Sunday 23rd September 2007
 
Readings
Hosea 11: 1-11
Psalm 107: 1-9
1 Timothy 2: 1-7
Luke 16: 1-13
Today’s Gospel reading has us all puzzled.  Surely Jesus is not condoning – or even more, approving someone whose actions are, on the face of it, less than honest.  But the Bible is unambiguous on this score – the steward in trouble wins out in the end in a story which makes us feel very uncomfortable.  We want the “good” to win and the “bad” to lose, but in this case, the bad definitely wins.  Jesus tells other stories about stewards -  those who were given the talents, five, two and one, and how the chap with one talent hid it in the ground instead of working with or investing it was the one punished (Matthew 25).  We have those who mistreated the workers sent by the manager of the vineyard and then when the son came, he was killed.  The meaning of that one is very clear (Mark 12).   We have the steward who owed his master a lot of money, and was forgiven only to turn on one who owed him a pittance and demand repayment (Matthew 18: 23-35).  This steward certainly got his just deserts.  We have those men who were employed to work in the vineyard at the beginning of the day, and others who came later, even some who came right at the end of the day, and they were all paid the same (Matthew 20).  This one seems unfair to us, but in the context of salvation, we accept it.  
So employers and employees were quite a common theme in Jesus’ teaching, and it is these which are the most uncomfortable and the most difficult to understand.  We could perhaps say about today’s reading, that Jesus is telling us that money isn’t as important as our relationships with people.  This story juxtaposes the statement about one cannot serve mammon and God, so perhaps that interpretation is not too far off.  
We could also say that God has his own way of doing things, and we mustn’t question what he does.  If we accept that the owner in this story is God, we are the stewards, then perhaps we don’t need to work that hard at understanding this story but simply accept that the ways of God are difficult to understand and leave it at that.  An acceptable approach perhaps, but not very satisfactory.  
I think much of the difficulty lies in two areas.  Firstly, we have this definition of what a Christian and Christianity should be, and we try and fit everything into this picture.  We say we believe in the Bible, but in fact we believe in our interpretation of the Bible – everyone does, and it is only in the church context that that interpretation is constantly revised and reworked and we grow closer to God and the riches of his word become more and more apparent.  The second is that we don’t actually know what world Jesus was teaching in.  There is a common humanity in us all, and certainly Jesus both taught and embodied that in the definitive way, but the society of his time has to be studied if we are going to get some idea of what he actually meant.
What we need to do, is to try and hear the story with the ears of Jesus’ listeners.   
Firstly, what was the job of the steward?  He had to see to it that the workers on the estate did their job and produced the fruit for selling.  He presumably had the job of hiring and firing, but most of them would have lived on the land, and like many powerless, overtaxed (Roman and Jewish) peasants, life would have been hard, and the steward would have had to balance providing a livelihood for them and getting as much out of them as he could.  Perhaps this is where the steward over-spent.  
His other job would be to find and supply the markets for his master’s produce.  He would sell 100 bushels of wheat for the price of 120, and if the seller could not pay on time, presumably the interest would go up.  Usury was not allowed under the torah, so presumably the master didn’t ask where the profits came from, nor would he ask what extra the steward was charging to keep for himself.  As long as the master was happy that he was making enough money, he would leave the steward to “sin” by asking for exorbitant profits and charging interest on any transaction that he could use to increase profits.
So when the profits were down and the steward was facing penury, (“digging” meant in the Greek mines – a shortened life span was guaranteed, and begging was like begging in Diepsloot, not in Bryanston), he had to think fast.  What he did was, go to each merchant he supplied and took off his own cut.  If he was fired, they would probably give him a job – he was prepared to be paid less, and he knew the master’s estate from the inside. Presumably the master would get paid sooner because less money was being asked, and so profits would then improve.  This would mean the merchants would not go elsewhere, so the master’s business contacts would remain in touch, and the peasants would have relatively little upheaval from a changed and presumably more ambitious and profit-conscious replacement-steward.  So everyone wins.  The Master saw this, hence his commending him.
So is Jesus talking business ethics here?  To some extent, yes.  We work very hard for money until what we have defines us and the more the have the more we fear its loss, and the more we feel we need.  Certainly God and Mammon do not go together.  No matter who you are, you are serving one or other interest, and the two are mutually exclusive and you can only serve one properly.  The steward was saved because he was prepared to give up his own wealth.
But Jesus is showing us other things too.  He is showing us that resourcefulness and creativity and drive are important, and that many “children of light” are either so rule-bound or so spiritually passive that the building of the kingdom becomes moribund.  Jesus is saying literally, that worldly people know how to deal with each other and get the best out of a situation.  We must do so too.
This is echoed in our other readings too.  In 1 Timothy 2 verse 4, Paul says “(God) wants all men to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth,” so our prayers and our work and our money and our cleverness is geared towards that end – kingdom building.  Hosea shows that God loves Israel passionately, that for all their wickedness, he cannot abandon them.  Both these passages are about depth of feeling and drive and passion for the things of God. 
We know  that kingdom building is important, but we look for formulae to follow, or we go on courses.  Christians love courses, but I wonder how much good they will do.  Will the healing course we went on last week lead to more specific intercessory pray-ers and healers in this congregation?  Time will tell, but for most churches we settle down after a bit of excitement and carry on as before.  Courses are good things, but what do we do when we get a water bill for R100,000?  What do we do when we suspect fraud on our accounts?  What do we do when we want a particular job or want to land a client or need to expand our business?  Do we go on a course?  Business courses are what you do when the company wants you to go, and most of them are at best moderately helpful and at worst an irrelevant crushing bore. No, we give our project all that we have got.  We use every contact we have, we phone over and over again for as long as it takes.  We drive our spouses mad because we are all-consumed about what we are doing and can talk of nothing else.  We think, dream, eat sleep our project until it is resolved or until it is successful, and we even ask our house church to pray for us!
That is what Jesus wants for kingdom building.  We need to be actively involved with what we are doing and using every bit of education, every bit of experience, every survival instinct, every bit of emotional strength and every contact we have to strategise and punch home the concept of kingdom building. We have to make the word of God known everywhere.  We balk at bible punching, and no one says you need to – you learn that on a course.  You need to use your particular skills, and only then will the kingdom of heaven have that ring of authenticity that makes it unbelievably attractive.  YOU in Christ are the source of the kingdom, nothing and no one else will build it until Jesus returns.
