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 I’m always a little surprised to discover that people in the ancient world could struggle 

with their relationship to money as much as we do. It seems like such a modern problem. Surely 

the people around Jesus were above that kind of pettiness, right? But over and over in the Bible 

we come across passages like these from Amos and Luke. What is it about wealth that keeps us 

tied up in knots? And what do we need to hear from prophets and sages to help us untangle 

ourselves from it?  

 

 Amos is straightforward. He sees the nation of Israel on the brink of destruction (this is in 

the 8
th

 century BCE, a couple hundred years before Jeremiah lived), as a foreign power is about 

to invade, and he blames it on Israel’s failure to care for its poor. That failure’s not just from bad 

management or neglect, it’s caused by greed. Too many in their society are committed to making 

profit at the expense of those living in poverty. “Hear this, you that trample on the needy, and 

bring to ruin the poor of the land…” That’s powerful rhetoric. Amos cuts to the heart of what he 

sees is wrong with his society.  

 

 But I don’t think it really describes most of us. Are we just looking for an opportunity to 

cheat other people, to sacrifice the poor for silver and the needy for a pair of shoes? I do think it 

describes a society like ours, an ethos where people are commodities and relationships are 

reduced to transactions, but on an individual level it doesn’t really hit home. We may live in a 

society where those values seem to prevail, but our personal relationships have more meaning. 

When we’re faced with the effects of policies on people we meet and get to know, we know what 

we need to do.  

 

 Just yesterday a few of us heard about dental clinics in refugee camps. When you think 

about the reality of 60 million refugees in the world, it’s hard to get our minds around that. But 

when we see a child in need of a toothbrush or a cavity repair, it suddenly hits home. Dr. 

Shibley, the professor from UB who started the clinics, made a point of telling us that when he 

receives materials from dental offices or suppliers he only accepts the top of the line items, 

nothing expired or nearly expired. He asks them if they would use them for their own children; 

that’s his test to decide if they’re suitable for the kids he’s treating. The point is we need to see 

each child as we see our own and not just a statistic on a fact sheet.  

 

 And I think that’s what Amos is criticizing in his society. The people of Israel no longer 

consider the poor among them as their own. They’ve depersonalized those relationships. When 

we give in to the forces of a society that values production over persons and consumption over 

relationships we can easily fall into a downward spiral. We may not face the threat of invasion 

but we can certainly collapse from within. So we have a responsibility to look critically at 

ourselves and consider our relationship to money and wealth, to determine within ourselves, 

“whom do we serve.” 

 



 And this parable Jesus tells is one way to force us to make that examination. This is, 

according to every scholar I’ve read and heard, the most puzzling parable in the gospels. It’s hard 

to avoid the conclusion that Jesus is commending the behavior of a dishonest person as a model 

for his disciples. A lot of commentators go through mental contortions trying to show that’s not 

really what it says. For instance, some say the dishonest manager was really just sacrificing his 

own commission when he has the debtors change what they owe. Or he was reducing what the 

owner was overcharging, so setting the record straight; doing the honest thing. But the story just 

doesn’t read that way.  

 

 This story is simply mystifying…as many parables are. Parables aren’t puzzles we need 

to solve. Parables are more like paintings. Sometimes they tell a story that’s obvious and clear, 

but other times they’re more abstract, more impressionistic and their meaning has as much to do 

with what we bring to them as the artist. This is a more abstract painting.  

 

 The manager is told there’s a problem with the books and the owner fires him. Here’s a 

problem: the owner fires the manager before getting the books back. Never a smart move. So, 

either the owner is inherently trusting or monumentally stupid. And which of those you think is 

true might actually determine what you think the manager is up to.  

 

 If the manager just thinks the owner is clueless, then he may not be too worried about 

getting caught. All he wants to do is ingratiate himself to these customers so he’ll have a place to 

sleep that night. And when the owner commends the manager, he does that as a way of 

acknowledging the manager’s craftiness but not his integrity.  

 

 On the other hand, if the manager believes the owner is trusting and is a person of honor, 

then it’s possible he may be relying on that quality in the owner to protect him. In other words 

it’s possible he is putting his trust in the owner and not in the money. Thinking of it that way 

helps me understand what Jesus means when he says, “For the children of this age are more 

shrewd in dealing with their own generation than are the children of light.” One way of 

interpreting that is to say the children of this age, represented by the manager, are more trusting 

in their own than the children of light, Jesus’ followers, are in God.  

 

 The bottom line for Jesus, and I think for Amos as well, is where do you put your trust 

because that’s who you’re going to serve. Do you put your trust in the power of material goods 

and money to protect you from the effects of hardship or do you put it in God? In our society 

that’s the question we’re faced with every day. And when I say, “we,” I mean those of us in this 

room who know how privileged we are. The fact is, not many of us have ever wondered where 

our next meal would come from or where we’ll be sleeping on a given night. So it’s harder for us 

to put our trust in God because we have such easy access to material things.  

 

 A parable like this one, that sounds scandalous to some modern scholars, is really a 

window into a deeper examination of our own motives and our own allegiances. Whom do we 

serve? If we lost everything tomorrow would we do whatever it takes to get it back or would we 

trust that God will provide what we need? Don’t answer that too quickly. As children of light, 

and we are or at least we want to be, learning to trust God is a daily effort. And a big part of that 

effort is figuring out what our relationship really is to our money and material resources.  



 Now, I don’t know how we test that, or even if “testing” it is really appropriate. But I do 

know the best way to detach ourselves from relying on wealth to protect us is to reach out to 

those in need and become engaged in their struggle. That seems to be what Amos thinks is 

lacking in his society, simple empathy, compassion, seeing ourselves in the other and not 

dehumanizing them. That’s why we learn about how we can help provide dental care to kids in 

refugee camps on the other side of the world. It’s why we become involved with helping 

refugees in our own community to create a new life for themselves and have access to all the 

things we all need and deserve to live with dignity.  

 

 Whatever else Jesus’ parables teach moving us to embrace people in need is their 

purpose. Because that’s how God’s kingdom emerges; it’s how we children of light learn to trust 

and show the world who it is we really serve.  

 

Amen 


