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Then 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. So he summoned him and said to 

him, “What is this that I hear about you? Give me an account of your management, because you 

cannot be my manager any longer.” Then 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. I have decided what to do so that, when I am dismissed as manager, people may 

welcome me into their homes.” So, summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he asked the 

first, “How much do you owe my master?” He answered, “A hundred jugs of olive oil.” He said 

to him, “Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it fifty.” Then 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.” And 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. And 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.  

‘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. If then you have not been faithful with the dishonest wealth, who 

will entrust to you the true riches? And if you have not been faithful with what belongs to 

another, who will give you what is your own? No 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.’Words of God for the people of God. Let us pray. The grass withers and 

the flowers fade but your word, O God, stands forever. So, let the words of my mouth and the 

meditations of our hearts on that word be acceptable in your sight, O God, Amen. 

I don’t believe I have ever preached from today’s text; I can’t remember having ever even heard 

a sermon preached by someone else on this text. It’s surprising to me that it’s included in the 

lectionary at all. Because, unlike the other parables Jesus told where the moral of the story is 

fairly obvious and in keeping with the general tenor of Jesus’ teachings, this one’s moral is 

ambiguous at best, since it actually seems to commend dishonesty.  

 

People in general, and we Reformed, Calvinist Christians in particular, don’t like ambiguity. 

When it comes to religion, we seem to value clarity above all else. Now this is not a bad thing 

when it comes to trying to define legal, ethical and moral behavior which, of course, religion 

does address. But the real thrust of religion is ultimately not the law. It is not really ethics and 

morality either. Whether it is Judaism, Christianity, Islam or Taoism, the real goal is faithfulness 

– faithfulness to what is understood as the divinely given “WAY.” And that WAY is not always 

so clear. Rightly understood, ethics and morality are more by-products of faithfulness – not the 

other way around. And faithfulness to God and God’s call is not nearly so tidy and clear as some 

code of behavior.  
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As followers of the “Way” of Christ, our sacred book, the Bible,  

 

 
 

is all about how to be faithful. And it is filled with ambiguity. On the one hand, it lifts up 

righteous living as a human goal. On the other hand, the ones God actually chooses to carry out 

the divine plan faithfully are anything but righteous. God’s chosen tend, in fact, to be among the 

worst rascals of all. They are people who have trouble with the truth – like Abraham, are ill-

equipped to speak on behalf of their people – like Moses, are arrogant and aloof – like Elijah and 

Elisha. And God’s favorite – David? – he was an adulterer, a murderer and probably the worst 

husband and father who ever lived.  

 

You May say, “But Michael, that’s the Old Testament.” But the New Testament is not much 

better. In order for God’s plan of salvation to be fulfilled, Jesus chose a rag tag bunch of misfits 

as his twelve disciples, – among them, Judas, even though he knew Judas would betray him and 

the rest would abandon him. When the chips were down, they would all scatter and Peter would 

lie about ever having known him. And then there was the Apostle, Paul who was an active 

persecutor of Christians, holding the coats of those who stoned Stephen to death. And even after 

Paul converted to Christianity he tended to be overbearing and insufferable when face to face 

with other Christian leaders. He had a falling out with his brother in Christ, John Mark and 

refused to ever travel with him again.  

 

So, to avoid ambiguity among the saints in the Bible, you have to ignore a great deal; and even 

then, at places, you will still need to perform a series of theological gymnastics to smooth it all 

out. But why would we want to do that? Life itself is ambiguous. It is something that is to be 

lived to its fullest. To do that calls for an embrace of ambiguity rather an erasure of it. 
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It is interesting to note that Sigmund Freud, the father of modern psychology, defined Neurosis, 

that bane of modern existence, as the “inability to tolerate ambiguity.”  

 

One of the most brilliant but little-known philosophers of the twentieth century was a French 

woman by the name of Simone de Beavoir.  

 

 
 

In her seminal work she synthesizes the thinking of the great existential philosophers, Jean Paul 

Sartre, Albert Camus and Soren Kierkegaard to come up with a compassionate and courageous 

way of living that at its heart, has many similarities to the teachings of Jesus. The name of the 

book is The Ethics of Ambiguity, 

 
 

published originally in 1948. In it, she writes “As long as there have been men and they have 

lived, they have all felt this tragic yet inevitable ambiguity of their condition, but as long as there 

have been philosophers, and they have thought, most of them have tried to mask it.”  

 

What she means by this is that humans have always felt the tremendous weight of anxiety that is 

built into the condition of being a rational or conscience animal. We are both natural and carnal 

as well as rational and transcendent. What lower animals and plants are programmed to do by 

instinct, we are required to think about and to choose. 

 

On the whole, up until the twentieth century, theologians, religious writers and philosophers 

attempted to reduce our anxiety by giving us absolute final answers to questions that in reality do 

not have one definitive answer. In effect, they reduced our freedom to choose in order to give us 

a hedge against the tremendous anxiety of such an overwhelming task left to our own devices.  

 

But ultimately, says Beauvoir, this amounts to a reduction of choice in favor of finding a secure 

bulwark against an otherwise unsettling, if not overwhelming, sense of anxiety. And, she says, 

this reduction of choice in defining what it what it means to be human leads to the plethora of the 

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/102807?ref=ambiguity
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/102807?ref=ambiguity
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ills that now plague humanity – bigotry, prejudice and a general fear of the different or unique 

other. 

 

In our attempts to arrive at truths that are easier for us to live with, we tend to jump at the 

opportunity to mask ambiguity. But the fact is that the Bible, taken as it really is – not as it is so 

often presented – actually embraces ambiguity. And the more ambiguous the text, the more we 

are asked in faith to live not knowing the answer.  

  

Although I am more a fan of well written prose than I am of poetry there is yet one poet that I 

seem to come across again and again whose works – both prosaic and poetic, stop me in my 

tracks: those of the great Austrian writer of the late 19th and early 20th century, Rainer Rilke:  

 

 
 

He writes: “Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions 

themselves, like locked rooms and like books that are now written in a very foreign tongue. Do 

not now seek the answers which cannot be given you because you would not be able to live 

them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then 

gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.”  

 

That’s probably one of the most eloquent definitions of faith ever written. The Bible challenges 

us to live the big questions that seem unresolved in our hearts and minds rather than demand an 

answer to them this minute; to trust God when we have no answers; to be patient as we live in 

the tension of those big questions – not settling for the easy answer that is really no answer at all. 

Because such questions work on us until low and behold, one day, we become the answer we 

sought and realize that it was in the becoming that the question was either answered – or more 

likely ceased to even matter.  

The Great 20th century theologian, Paul Tillich  
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had this to say about the matter: “The character of human life, like the character of the human 

condition, like the character of all life, is “ambiguity”: the inseparable mixture of good and evil, 

the true and false, the creative and destructive forces-both individual and social.”  

 

In today’s text, Jesus presents such a scenario – one that acknowledges good and evil, true and 

false, creative and destructive forces and challenges us to understand that God’s grace 

encompasses it all.  

 

Jesus himself seems to have attached no fewer than three interpretations to this tale of the 

dishonest steward – two of which are not easily understood and a third, though not hard to grasp, 

yet doesn’t seem to follow logically from this particular parable.  

 

The first of Jesus’ interpretations is recorded in the 2nd part of verse 8:  

 

 
 

That appears to be a cryptic comment on the naiveté of those who obey God, encouraging 

followers instead to emulate the steward’s shrewdness. The Greek word interpreted as “shrewd” 

in today’s text is: 

 

 
 

 On the one hand, it is the same word that the Septuagint uses for the behavior of the snake  

 

                           
                  
                       
                     
                         
           

         

        
           

https://www.azquotes.com/quote/955694?ref=ambiguity
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/955694?ref=ambiguity
https://www.azquotes.com/quote/955694?ref=ambiguity
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who was the tempter in the Garden of Eden.  

 

But Phronimos is also the word used to describe the man who built his house on rock rather than 

sand…  

 

 
 

and to describe the maidens who had their lamps full of oil when the bridegroom returned.  

 

 
 

In Matthew 16:10 where Jesus tells his disciples,  

 

 
 

The word translated as “wise” here is also that same word, φρονίμως.  
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So φρονίμως can be translated as wise as well as shrewd or cunning. Context determines 

meaning which again, due to the ambivalent nature of the text, makes that interpretation difficult. 

 

Jesus’ second application is in verse 9. It seems to be a kind of strange instruction for something 

his followers should do. It reads:  

 

 

 
 

The word that is translated as “dishonest wealth” here is the word “Mammon.” In both the Old 

and New Testaments Mammon is commonly thought to mean money, material wealth, or any 

entity that promises wealth, and is associated with the greedy pursuit of gain. 

 

Jesus thus seems to be saying, “Money rules the world, so find ways to use even other’s love of 

money to make friends for the gospel so that together you might find your eternal home in God”, 

which, of course upsets biblical purists to no end.  

 

Yet this interpretation does more naturally follow with the idea of being shrewd or worldly wise 

– like the manager or the snake. 

 

Finally, there are Jesus’ words in verse 10, where at last we hear something that we can readily 

understand:  
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Well, yes. Except that doesn’t quite track with the praise leveled at the dishonest manager’s 

shrewdness in the parable.  

 

So, nothing in this parable is as clear as we’d like. But that actually excites me as a preacher 

because it challenges both my faith and my imagination. It lifts up something the church has had 

a hard time lifting up – the picture of the Shrewd Saint of God, the Worldly Wise Disciple of 

Christ: the person of faith who yet knows how the world works and uses that knowledge in 

service to God and others. 

  

To be shrewd: 

– it’s to understand the dishonesty and the love of money that makes the world go round and to 

take that into account when trying to live out your call  

– it’s to trust but to be realistic  

– it’s to take initiative even when we are not sure of the correct course knowing that God is with 

us  

– Or as Luther put it, it’s to  

 

 
 

“Be a sinner and sin boldly, but believe and rejoice in Christ even more boldly.” – which 

basically means that we don’t wait until the ambiguity clears. We act in ambiguous situations 

knowing that we are frail and self-serving, but we act in the most faithful way we know how, 

even if it doesn’t follow the prescribed ethical norm; and we live out the consequences – either 

suffering them or reaping their rewards in God’s service.  
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And our text suggests that we act relationally because the ultimate goal is connection, friendship 

– friendship with others and friendship with God and friendship together with them and God. 

“Make friends by means of mammon,” says Jesus. 

 

This, of course, is not satisfying to those who have concluded that money is the root of all evil or 

that to follow Jesus one must be as pure as the driven snow. But the demand of that kind of 

ethical and moral finality that irons the kinks out of the difficulty of being human, robs people of 

their ability to be in relationship with one another; to sit in that uncomfortable place of ambiguity 

–which also happens to be the all-encompassing place of God’s Grace.  

 

Never were the words of John Updike more true than they are today:  

 

 
 

“It is in middles,” he wrote, “that extremes clash – the place where ambiguity restlessly rules.” 

John Updike https://www.brainyquote.com/topics/ambiguity-quotes  

 

And that’s the place where the church lives or should live – in the “middles” – where the 

extremes clash but where grace flourishes and real relationship is most possible. 

Sociologist Brene Brown, 

 

reminds us that… “connection is why we’re here. It’s what gives purpose and meaning to our 

lives. This,” she says, “is what it’s all about.” Yes, and there is a reciprocal relationship between 

the ability to live in the midst of ambiguity – of both black and white, of both good and evil – 

and the ability to freely connect to a wide range of others in a significant way. 

In his book “Friedman’s Fables” the late rabbi and renowned Family Therapist, Edwin Friedman 

https://www.brainyquote.com/topics/ambiguity-quotes
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wrote the following, way back in 1990:   

 

“There is a curious connection between the way people think and the way people bond. To the 

extent they tend to frame life’s issues in black-and-white, either/or, on-and-off alternatives, to 

that extent their responses to the challenges of life will lack resiliency. And the more likely it is 

that their bonds will become binds.”  

 

Doesn’t that perfectly describe so much of life today? Friedman continues: “On the other hand, 

to the extent individuals are unafraid of ambiguity and can even come to appreciate its value, 

then the repertoire of their relational responses is broadened, and that in turn will enrich the 

alternatives in their style of thinking.” Edwin H. Friedman, Friedman's Fables (Guilford Press, 

1990), 109. 

 

Our ability to think globally and wisely and ingeniously – to love freely – is an absolute 

corollary to our ability to accept the unacceptable, to love our enemy, in short, to be unafraid of 

the ambiguity inherent in authentic human relationships. (pause) 

 

We have what can only be described as an anti-cerebral bias in the Church. We are under the 

mistaken notion that to be child-like in our faith is to be naïve. But to advocate for such a 

position is to advocate for sentimentality over real connection. 

 

Sentimentality fosters a fake sense of connection that is almost always a cover for brutality. An 

example: I am old enough to remember the end of the Vietnam War in 1975. All of that chaos, 

all of the senseless violence and brutality of that war was completely brushed aside by then 

president, Gerald Ford in favor of one feel good story that stands out in my memory – it was that 

of  

 
 

marines lifting a child onto a transport to take her to the US. 
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It was a shrewd move and for many it worked, since it allowed them to maintain their stance left 

over from WW II that the United States remained a savior of the world from tyranny that was 

above reproach – that the cost of lives and suffering was all worth it – which may have been true 

for WW II but most definitely was not for the war in Vietnam.  

 

It is why it is good for us to be reminded by Jesus that, “The children of this age are more shrewd 

in dealing with their own generation than are the children of light.” His advice to “Be shrewd 

about your faith” is probably as timely right now as ever. Being shrewd means most often 

choosing that middle way of the acceptance of the ambiguity and the anxiety that may go with 

embracing the “both/and” attitude at least as often as the either/or into which we are most often 

forced. 

 

The mantra of one of our greatest founding fathers, John Adams 

 

 
 

whose ideas still affect who all of us are today, was, “In politics, the middle way is none at all” 

which is the antithesis of Jesus’ teachings and perhaps has contributed to the mess we are in 

politically today. 

 

That is why we need to be careful that we are letting our relationship to and understanding of 

God in Christ guide our shrewdness – when it comes to our whole lives – including our politics – 

and not the other way around.  

 

 
 

As hard as it is, we are encouraged to embrace the middle – to be wary and shrewd – yes – but 

making friends any way we can from the middle way of Christ.  

 

                 
          
                

           



12 

 

 
 

For, it is from there that we will find an eternal home – the love and Grace of God in Christ.  

 

Let us pray:  

Gracious God, give us courage to embrace the ambiguity of authentic living in real relationship 

to you and to others. Keep us from both naiveté and from cynicism. Keep us faithful, honest and 

free. Amen 

 

 

 


