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A Shrewd Parable

In our Gospel passage today, we hear Jesus tell us that, “You cannot serve God and wealth." I can
remember in college learning about the difference between wealth and money. I knew there was rich and
poor, but I had no idea there were more forces beyond simply having or not having money. Wealth, while
holding many definitions and forms, is more than simply an abundance of assets. Wealth is handed down
overtime and inherited. It’s accrued through one's ability to create and maintain savings and investments.
Wealth is the reason I was able to graduate from both college and grad school debt free. Not simply
because I received a fabulous scholarship in college or because I worked hard. But, because I had the
benefit of a family who was able to support me, assisting with books, trips abroad, and all the other
“necessities” that accompany receiving degrees in the world of higher education. And, because I went to a
seminary with an impressive endowment, thanks to Coca-Cola stock they received in the early 1900’s.
This is wealth, it’s handed down and passed on, it’s accrued, and saved, it’s a gift and privilege. Not easily
achieved or obtained, held by few and desired by all. Whereas money, more or less, (depending on
inflation, geographical location, and other factors, many out of our control) is obtainable by any and
everyone. Money is simply a currency used for the exchange of goods. It comes in many forms and can be
acquired by various means. In fact, as my kindergartner informed me the other day on our walk to school,
she too has access to “money.” As she told me “Mommy do you know I have A LOT of money” “No?” I
responded in confusion, hesitation, and a bit anxiety, “I did not know. Where did you get all this money?”
“From the dolphin school,” she told me (which is what she calls her Elementary School), “you get money
for being good, and you can buy toys with it at school.” Letting out a breath of relief, I quickly realized
she was talking about “monopoly money” essentially,  not actual hard cash. As she went on, “I have been
really good, so I have a lot of money, and I’m going to buy A LOT of toys.”

Today, we are presented with one of the most confounding parables in all of our four Gospels, that of the
“Shrewd” or “Dishonest Manager.” Here it feels as if Jesus is presenting us with a complex math equation
that even Sir Isaac Newton wouldn’t have been able to solve. But, I wonder, if much of the reason this
equation is so difficult is because we aren’t given any of the numbers, only x’s and y’s, to the power of
infinite, and beyond. There is some background that is missing to our story, some of which I believe
might allow us to comprehend and compute Jesus’ equation a bit more fully. In our parable we are
introduced to a rich man, or a landlord, who believes his manager is squandering away the landlord’s
property. And, this is where I feel a bit of history surrounding Roman-occupied Galilee might assist us.
During Jesus’ time, rich landlords lived in the South, near and around the capital city of Jerusalem.
Accruing  their wealth from owning land in the North, where all of the agricultural farming took place.
The farmers, who worked tirelessly to produce natural goods from the land, were often swindled into
selling their land to the Roman landlords under the false guise that they would be relieved from the
crippling taxes of the Roman Empire (think adjustable rate mortgage loans). In turn the landlords would
send their managers to collect the rent from the tenants, which included exorbitant interest rates, and who
in turn were extracting their own cuts. Allowing the rich Roman’s to continue to thrive and grow
wealthier, leaving the poor Jewish Gallileans physically and financially exhausted.

As the rich landowner requests his manager to “Give [him] an accounting of [his] management, because
[he] cannot be [his] manager any longer.” The manager quickly realizes that “[he is] not strong enough to
dig, and [he is] ashamed to beg.” So he does what he can with what he has, he turns his face towards the
people around him in need.  As he asks the first tenant 'How much do you owe my master?'...`A hundred
jugs of olive oil.'...make it fifty.' And you, “ 'how much do you owe?'...`A hundred containers of wheat.'...
‘Take your bill and make it eighty.' While we may never know if the manager’s reduction of the payments
owed by the tenants took away his own interest fee, or the hidden interest from the landlord. We do know



that the reduction was taken not for the benefit of the manager, who certainly was losing money on his
end, but for the benefit of his neighbor.

Here in our parable, Jesus reveals and recognizes the fact that money in and of it itself is not evil, neither
is wealth, but how we use it to either benefit or exploit, lift up or put down the people around us is where
the root of the problem lies. Jesus recognizes the system is larger than any one person, and at the same
time one person has the power to choose how they interact within the system, and how they allow it to
exploit or benefit their neighbor. As he says, “And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of
dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome you into the eternal homes.”

Last month, in August, Yvon Chouinard, the owner and founder of Patagonia (an outdoor clothing brand),
along with his wife and two adult children, gave away their company, by investing it into the newly
formed Patagonia Purpose Trust. Ensuring that the company makes good on their commitment to run a
socially responsible business and give away its profits. In order to fund the nonprofit they created, which
is focused on addressing and instituting ways to combat climate change, they gave away 98 percent of
Patagonia’s common shares to their newly founded 501(c)4. Establishing themselves as one of the most
charitable families in our country. Especially considering that as a 501(c)4 the family has to pay out a
17.5 million dollar tax fee on their gift. But, for the entire family it was not only worth it, it was the only
way they knew how to use the gift of their wealth to benefit those around them and those in the future. As
Mr. Chouinard stated it is his hope that their actions  “will influence a new form of capitalism that doesn’t
end up with a few rich people and a bunch of poor people.” Which is why they have given away “the
maximum amount of money” to support the work of those trying to preserve and protect our planet, its
resources, and those most affected by climate change, like farmers, the poor, and those in countries
without secure infrastructures.

Jesus tells us that “the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than are
the children of light.” Reminding us of the pains and strife that humanity has faced throughout the
generations, and that we still continue to face today. As we live in a world of unequal distribution and
access to wealth, alongside the scarcity and clamor for money, that continues to perpetuate painful
disparities between the haves and the have nots. Often leaving us to wonder, how in the world we can
even begin to respond. And yet, as children of God we are being invited to participate within this age, no
longer as victims or perpetrators, or even bystanders but as children of the light. Like the shrewd manager
turning our backs against the clamor and the race for more of what is fleeting, instead turning our faces
towards the needs of our neighbor, and the sustainability of our future together. In this way Jesus offers us
a chance to take part in the wealth of God’s kingdom as he calls us to serve and love God with our whole
heart, mind and soul, and to serve and love our neighbors as ourselves. Becoming like the Dishonest
tenant, or Yvon Choiunard, in responding to the needs in front of us with creativity, urgency, and even
shrewdness. Reclaiming what my kindergartner Libbie constantly reminds me of, that when we share our
toys, or what we have, with those around us there is much more fun to be had. Joining together as children
of the light in order to shine more brightly, and show more fully the way towards true wealth that is
always abundant and available in and as much as we are able to take on Jesus’ call to come together
sharing what we have, giveing where we can, finding true abundance in this life that will carry on to the
next.


