
Engage?  With them?
Wesley Mimico United Church

September 22, 2013
by Paul Shepherd

Based on 1 Timothy 2:1-8 and Luke 16:1-13

As some of you may have noticed, yesterday was the celebration of the “United Nations 

International Day of Peace”.  As some of you may have noticed, this coming week is the “World 

Week for Peace in Palestine and Israel”.  As some of you may have noticed, the hymns and the 

liturgy during this service are not particularly focused on peace at all.

And that's because this service is not about peace.  Instead, I want to give each one of us 

an assignment – homework if you like.  I'd like each one of us to be on the lookout for signs of 

peace this coming week.  Do we hear about peace on TV?  On the radio?  In conversations we 

overhear on the streetcar?  Are people talking about peace down at the Canadiana?  Do you find 

yourself talking about peace?  And next week, we can share some of those stories with each 

other.  And among other things, we will discover if peace is just a topic that gets discussed from 

time to time during church, or if the importance of peace has actually infiltrated our lives and the 

lives of the society in which we live.  That's your mission – if you choose to accept it.

And personally, I'm glad we are not discussing peace this week, because our lectionary 

readings give us much to discuss already.

What did you think of the gospel lesson – the story of the dishonest manager?  If you just 

listen to the story, it probably sounds as if Jesus is endorsing lying and cheating.  Well, that 

doesn't sound right.  And the one sentence that actually makes sense to us is that we cannot 

worship both God and wealth, but that sentence seems to just be tacked on to a story that seems 

irrelevant to the tension between serving God and serving wealth.

In my “Interpreter's Bible”, it says this about our gospel story.  “The parables of the good 

Samaritan and of the Pharisee and the publican commend a certain type of behaviour.  They are 

'example stories'.  But the parable of the dishonest steward belongs to a different category.  There 

is nothing edifying about it.  The steward's conduct was characterized in the beginning by 
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incompetence and in the end by flagrant dishonesty.”  Presumably, if Jesus actually spoke this 

parable, he must have been making a point at a particular time and place, and we struggle to 

imagine what that was.  What are we to do with this story?

One option is to wonder about it.  Another option – the option that has been used many 

times over the course of history – is to expand on the story, and add extra details from our own 

imagination, in order to make the story more palatable to our ears.

One popular theory, for example, suggests that the master in the story was dishonest 

himself, and had previously inflated the values of the loans he had paid out, and therefore the 

manager was only setting the records straight.  If you look at the story that way, then the 

“dishonest manager” is actually a beacon of morality, because he simply removed the artificial 

increases in the loans.  Of course, there is no evidence for that theory.

[what do you think?]

But personally, I am more intrigued by the fact that for hundreds of years, people have 

wanted to “domesticate” this story, to make it more palatable, to re-create the story the way we 

think it should be.  And let's be honest here - we are not troubled by the actions of the manager.  

We are troubled by the idea that Jesus affirmed those actions.  We are bothered by a story that 

seems to suggest that Jesus supported intentional dishonesty.  And so, traditionally, we re-

imagine the story in a way that we are happier with.

But if we re-imagine the story in a way we are happier with, what does that say about our 

image of Jesus?  Are we also trying to re-imagine Jesus in a way that we are happier with?  Jesus 

was a radical who upset a lot of people in his day.

I wonder how Jesus would strike us if Jesus walked among us today.  Do you think that 

we – as a Christian church – follow a Jesus that is anything like the person who lived in Palestine 

2000 years ago, or do we worship an image of Jesus that has been domesticated and socially-

sanitized?  And if our image of Jesus has changed over 2000 years, is that the result of a 

progressive evolution into a more meaningful and helpful image of Jesus, or is it a regressive 

retrenching of what we ourselves want to believe?
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The story of the dishonest manager causes us pain, that's for sure.  Perhaps the epistle 

will be more … docile.  Or perhaps not.

The reading from 1 Timothy compels us to pray for those who govern over us.  Can I ask 

– how many of us do that?  How many of us pray regularly for Stephen Harper?  How many of 

us pray regularly for Rob Ford?  How many of us pray regularly for Mark Grimes?  And if we do 

pray for Mark Grimes, what do we pray for?  Do we pray that he will support our building 

project?  Or do we pray the he will find abundant life in his own way, whether it furthers our 

plans or not.

In both the gospel and in the epistle then, we are being encouraged to interact and learn 

from people we want to dismiss.  What gives?  It's almost as if there is a conspiracy among the 

lectionary authors to force us to expand our vision to include people we love to exclude.  But 

there is a problem.  I don't want to embrace and include dishonest people.  I don't want to 

embrace and include rich investors.  I don't want to embrace and include people who have power 

and control over my life.  And I certainly don't want to embrace and include politicians!

And yet, perhaps that is exactly what we need to do.  Perhaps that is what we are called to 

do.  Perhaps we need to remember that we do all have things to learn from others, strangers, 

outsiders, people we don't agree with.  People we usually ignore.

[are there people in our midst that we ignore – that we have something to learn from?]

[bulletin cover – new vision can bring new life]

As our current Pope, Pope Francis tweeted on Sept 14, “Sometimes it is possible to live 

without knowing our neighbours; this is not Christian”.
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