Jeremiah 8:18 - 9:1

18My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick. 19Hark, the cry of my poor people from far and wide in the land: “Is the Lord not in Zion? Is her King not in her?” (“Why have they provoked me to anger with their images, with their foreign idols?”) 20“The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved.” 21For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt, I mourn, and dismay has taken hold of me. 22Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? Why then has the health of my poor people not been restored? 

9O that my head were a spring of water, and my eyes a fountain of tears, so that I might weep day and night for the slain of my poor people! 

Luke 16:1-13

16Then Jesus said to the disciples, “There was a rich man who had a manager, and charges were brought to him that this man was squandering his property. 2So he summoned him and said to him, ‘What is this that I hear about you? Give me an accounting of your management, because you cannot be my manager any longer.’ 3Then the manager said to himself, ‘What will I do, now that my master is taking the position away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am ashamed to beg. 4I have decided what to do so that, when I am dismissed as manager, people may welcome me into their homes.’ 5So, summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he asked the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’ 6He answered, ‘A hundred jugs of olive oil.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it fifty.’ 7Then he asked another, ‘And how much do you owe?’ He replied, ‘A hundred containers of wheat.’ He said to him, ‘Take your bill and make it eighty.’ 8And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly; for the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than are the children of light. 9And 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. 10“Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and whoever is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much. 11If then you have not been faithful with the dishonest wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches? 12And if you have not been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give you what is your own? 13No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and wealth.” 

Reading the Bible can be fun: True or false? Most of us may not use the term “fun” to characterize it, choose perhaps a more serious term like “edifying,” or “profitable” or “encouraging” or “instructive.” But “fun”?! Today’s gospel reading is fun because Jesus says some things that confound everyone, including me. I can imagine how the disciples would have responded to this parable – with utter confusion. And so Jesus gives them the moral of the story – be shrewd. How is the manager shrewd? He uses money to make friends. Why? So that when he’s canned, he’ll have friends who will invite him their homes. If he had taken no action, he would have ended up digging ditches or begging. But because he used his position as finance manager to discount debt, he made a lot of friends. He also put his master on the spot: Imagine a mortgage broker rewriting your home loan from a 6% APR to a 3% APR, having all the papers signed, and collecting you first installment. What can the bank do now? Call you and say, “I’m sorry – the broker made a mistake; you have to pay 6%.” Well anyone here would know how a good New Yorker would respond…“I’ll see you in court.” The bank may fire the broker, but the damage is already done. The discount is already in effect.  This is what the manager does in Jesus’ parable, and he’s banking on the good will he’s created by discounting the debts of his neighbors.
And the great thing about it is that it isn’t costing the manager a dime; his master has to deal with the loss! Brilliant, eh? This manager is not just incompetent; he’s criminal! There is no altruistic motive here; the manager is looking after himself only at his master’s expense. So what’s Jesus saying here? Go out and cheat the rich – they can afford it? Cover your own butt? 
This story could be looked upon as a sort of steal-from-the-rich-give-to-the-poor Robin Hood story if it weren’t for the fact that the guy who’s robbed commends the robber! “Good job, Manager. You’ve just cost me so many bundles of wheat and jugs of olive oil and God knows what else. Keep up the good work.” How would Jesus’ disciples have understood this? How do we understand it? Shouldn’t the master have this manager apprehended, bound, and cast into that place where there is weeping and gnashing of teeth? Isn’t that the fair thing to do? Why would the rich guy who is the victim of injustice commend the one who just robbed him? 
Jesus has quite a knack for shocking us, doesn’t he? He talks about farmers who plant weeds, about shepherds who abandon entire flocks to save one measly lamb. He tells us of a father who throws a party for a son who has just blown his inheritance on fast women and slow horses. And every one of Jesus’ parables gives us a glimpse at life in the kingdom of God. This kingdom sounds like a loony bin, a bit frightening because so much that goes on there seems to run against our sensibilities. Yet the more incomprehensible a parable seems to us, the larger the window it is to the kingdom of God. We have to think outside the box, so to speak, and that box that constricts our thinking is the world that we live in which works so much differently than the kingdom of God. So what we must do to understand a parable is to really unlearn the way we think about things and try instead to think the way that God thinks about things. 
And in the today’s reading Jesus tells his disciples to “make friends by way of dishonest wealth.” He’s not saying that it’s important to gain dishonest wealth; he’s saying that it’s important to make friends. Why? Because friends will help you when things are rough for you. Friends will take you into their homes when you’ve lost your job, even when you’ve lost that job due to your own poor judgment. So much of what Jesus says and does is about relationships – with Samaritans and sinners and tax collectors and Roman centurions. The Old Testament is about a special relationship between God and his people, a relationship that God struggles to maintain, a relationship that he mourns over when his people abandon him and start putting their trust in crops and fortifications. “That my head were a spring of water, and my eyes a fountain of tears, so that I might weep day and night for the slain of my poor people!” Relationships are what bring joy and meaning to our lives. It’s the recognition of this fact that made the Grinch’s heart grow ten sizes in one day. It’s better that this crooked manager used his master’s money to buy relationships than it would have been if he had done nothing at all. 
And why doesn’t this master get angry over the cancelation of debts? Hasn’t this crooked manager cost him lots of money? Perhaps the master is also more concerned about relationships than he is about wealth. We so often think of a master in terms of the authority that he or she has over us. We think in terms of our obligation and our debt. But here we find a master who doesn’t seem to care about obligation or debt. Here we find a master who seems to “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.” Here we find none other than God himself, who values friendship over servitude, relationship over obligation. 
This is a major stumbling block that many people have with God; they think of him in terms of his power and his authority but never in terms of his love and his generosity. Many people have a hard time accepting that God has forgiven us our debts; instead they insist on being slaves, insisting on retaining the debt and paying it off through hard labor, always struggling to keep up with the mounting debt of their sin, every once in a while giving God a sideways glance and telling him, “I’m still working on this debt, God. I’ll work things off.” All the time they’re digging themselves into a deeper and deeper hole. And what sense of joy does one get from such a relationship, a relationship of debt, of slavery? Eventually we revolt and break this relationship, either because we feel that we’ve done enough to pay off your debt to God or we just exhaust ourselves trying. God shows us just how badly he wants a relationship with us by sending us his Son, Jesus Christ, and he shows us how much he wants to forgive our debts by dying for us on a cross. That kind of forgiveness and that kind of friendship is so foreign to us that we struggle to comprehend it. The master is our God who forgives our debts and rejoices when we build a relationship with others and with him. 
The take home today: Accept that God has forgiven your debt completely. Accept that God is not concerned about any payback. God doesn’t want your labor; he wants your heart. He wants you to know that he loves you despite any debt that you think you owe him. He would rather enjoy your company than the fruits of your labor. And once you establish that friendly, loving relationship with God, you will no longer serve him out of a sense of obligation; you’ll serve him because you love him. 

And there’s one other thing to take home: forgive debts, whether they be financial or emotional, and the two do get intertwined – financial debts among friends and family causes stress that interferes with the relationship. Just give up your claim on whatever it is that person owes you. Recognize that holding a person in debt is as much a burden on you as it is on the debtor. God loves us too much to want us to be bound that way. Let us focus on the things that really matter, the things that bring us together and cause us to celebrate. Let us seek to build relationships that are not defined by obligation but rather by love for one another. 
