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When organising the Sunday services rota, my colleagues would tell me that I never put myself down to preach on Trinity Sunday. Its not true but certainly today I seemed to have drawn a very short straw in having to reflect on the parable of the Dishonest Steward, give me the complexities of the Trinity anytime!

In a moment I want us to look together at the story, but what an appropriate background we have to a tale about the mismanagement of other peoples money. If Jesus were around today it might have begun, There was a certain building society called Northern Rock, whose Chief Executive earned over a million pounds per annum and had a guaranteed annual pension of a quarter of a million………….and guess which clergy family you know have their savings in Northern Rock. So we have spent rather more time than usual pouring over the financial pages of The Guardian in recent days. 

The world of money making, of the divide between rich and poor, of exploitation and corruption, of property deals and unwise investments has always been around. We know how much the Bible has to say about such matters. Today’s extract from the prophet Amos is a classic text for present day Christians to denounce systemic injustice in the world just as it was for Amos in his day. Jesus had more to say about money than any other single subject – far more than about sexual morality, although you would never guess it when you look at the preoccupations of so many bishops in the Anglican Communion. On September 12 my newspaper published a full page chart outlining the biggest social challenge to democracy facing the wellbeing of countries across the world today. What was it? The sheer magnitude of organised crime, corruption and fraud, so endemic in all societies. It made for depressing reading. The richest 225 people on this planet now earn the same as the poorest 2.7 billion people, equivalent to 40% of humankind. Political bribery is so widespread in the richer countries that over 500 billion dollars flows through the black economy of counterfeiting and piracy. Dishonesty on a monumental scale.
So we could hardly wish for a more relevant parable than today’s extract from Luke’s gospel about the dishonest steward.
Looking at the parable we meet straightaway the textual challenges which shouldn’t be ignored: how far can we guess the extent of the original story which may have passed down in the oral tradition? What’s been added or taken away? The most incisive point is to understand that for most scholars the story ends at verse 8a, maybe the whole verse, with the declaration by the master in the story that the dishonest steward was commended for he had acted shrewdly. I think the remaining sentences are additions Luke. Verses 9 to 13 are part of Lukes general treatise, I think, on how Christians should deal with money. It is likely that the possessions and use of money presented a problem for the early Christians who preserved the tradition that the first to become disciples had renounced all possessions and you will remember that in Luke’s second volume of writings, the Book of Acts, we are given an idyllic picture of all things being held in common. And so today’s extract from the gospel ends with the climactic statement You cannot serve God and wealth. Now we could say a pious Amen to that statement. We could leave it at that and make our own lifestyle decisions in the light of this gospel principal. Yet for most of us common ownership is reserved for minority cults and not even the Labour Party seems much interested in that these days. So we return to the parable.

Remaining at the textual level, we don’t know whether Jesus actually spoke this parable or not : the Jesus Seminar scholars say no. Even if he didn’t was Luke including the parable because it seemed to him to ally itself with the general thrust of Jesus’ teachings and which teachings? How on earth could Jesus have commended dishonesty? It seems to cut across everything else in the biblical tradition. I suggest that we have little idea about the source of the parable and that if it is going to be the Word of the Lord for us today, we had better think it through carefully.
So lets listen to these 8 verses again and to make them even sharper I am going to ask you as you look at the traditional text to also listen to a modern take on it.

(Reading from Good as New John Henson)
Jesus told his friends this story: "There was once a wealthy businessman who entrusted his affairs to an accountant. Someone told him that the accountant was defrauding him. So he called the accountant into his office and said, ‘I've had reports that you’re fiddling the books. I want a complete financial statement from you before I fire you.’ The accountant said to himself, ‘I don't know how I’ll cope if I lose this job. I'm not strong enough for manual work and I don't fancy queuing for the dole. I think I know a way out. I must make sure that when I lose my accountant's job, there will be people willing to have me in 
their homes.’ Then he arranged interviews with each one of those who owed his boss money. He said to the first one, 'How much was that invoice you haven't paid yet?  How about cutting the sum by half? Here's a new agreement for you to sign. You can tear up the old one.' The next one had his bill reduced by ten per cent in the same way. When the boss found out 
what his accountant had done, he had a sneaking admiration for him.  People in the world of finance are shrewder in their operations than religious people in theirs. 

Now a lot could be said to fill in the background : Galileean landowners employed powerful agents who had lots of opportunity to grease their palms and then there obvious dangers for such agents if they fell from grace. In a society built on grace and favour, on patronage within its hierarchical structure, we can easily imagine the plight of the steward who is caught out. The resultant shame and dishonour and exclusion from his community would be particularly severe in that culture. So the guy quickly and cleverly tries to cover his tracks and gain favour with his clients. He uses his experience, his knowledge of people, the resources he has to hand to try to ensure his own survival and his popularity with his clients. We can only imagine how the hearers of the parable might react. They might have a sense of humour, irony or passion that we may lack.
There are many attempted takes on this story. Some commentators try to steer us to think about the mercy and general forgiving nature of the rich master towards this rascal of a steward. A little like the Prodigal Son story, it’s the quality of compassion show by the Master which points us to the nature of God’s compassion. But I don’t think this is the focus of the story, as it was in the Prodigal Son. My guess, which is no better than yours, is that verse 8a is all important when it says that the steward was commended for his shrewd action, clearly in the face of impending dismissal and consequent disgrace.

I think the key interpretation is one of urgency in the sake of the Kingdom and the need to be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves, quoted in Matthew chapter 16 when he is talking about the mission of the disciples in the world. There the same word in Greek is used for being shrewd or worldly wise.
Could it be that this after all might be a parable from the very lips of Jesus, using the dramatic irony and outlandish surprises which you get in stories such as the Good Samaritan. There aren’t good Samaritans for the Jews. You don’t praise dishonest stewards. Could it be a wake up call that the followers of Jesus, those whom he calls to bring in God’s kingdom of justice and love, of righteousness and peace cannot afford to be naïve, to be so heavenly minded that they are no earthly good. Must we in fact be as shrewd as the children of this age are?

And here I think we can return to our contemporary world and its many challenges to the kingdom teachings of Jesus. The contemporary church in the west at least is perhaps not too dissimilar to the early Christian Church of the gospels, in that we are once again a minority voice amidst other voices. Behind us are the days of Christendom, of institutional power and influence. To be sure there are aspects of the Catholic and Orthodox worlds which might leads those churches into thinking they are still mighty influential. Bishops and others in the Anglican church can seem to cling on to the vestiges of influence but the reality is different. In these circumstances I think it is all the more important that our voice be heard and that voice be well informed, intelligent, in touch with the realities of our society. There are many who would wish us to be naïve, to be iconoclastic, to be other worldly, to be children of light rather than of this present age. Keeping religion in its box prevents its convictions from infecting the public arena. Unfortunately there are many clergy and lay people who play this game. When we hear as last week a local Anglican cleric speaking on Radio Sheffield about the return of Jesus in literal sense my heart sinks. When we read of the Bishop of Uyo in  Nigeria describing homosexual people as inhuman the Christian faith is once again perceived by many in our liberal democracies as an irrelevant at best and dangerous at worse distraction from the real concerns of the world.
Not being able to serve God and wealth should be a springboard for an intelligent, forceful critique of the corrupting tendencies in our national and international life. As Christians working in the professions, in the City, in health care, in education we have the opportunities to offer a vision of a society built upon fairness and integrity in accordance wit the kingdom call of Christ. We are not to retreat into our private world but to offer as did those early Christian communities an alternative vision of a society where the wealth of our world is for all to enjoy. We need to be as quick witted as the steward, to realise that we too face a crisis. Our Master is the one whose demands are that we transform this world and our lives so that we are responsible stewards of the gifts and the goodness which the Creator bestows on us and our world.
