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 This parable comes at the beginning of a section of Luke’s gospel where 

Jesus has a great deal to say about wealth and poverty, property and 

power, and their link with oppression. It takes us into a murky world of an 

economy full of complexities and moral ambiguity. Is Jesus really 

commending the actions of a man whose practice is distinctly dodgy? Is he 

being ironic? Is he using the story as a way to catch our attention, to make 

us ask questions about our own practices and consider what is really 

important? 

The steward in the parable is a middle-man. He is situated between the 

producers or tenants, whose loans are reckoned in goods, what they grow, 

and the rich man who prefers not to get his own hands dirty, but is happy 

to employ someone else to do his money-lending and debt collecting for 

him. The steward is loved by neither. And perhaps, he has been skimming 

off unfair levels of interest from the debtors for himself, still a common 

cause of unjust indebtedness for many poor people today. 

In the parable, the steward has already been dismissed by the master and 

so seeks a way out for himself and his future, by agreeing deals he was no 

longer legally allowed to exercise. He didn’t want to end up with an 

undignified job like digging ditches or begging. So he agrees lower debts 

with people, to be paid now, rather than the full amounts due at harvest 

time. (I.e. falsifies the books), He is protecting his own back. Is he looking 

for a mangers job from one of these producers in the future or a bit of 

black-mail, if it all goes wrong?  

There is no doubt that this is one of the strangest parables Jesus ever told. 

Sometimes masters would right off debts as a loss, in return for being seen 

as benevolent, but this is not the actions of the master but the manager. 

What is Jesus trying to say here?  

I think the praise, an odd reaction to what is happening, is heaped on the 

steward because of a calculated risk on his part. He rightly assumes that his 

master will want to take the credit and be seen as benevolent, but what 

can that response possibly say to us today?  

It is something about the followers of Jesus being part of the world, but at 

the same time recognising their allegiance to God, and in dealing with the 

issues of the world; need to be as shrewd as this steward. I think Jesus is 

advocating a “Holy worldliness”, a shrewd, but honest management of the 

world’s affairs, with which we have been entrusted.  Jesus is saying 

something about the spiritual life. If we put as much effort into the 

spiritual life, as we do the earthly, then God will see us as faithful, and we 

will be trusted with true wealth; what we give away and not just to 

charities like Christian Aid.  

You see, if everything comes from God, from the earth and from the spirit, 

then God is the master and we are his stewards. So all possessions, 

material and spiritual are to be used to serve him and others. This harvest, 

Christian Aid is asking us to think about the effect of economic systems on 

the lives of others, especially those who are poor. We must not be naive 

about we have, and our influence on those who have power. Being faithful 

is about being an instrument for change.  

In the region of Oriximiná in the northern Amazon, Christian Aid and its 

partner the Pro-Indigenous Commission of São Paulo (CPI) have worked 

with the village of Abuí and 33 other quilombola communities – some 

8,000 people – to help them claim and defend their land rights, their 

territory and their way of life. Now CPI is supporting them to access 

funding for a small processing centre to shell their Brazil nuts. It has 

already paid for a feasibility study looking at the market opportunities and 

setting out a business plan: a critical step to help the quilombolas secure 

investment, get a better price for their Brazil nuts and create a sustainable 



future, free from poverty. We could call this ‘making friends with worldly 

wealth’. 

However, perhaps the key to this passage lies in the last verse, which 

speaks of the impossibility of being a slave of two masters. Slaves had no 

free time and so no choice in serving two masters. Jesus is saying, God is 

such an exclusive master, it is total or nothing!  Look at the parable of the 

rich man and Lazarus later on in this chapter. That is a story about the line 

over which we must not cross. Material possessions must never take first 

place over being faithful to God and Jesus says faithfulness brings its 

reward. The manager looked to secure his future. His earthly future. Jesus 

says there is a better future, a reward that is far more important and given 

to us by God. It does not belong to us, but is in the power of God to give.  

The quilombolas courageously freed themselves from slavery in a terrifying 

past. Hundreds of years ago they learned the ways of the rainforest from 

the indigenous people, including how to survive in the forest without 

damaging it. They long to protect the lands they have made their home, for 

the future of their children – and for the rest of the world. 

The destruction of forests worldwide is responsible for up to a fifth of the 

world’s greenhouse gas emissions. But in places where quilombola 

communities have legal ownership of the land, just one per cent of forest 

cover has been lost, compared with an average of 20 per cent in the rest of 

the Amazon. Quilombola presence in the forest helps to prevent 

deforestation and, therefore, climate change. The villagers of Abuí could 

make more money by selling the right to exploit their land’s resources to 

loggers, ranchers and miners. But they believe that the cost – to the earth, 

to their community and to their future – would be too great. They are 

choosing a different way. In this too, they are choosing to be free. 

Do we owe God debts that we will never be able to reply? Certainly not by 

what we do in this life. No matter how we strive in our Christian lives, 

there will always be a debt to pay. A spiritual debt paid only in the life of 

Jesus. But that should not stop us, in our generosity to others that maybe 

one day, the poor will be our advocates before God. Amen. 


