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17th Sunday After Pentecost
A Lutheran pastor was walking along the Jersey Shore when he came upon two locals…
They were pulling another man ashore on the end of a rope.

“That’s what I like to see,” said the pastor, “a man helping his fellow man.”

As he was walking away, one local remarked to the other,

“Well, he sure doesn’t know the first thing about shark fishing!”

Even though we may not know a thing about shark fishing,

From an early age we have been taught that it is better to be the fisher than it is to be the bait.

I’m sure that the manager in Jesus’ parable was taught similar lessons.

Our gospel for this morning, the parable of the “dishonest manager”, is confusing to me.
Why is the one, who is dishonest, commended for his unscrupulous behavior?  

Certainly God isn’t encouraging unethical business practices? 

Who should we understand the rich man or the manager to be in the parable? 
One commentator I read suggested that this parable is best understood
as a story told by Jesus to describe “the way it is”
…

This is how people in our world behave… this is how fishing is done in shark-infested waters.

The dishonest manager is shrewd and self-centered.  
When presented with adversity, the manager is able to finagle himself a gold parachute.

He cancels debts in order to win for himself “friends” that will care for him.

Jesus seems to lament; if only God’s children were as shrewd as the children of this generation!

If only God’s children reached out to others as effectively as did the dishonest manager!

However we read this parable, 

it is the quick response of the manager, in the midst of adversity, that wins praise.

How quick is our response time as God’s baptized children?

How do we, as God’s baptized children, respond to others?

Perhaps, a more basic question needs to be asked…

Regardless of whether the waters of life are currently turbulent or smooth…

How do we, as God’s baptized children, respond to God?

Are we decisive or inactive?

Do we work to build relationships with others using the resources we have at our disposal?

Do we hide in life’s corner, like a selfish child, hording all our toys so no one else gets them?

How do we respond to God who has canceled all our debts?

We would do well to remember that the background of this text is Jesus’ journey to Jerusalem.

Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem to head to the cross.

On the cross, Jesus will demonstrate how much God loves all people…
The honest and dishonest, the shrewd and naïve, the rich and the destitute… 

All are loved by God who refuses to give up on us.

Just as the actions of the dishonest manager generated an obligation on the part of the debtors…

To care for him and welcome him when he was unemployed…

So do the actions of Jesus on the cross create an obligation of love…in the lives of the baptized.
Jesus’ self-sacrifice for us has created an I.O.J., an “I. Owe.  Jesus.”
Now you might say, “pastor, didn’t you just say “God has canceled all our debts?”
Doesn’t grace mean that we don’t have to earn God’s favor? 

Doesn’t grace mean that we don’t have to do anything?

Well, yes and no.

Yes – Grace – that wonderful gift of God comes to us without charge.
Grace means that there is nothing that we could possibly do that would make God love us more;

Grace means that there is nothing we could possibly do that would make God love us less, either.

But let’s not interpret God’s grace to mean that we sit on our hands… ungratefully unresponsive!
That would be a dreadful misunderstanding of what God has done for us…

God’s grace, properly understood, is so full of invitation to respond that we can’t help ourselves.

If we take God’s gifts to heart then how could we possibly not respond?

In that respect, we are indeed obligated…invited to God to live lives of faithful response.

Invited to allow the gifts of God to work in us and through us…

Invited to allow the gifts of God to guide our actions and relationships…
Invited to allow God’s forgiveness to inspire us to forgive others…
In ways big and small, we are invited to allow God’s love to move us to love…
One of my favorite Preachers, Fred Craddock, writes…

“Most of us will not this week christen a ship, write a book, end a war, appoint a cabinet,

dine with the queen, convert a nation, or be burned at the stake.

More likely the week will present no more than a chance to give a cup of water, write a note,

Visit a nursing home, vote for a county commissioner, teach a Sunday school class,

Share a meal, tell a child a story, go to choir practice, and feed the neighbor’s cat.”

This week, may each of us, in ways little and great, respond decisively to God’s awesome gifts.
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