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Banking on Grace

Text: Then the lord of the estate commended the dishonest manager because he acted prudently. (Luke
16:8)

Dear Friends in Christ,
This is a quite remarkable story in which some seriously shonky business practice gets
commendation from the boss even though he loses through the transactions! We might

wonder how on earth Jesus ended up telling such an outrageous story.

It’s about a wealthy land-owner, who employed a manager to look after his farming estate.
This would have included overall management of the properties, supervision of staff,
organizing contracts with local farmers and control of finances. And he had found a way to
siphon off a part of the estate income through a bit of creative accounting. Of course, a
thorough audit would have found him out, but a busy business owner tends to accept the

monthly reports at face value.

But now disaster strikes for the manager. This kind of systematic fraud is hard to keep
completely secret, and sure enough, someone has got wind of it and has passed on the tip

to the owner of the estates.

He calls the manager in and confronts him with the accusation. “What have you got to say
for yourself?” The manager remains silent. He thinks quickly enough to know there is no
point in denying the charge, since proof can easily be found. There is also no good in making
excuses. His career is coming to an abrupt end, but he retains his dignity. Then and now,
silence is tantamount to an acknowledgement of guilt, and he is summarily dismissed. “You
are fired — hand over the accounts and your computer passwords and vacate the premises!”

(or words to that effect)

That’s a lucky break. Under the laws of that time, he could have been prosecuted for the
missing money, including the compulsory acquisition of all his belongings, and he and his
whole family could have been sold into slavery to defray the shortfall. This manager is no
fool. In fact, there is quite a bit to admire in him. It’s true that there is a wide streak of
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dishonesty running through his character, but he is quite smart. He knows when to keep
silent, a rare enough quality of judgement — and he faces reality and makes plans for the
future, rather than wallowing in self-pity for what has happened. “I know what | will do...”
and it has not escaped his notice that his boss is a bit of a soft touch — there is a quality of

mercy that runs wide through his character —and the manager takes note.

He has a plan, but speed is of the essence. His dismissal has not become public knowledge
yet, and before it does, he has to act. He calls in some of his staff and sends them out to
summon the boss’s debtors one at a time. It’s not a good idea to meet with them as a group
—you never know how such a meeting might turn out. They willingly answer the summons,
believing the manager is acting with the owner’s authority, and they get a pleasant surprise.
Their bills are reduced by quite a substantial amount. The percentages of the write-downs

are different but the cash value would have been about the same.

He gets them to write the altered amounts in — it would have needed the alteration of only
one character in each case —and so any comeback would rebound on them as well. They
have become accomplices in this deception, even though they believe it is above board. Of
course, they head home to share the good news with their families, and there is immediate
celebration. This is quite a windfall. And the esteem in which they hold the estate owner
shoots up — what a generous man, what a prince among estate owners, who treats his
suppliers so generously. Generosity was regarded as a quality of a wise ruler, so the

reputation of the estate owner rides high on this news.

The estate manager holds high hopes for employment on another, perhaps smaller, estate,
such as the ones who benefited from tis clever deceit. When they find out what has
happened, the other contractors may not trust him, but they are grateful to him and so may

well give him a job —and keep a close eye on the books!

In the meantime, the sacked manager presents the books to his former boss — with the
debts altered as described — and the owner chuckles at the cleverness of the manager. He
can hardly insist on restoring the original debts, since that would upset his neighbours and
earn him the reputation of a Scrooge — unfair, but inevitable. He could change his mind and
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throw the dishonest man into prison, but he doesn’t. In the end it’s not in his nature. He is
a kind and generous person and resists betraying himself by pushing his rights. He absorbs

the cost of the write-downs and even commends the dishonest manager!

He doesn’t praise the dishonesty — the original embezzlement or the generous disposal of
what didn’t belong to him — but he appreciates and commends the manager’s prudence. He
didn’t sit around bemoaning his fate but acted decisively to secure a path forward. That as
prudent. The bottom line is that the manager reads his boss accurately. He recognizes in
him a spirit of generosity and human kindness, and he banks on it. Of course, if he is wrong,
he will not only lose everything but will end up in prison. But if he is right, all will be well.

He backs his own judgement.

When we hear this story, most of us focus on the dishonesty of the unrighteous manager.
I’m not sure why that is, but | find myself doing the same. So it tips our sense of morality
upside down, as it plays a little on our readiness to jump to judgement! But in the end,
there is something more important than how this guy behaves. The character of the owner

makes all the difference. In the end, he gambles on the mercy of the owner and he wins.

What do you bet your life on? Your own street smarts, your intelligence or education or
good looks? Don’t take this personally, but that might not be prudent. Perhaps you are
strong enough to dig, or clever enough to do a good deal, but in the end, there is only one
thing that is safe to bank on, and that is the grace of God. God is focused on the future, not

the past, and wants you to succeed in this life.

Here are the things we learn about a prudent approach to life, and which Jesus clearly
approves in this story. Face reality and don’t try to deny what you know is true — about
yourself and your situation, and about those around you. Be realistic. Then don’t dwell on

failings of the past but look forward to the future and make viable plans. Use the brains

God gave you to think about what might be the best way forward.

And most importantly, read God accurately. This is not a nature deity who swings back and

forth with the weather or the movement of the planets. This is not an inflexible God of

justice who rewards perfection but punishes every slip-up. This is not even the God of our
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conscience. This is not an aloof elemental force that stands afar and watches without

concern as we destroy one another.

This God is Jesus Christ, who cares so much about humanity, and indeed the whole world,
that he became one of us in the hope that we would respond to his love with genuine love
in return. And when we didn’t, he even placed himself in our hands and died a horrible
death on a cross. No-one has greater love than this, and the truth is that this, this Jesus
Christ, is the power behind the whole universe, and you can bank on his love, his grace, his

support.

That, my friends, is prudent; everything else is foolishness. In the waters of baptism, he has
given you his pledge to back you, to stay with you, to hold onto you even when you lose

your way. Grahamwm R Harms
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