

herself in order to save her father. Or she could pull out 

both black pebbles, expose the guy as a cheat, and likely 

incite his revenge.  

But, if you think shrewdly, there’s one more 

possibility: and it’s the one she chose: she put her hand 

in the bag, and drew out a pebble – but, without looking 

at it, fumbled and let it fall onto the rocky path where it 

was lost in all the others.  

"Oh, how clumsy of me," she protested. "But 

never mind: if you look into the bag at the one that’s left, 

you’ll, of course, know which pebble I picked."  

Get it?: since the remaining pebble was black, it 

would have to be assumed that she’d picked the white 

one. And since the moneylender dared not admit his 

dishonesty, the girl changed what seemed an impossible 

situation into an extremely advantageous one. 

When you’re confronted with a choice, you can 

do nothing, and play it safe -  or, you can use your head 

and God-given intellect, and take a risk:” to use those 

tainted resources of the world in such a way that it points 

forward: toward the coming Kingdom of Christ: where 

eternal life will be the greatest reward, and where the 

worthlessness of all this age holds dear will finally be 

revealed. 

We all choose our “master.” for the “dishonest 

servant” his “master” was his self-centered concern for 

his own future. But, “children of light” have a different 

“master” who enables us to evaluate what we have in 

light of the values of the Kingdom – and, inevitably use 

our wealth in the service of those who need it so 

desperately. 

So, rest assured: next time you win the lottery – 

or hit it big on the slots over in Charles Town, don’t 

worry: your 10% - or, preferably more – of that ‘filthy 

lucre’ will be gratefully accepted by your church…and it 

will be used for Kingdom work…not for the pastor’s new 

car!  

 Can I get an “Amen!” to that? 

Thanks be to God.  Amen.  
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