
Pentecost 18 

We may be rightly cynical of the behaviour of some of Australian businesses at the moment.  

Take the banks  - our big four banks. They are particularly in our sights for being aggressive 

in their pursuit of profit and trampling on the interests of their customers. Indeed we might 

even think of the current Asset Strategy Program that is being worked through by the 

Uniting Church congregations in this region is seen to be too ‘business focused’ and not 

attuned to the mission and ministry objectives of the church. The church is not really into 

the development of real estate – it has other goals and visions.  

And yet earlier we heard the intriguing and perhaps troubling story Jesus told of the 

dishonest or certainly very shrewd manager: a story which suggests the church needs to be 

not less like business, but more like business. What is going on? 

Luke 16 begins, “Then Jesus said to his disciples . . .” and he proceeds to tell the story of this 

dishonest or shrewd manager.  

There was a rich man, who had a manager in charge of his affairs.  For whatever reason – 

although it seems though it was due to poor management practices - the rich man’s 

property was being squandered. The manager was given his marching orders. It was as hard 

for middle management then, as it is today! However, our middle manager didn’t 

particularly like the look of the future that lay ahead of him. As someone who was soon to 

be unemployed, he couldn’t go out labouring – he was an office person no doubt, and he 

would not beg. Perhaps it was beneath him. How could he secure his future?  

At this point he hatches his little scheme to ingratiate himself with possible future 

employers, or at least people who might help him when he is unemployed. I’ll scratch your 

back, and you perhaps may in time, scratch mine. A bit like political donations really.  So he 

calls in the debtors of his boss, and proceeds to discount what they owe. The olive oil trader, 

he was particularly lucky, he got a fifty percent discount on what he had to pay back; the 

wheat trader, he just got a 20 percent discount. Then comes the critical verse: 

“The master commended the dishonest manager because he acted shrewdly; for the 

children of this age are more shrewd than are the children of light.” (16:8) 

What does that mean? Should we become indeed more mean and tricky – like this 

dishonest steward was – or is there some other meaning, we are perhaps missing. It 

certainly seems to be an ethically problematic story. 

Frist of all, is there some context to this story.  

Now I take it Jesus is annoyed with his close followers. His story is not for general 

consumption – it is, as the introduction states, a teaching which is just for the disciples; 

insiders; the ones who should know better.  Often we see Jesus’ exasperation with his 

disciples because they just do not get it; understand the nature of Christ’s ministry. And 

here again with this rather over-the-top story, he lambasts his hapless inner circle. Jesus has 



just told the three famous stories about the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost son – the 

prodigal son. Here was the nature of God’s love and the focus of the kingdom of God. 

Christ’s kingdom was not for the comfortable, not for the powerful, not for the religiously 

righteous – but, for the lost sheep of the house of Israel, the people who were on the outer 

– even on the outer because of their own doing – like the prodigal son.  

Immediately prior to these stories Jesus had challenged his followers: 

“Salt is good; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its saltiness be restored? It is fit neither 

for the soil nor for the manure pile; they throw it away. Let anyone with ears to listen!” 

(Luke 14:34) 

Isn’t Jesus saying, don’t you, my disciples, understand the urgency, the implication of my 

mission?  Why do you fail to see the importance of these new values, these new priorities of 

the kingdom of God? Why don’t you see this emerging focus of God’s concern. Meanwhile 

you are still plodding along the way you always used to do it. In contrast look at the children 

of this age, they know what to do, how to get on. They know that they have to look after 

number one, they have to look after themselves; that is just the way of business – and boy, 

they do that well. Meanwhile, what are you, the children of the light, doing? 

And so Jesus seeks to grab the disciples’ attention with this provocative story.  

Without really going into the ethics of the steward’s behaviour, this person at least quickly 

forms a view – ‘it’s going to be tough being thrown on the scrap heap when the boss sacks 

me.’ He makes a quick, realistic assessment.  

Disciples, do you hear what I am saying? Do you have ears to listen? Or as Jesus says 

elsewhere, can’t you read the signs of the times, like you can read the weather and know 

when it is going to rain? The children of this age do. They read the writing on the wall. They 

are forward thinking. They are canny, you aren’t. It would seem the disciples felt “they were 

all right, certainly they felt all right with Jesus around” – and there was no need to re-assess 

the situation. It was OK. They were salty enough, thank you very much. No need to change 

here.  

The next thing our dishonest manager does is that, not only does he make a quick and 

realistic assessment of his situation, but he actually makes that assessment with a long view 

in mind. He thinks of his future, and he realises he is not able to dig (he might be getting on, 

or has a physical impairment) or to beg – that would be unseemly. He looks to the future. 

He realistically could see, he had to do something now. Immediately. And he do so.  

Disciples, you so-called children of light, do you actually stop and think. Where is all of my 

teaching and this new life I offer heading? For the dishonest manager, his future was front 

and centre.  Here, I take it that the disciples were not getting the message that Jesus would 

soon face death on the cross. He would not bring about a triumphal defeat of Roman 

imperial power. His future was going to be different. In an ironic way, given this story of 

Jesus, the very spirit of the age, that spirit of the dishonest steward, would see Jesus killed. 



His values clashed with those who held the power. He would die because of sinfulness. 

Could his disciples not see that the new life, this kingdom of heaven teaching of Jesus  – 

would be affirmed ultimately in the events of Easter. His future was his own death. Come on 

disciples, get a sense of where my ministry is heading – people of this age can look to the 

future; why can’t you? 

But more than that, for this future one needs as act now – like that dishonest steward does. 

Be decisive now.   

You may have heard of Stanley Hauerwas.  Hauerwas is a leading US theologian and is often 

regarded as being very controversial. He is the one who, with William Willimon wrote the 

book Resident Aliens, an account of how the church, perhaps particularly in the US, really 

does need to separate itself from the mainstream of that culture, and live like “resident 

aliens” within that culture. As it happens he is also a frequent visitor to Australia. 

 

His autobiography is called Hannah’s Child: A Theologian’s Memoir. His mother, who had a 

particularly rough time of it, like the biblical Hannah, prayed that her son would serve God; 

like the boy Samuel would do.  Now as an autobiography, I have read better. It is always 

interesting however, to explore that question: “What does someone believe and 

why?”  “What drives them?” And the clear, dominating factor in Hauerwas’ life was the 

difficult, mental illness of his wife, Anne. Indeed his marriage breaks down as a result of her 

illness.  This leads him to make this painful observation: 

“When Christianity is assumed to be an ‘answer’ that makes the world intelligible, it reflects 

an accommodated church committed to assuring Christians that the way things are, is the 

way things have to be. Such answers cannot help but turn Christianity into an explanation. 

For me, learning to be Christian has meant learning to live without answers. Indeed, to learn 

to live in this way is what makes being a Christian so wonderful. Faith is but a name for 

learning how to go on, without knowing the answers.” (pp207-208) 

In terms of this parable of Jesus, could we not say the children of light, the disciples, 

assumed they had the answers; the world for them was completely intelligible and 

everything was as it should be. They thought they knew and understood God’s will for them. 

And they could simply fit Jesus into that view of the world. Faith, even their new faith in 

Christ, explained things.  

Jesus on the other hand, really saw that that was too easy, too pat. Faith was more than 

having all the answers that might justify the present. Faith in Jesus takes you on a far wilder 

ride than that: of not actually having the answers. Hauerwas in his autobiography indeed 

hints at what that ride might look like. So he sees his life’s journey in these terms: 

“I have been given the work of trying to imagine what it means to be Christian in a world 

that Christians do not control.” (p235) (Which I must say is very much like our current age 

here in Australia – which is quite different to the US.)  



Here in Jesus’ story is his call to his disciples, to us.  Don’t assume – even in the matters of 

Christian faith — there are available all of the answers now.  And that life will be easy and 

predictable. Hauerwas suggests imagination is needed in the present, to counter that view 

about the future. Now, in the present, he needed imagination to guide him now as to how 

to live and act. The dishonest steward read the situation and with imagination, decided to 

act.     

With imagination, and many other things besides, like determination, compassion, grace, 

hospitality and love, the children of light need to live in a new way - now. Be realistic about 

what is happening at the moment. For example, know that being a Christian in Australian 

society is not straight forward and can be a complicated and difficult path. Indeed realise 

the future in one sense will be different to the present: the church will be different. But the 

future will not different in the sense, God will be still with us. We can believe in this.   

The children of our generation teach us to plan and plot for a future, albeit their selfish 

future. For the children of the light – the West Hawthorn Uniting Church – I think the 

message today is that we need to change and be different for the future; a future we don’t 

quite know what it will be like, but still a future that we in faith believe God will still be there 

and drawing us forward.      

 

 


