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Leaning on God’s Mercy
Happy New Year, everyone! A new year is always a good opportunity to take stock of past blessings and challenges, and also a chance to reflect on mistakes made and a time to repent. In light of that, I will be encouraging us this morning to cling to God’s mercy.
We all love a good underdog story. Remember how the Philadelphia Eagles entered the Super Bowl in 2017 as the underdogs? Carson Wentz, their starting quarterback, had finished his season with a bad knee injury, and now they were facing the New England Patriots, who had already scored five Super Bowl wins. But Eagles coach Doug Peterson doubled-down on this David versus Goliath narrative and roused his team to beat all the odds. It worked! Some players even wore dog masks to make the point! Isn’t great when an underdog wins?
But research has shown that companies that nurture and leverage an underdog identity can go in one of two directions. In a positive way, they can boost member motivation even when a little risk-taking might cause some pain. That was the case with Apple in 1997. It was losing millions of dollars a quarter when Steve Jobs came back to lead the company. Some were talking about declaring bankruptcy. But Jobs and his chief design officer Jony Ive put all their efforts into innovation. In time, this led to the amazing string of successes, like the iPod, iPhone, and iPad.
But there’s the negative side to the story as well: if instead of embracing creativity, company leaders keep harping on how evil their competitors are, how unfairly they’re being treated, they begin to cheat, lie, and work to sabotage their competition. A 2019 article from the business journal of the Wharton School here in Philadelphia documents some of the shortcuts, rule-breaking and deception that had been going on at Uber, the ride hailing company you all know. London was one of their best markets globally, and yet twice they had lost their license to operate there. The same kind of thing happened in California.
According to John Paul McDuffie, a professor at Wharton who was being interviewed on a podcast, the problem stemmed from the culture inside Uber. He said, at Uber, “there seems to be a deep belief that, as a technology platform, . . . Uber and its business model exist outside all past transportation business models and rules.” In other words, the rules don’t apply to us. Now that was in 2019. I’m sure they’ve cleaned up their act and all is well with Uber. But, just the same, I’m a little skeptical and since I do like supporting underdogs, I always use Lyft 
Today we look at one of Jesus’s parables and it’s probably the hardest one of all to interpret. But we have some help, which I will explain later. It’s about someone in an underdog position, who by using his smarts, manages to come out on top in the end. He’s the estate manager for a wealthy land owner who rents out parcels of his land for others to farm. At harvest time, these renters pay the owner in kind, that is, a percentage of their produce.
But this manager, or agent of the landowner, doesn’t belong to the Apple example I gave a minute ago, but rather the Uber one. He’s dishonest, and though he gets a salary and a cut for making new deals, he routinely overcharges the renters and pockets the difference. And by now, the word is getting around, such that the owner gets wind of it. The parable starts with the rich man calling on his steward and firing him. Let’s read the parable as a whole now.
[Read parable on the screen]
Here is a story about a scoundrel of a manager who by means of deception gets the renters to falsify their contracts and pay as little as 50 percent of the original bill. And not only that, but the rich man, upon seeing the modified contracts, congratulates him for his “wisdom.” This story makes little sense to us, and it has baffled many commentators, especially modern ones, who until recently were mostly Westerners. By contrast, this parable has always made good sense in the Middle East and in other more traditional societies around the world. How do I know this?
I know this from reading the works of New Testament theologian and scholar Ken Bailey. Bailey grew up in the Middle East. His parents had been Presbyterian missionaries in Egypt and Lebanon, so he grew up fluent in Arabic. He spent 40 years teaching in Egypt, Lebanon, Israel, and Cyprus. Charlotte and I knew him in the 1990s when we were living in the West Bank and I was teaching at the Bethlehem Bible College. During those 3 years, we attended the Saint George’s Cathedral in East Jerusalem (that’s the Palestinian side) and we attended the Arabic speaking service. The service was followed by a coffee hour during which we would discuss the sermon. Ken Bailey, who was based in Cyprus at the time, visited Jerusalem on several occasions and would be part of the conversation. That was a great privilege. Years later, I had a conversation with him at an academic conference. He died in 2016.
Ken Bailey’s specialty was Jesus’s parables, especially those in Luke. He believed that even though scholars had worked hard to find the cultural background to the parables, they missed a great deal because they didn’t know village culture in the Middle East from the inside. In the course of his research, he spent five years working with a village literacy team and living in one village after another for long periods of time. He then spent 20 years doing evangelism and preaching in village churches in several of those countries.
I’m using an edition of his work that combines two of his books on the parables [show cover]. Poet and Peasant and Through Peasant Eyes. In these, he bases his work on three sources:
a) ancient literature of the region;
b) Christian commentators from that area, with Syriac translations of the New Testament going back to the second century and Arabic ones in the medieval period;
c) Bailey’s discussion of these parables with hundreds of pastors and village people in that region over the years.
The literary structure of the parable
I didn’t know that Jesus taught most of the time in poetic form until I read Ken Bailey’s work. Bailey is known for his ability to uncover the literary structure of Jesus’s teaching. When Jesus taught, he crowds hung onto his words, in part because it was poetry, both gripping and easy to memorize. Story tellers in that culture were greatly admired, and Jesus, besides the authority of his divine message and the power of the Holy Spirit working through him, was a great poet and wordsmith. Luke clearly knows this.
This parable is what Bailey calls a “parabolic ballad”—it has seven stanzas with the fourth acting as a hinge, and the last three mirroring the first three:
Rich man, steward
problem
problem
idea
solution
solution
rich man, steward
Bailey writes out the poem with its seven stanzas, using his own translation and giving titles to each line:

A There was a rich man who had a steward					RICH MAN-STEWARD
    and charges were brought to him						STEWARD-A RASCAL
    that he wasted his goods
	B And he called him and said to him, “What is this I hear			WHAT DOING?
	   about you?								
	   Turn in the account of your stewardship				FIRED AS STEWARD
	   for you can no longer be steward					OUT OF WORK
	B And the steward said to himself, “What shall I do				DO WHAT?
	   because my master is taking the stewardship away from me?	FIRED AS STEWARD
	   I am not strong enough to farm and ashamed to beg.		OUT OF WORK
		C “I know what I will do						DO THIS
		    so that when I am put out of the stewardship		FIRED AS STEWARD
		    they may receive me into their houses				NEW JOB
	B’ So summoning his master’s debtors one by one				DO—ACT LIKE
	    he said to the first, “How much do you owe my master?”			A STEWARD
	    And he said, “A hundred measures of oil”					WIN FAVOR
	    And he said to him, “Take your bill and sit down and quickly write down fifty.”
	B’ Then he said to another, “And how much do you owe?”			DO—ACT LIKE 
	    And he said, “A hundred measures of wheat.”				A STEWARD
	    And he said to him, “Take your bill and write eighty”			WIN FAVOR
A’ Then the master commended the dishonest steward for his wisdom	RICH MAN-STEWARD
     because the sons of this age are wiser 
     than the sons of light in their own generation.			STEWARD—A WISE RASCAL

Each stanza has three lines, except the fifth which has an extra explanatory line. This is a form of poetry known at that time in that region.
Stanza two
The master is saying, by implication: “I’ve been hearing this about you for a long time now.” The manager doesn’t know how much his boss knows, so he is very wise to remain silent, though he is admitting guilt. Then he is told that he is fired and that he must hand him the account books. Now at this point, the listener expects the steward to speak out boldly and protest his innocence, mostly by blaming others, including, perhaps, the rich master himself. But, “to the amazement of all,” he stays silent again. In essence, the steward admits the following:
1. I am guilty
2. The master knows that I am guilty
3. The master expects obedience; disobedience brings judgment
4. I cannot get my job back by giving excuses
But the steward is now processing an amazing truth he just discovered about his master: he is incredibly merciful and generous! He has not sent him to jail and is not required to pay back the money stolen over the years! According to Jewish law of the time (the oral law of the Mishna), the agent had to reimburse the owner for any loss of goods for which he is responsible. Then he is tried in court, and then, if found guilty, will go to prison.
This is very similar to the central truth of the Parable of the Prodigal Son: the Father—here, the rich landowner—is incredibly merciful and generous. [Maybe tell about the slow, deliberate walk of the Eastern nobleman]. Here too, this is the key theological point: there is judgment, but there is also astonishing grace for those who call on God’s mercy!
Stanza three
“What shall I do now?” reasons the steward as he walks away from his firing. He’s looking for a solution. What kind of job could he possibly get now? His reputation will now be destroyed and no one will hire him. He can only think of two kinds of jobs he could do in this case: manual labor like digging—but he’s not strong enough to do that; begging, a possibility, but too shameful for him. This decision not to beg, notes Bailey, “is to his credit in a society that accepts begging as legitimate, although despised, as a profession.” Still, he needs a job! How could he reverse his “devastating public image”?
Stanza four
The manager has his eureka moment! He’s found a solution, but we are not yet told what it is. This is how a good drama unfolds. The plot thickens and we can’t wait to see what happens next. In the unfolding of the poem, this is the hinge around which everything turns. The next three points will mirror the first three.
Stanza five
Stanza 5 is one line longer than all the others—4 instead of 3. Why? His first line explains what is going on: “So, summoning his master’s debtors one by one . . . “
The steward has been fired, and according to the Mishna, he has lost his authority as a steward. Technically, he’s still a steward until he has handed back his accounts to his boss, but in practice, he can no longer act like one. But the renters don’t yet know this, so he pretends like nothing has happened and summons them.
 Only two are mentioned here. Presumably there are others, but Jesus’s poem can only devote two stanzas to that part of the story. The renters accept to come at once, anticipating some important announcement. It’s not harvest time yet, so it can’t be that they have to pay anything yet. But their curiosity is peaked. What is this about?
A little background is useful here. The manager, as his boss’s agent, has spent most of his time in the fields and knows what is going on the ground. He knows if there has been a blight or a drought or some other factor that has made this to be a bad year for the crops. He has some negotiating power. But he would have to consult with his boss before announcing any reductions in the amounts to be paid or delivered at harvest time. Keep this in mind.
Also, he has to move quickly because if they find out he is fired, his whole plan falls apart. They will certainly not collaborate with the manager behind their landlord’s back. Remember, this is a village, and in this culture, the renters are business partners with the land owner. They are already farmers with some clout and capital and their relationship with the rich man was likely very cordial, if not intimate in many cases.
This means that when the manager sits down with each renter, he is intentionally deceiving them into thinking nothing has changed and he’s in charge. What’s more, in the small talk he tells them that he went to the owner and got him to bring the price down. And even if he didn’t say it directly, that is exactly what they had to assume, and the steward is still taking credit for this reduction in goods to be paid. These are good people who depend on their good relationship with the landowner. They could never be partners in crime—that would be to lose their main source of income. Also, the rich landowner is a noble man. His nobility, or virtuous behavior, enhances their own reputation.
[This scenario is very different from the Parable of the Wicked Tenants that Jesus told during Holy Week. Remember, contracts are signed and the landowner goes to a faraway land and at harvest time, sends an agent to collect his dues. The first one is beaten up and sent back with nothing. Then it’s a couple of agents come. Same thing happens. At some point, they kill a servant or two. Finally, the landowner sends his son, certain that they will respect him. But they kill him too. So he comes back and has them all killed and finds better people to farm his land. But you see, this parable is so powerful because his hearers are shocked that this could have happened.
In Luke 20, when this parable is told, the audience exclaims upon hearing it, “How terrible that such a thing should ever happen!” Then Jesus quotes the verse in Psalm 118 that says, “The stone that the builders rejected has now become the cornerstone,” implying that the Jewish leaders are the evil farmers who persecuted the prophets and who, in the end, assassinate God’s Son, the Messiah.]
Now back to our story.
Stanza 6
Notice that the narrative makes explicit the manager’s haste. In the previous stanza, he asks the renter to “sit down and quickly write fifty.” Hence, his use of the word “quickly,” but there’s another clue: he doesn’t have time to calculate a percentage of reduction. As it turns out, as one commentator has calculated, the reduction in both cases was roughly the same: 500 denarii. The steward was in a hurry and he used a short cut.
Stanza 7
Let’s look back for an instant. Stanzas 3 and 4 present the problem. Stanzas five and six reveal the solution. Stanza 7 comes along to mirror Stanza 1—but with a notable change: from RICH MAN—STEWARD // STEWARD—A RASCAL, it becomes RICH MAN—STEWARD // STEWARD—A WISE MAN. Something momentous has happened.
We’ll get to the “wise man” part in minute. Here, just imagine the scene. The manager now comes before his boss, the noble landowner, with his book of accounts. In the background, as soon as those renters came home with the news that their debt has been cut down very significantly, there was jubilation. What a generous man that was! He truly is a nobleman! They were likely preparing banquets already to celebrate the occasion!
Charlotte and I know this well from our three years in Egypt. I had been 9 years in Algeria, Charlotte just 2, but we lived in a big city, the capital Algiers. Also, Algerian culture, especially in the cities, had been profoundly marked by six generations of French colonialism. We also lived three years in the West Bank, living just outside of East Jerusalem, the Palestinian side and then teaching at the Bethlehem Bible College. That was closer to village culture. But the closest to that culture is what we experience in Egypt, especially because we were on the Suez Canal. Most people there had originally emigrated from Upper Egypt, which is very rural. Lots of village culture. But in all of those countries, we experienced a amazing hospitality. Entertaining guests is always a show of honor. As in many parts of Asia, it’s a shame and honor culture. And being generous brings a lot of honor. 
Back to our story: the steward now presents the contracts modified by the hand of his renters. He has lost lots of money, to be sure. So he has only two alternatives. Either he goes to the renters and tells them his manager tricked him and them and they will have to pay the original sum—in which case they will be very angry with him and his reputation and honor will be tarnished. Or he can simply bask in the boosting of his own reputation and hire another manager.
Anyone in his shoes will likely choose option number 2. Yes, his manager deceived him, embezzled money over a long period of time, but he actually made him come out looking better. Moreover, he had to admit: what a clever scheme that was! He will be welcomed by one of those families, given a job and possibly too, a place to live. 
What does this have to do with wisdom? Wisdom in the Old Testament is highly prized. The book of Proverbs revolves around explaining what wisdom is. Certainly, as it says in the beginning, “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.” But another definition of it is “an instinct for self-preservation.” Salvation comes from choosing the path that leads to life, not death. That is the essence of wisdom. Here, the steward is praised by his master for being “wise.” Most English translations have “shrewd” or “clever.” But the Greek work used here was translated in nearly all the Syriac or Arabic translations as “wise.”
Coming to the realization that his situation was dire—where would his next meal come from?—the steward devises a plan that will give him new friends who will help him out and a plan that at the same time reflects well on his master.
Ken Bailey notes that all the parables in this section of Luke turn around what happens on Judgment Day. In Chapter 15, the parables of the lost coin, the lost sheep, and the Prodigal Son are all about being saved—being found and rescued by God. In Chapter 16 the rest is about God and Mammon (God and money), getting into the Kingdom of God, and the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus, which takes place after death in the context of judgment.
Now, the second part of verse 8 says that the master commended the dishonest manager “because the sons of this age are wiser than the sons of light in their own generation.” Again, the noble landowner, just like the Father with the prodigal son, is incredibly forgiving and gracious. The manager came to the end of his rope, and he chose to throw himself on his master’s mercy. Yes, he could lose his wager and go to prison, but he could also win and be saved. That is the main point of the parable.
There is a second point, related to this one but which also fits nicely as an introduction to the next section that discusses God and money. Verse 9 in this chapter is a quick commentary on the parable Jesus just told: in the translation I use the most—the New Living Translation—it says, “Use your worldly resources to benefit others and make friends. Then, when your earthly possessions are gone, they will welcome you to an eternal home.” This seems exactly what Jesus had in mind. Clearly, the manager was finding a solution to his problem: be invited in by a family, being given a meal and a job, and likely too a place to stay. But the sum result of his scheme, it could be argued, was that he improved the financial situation of several families in the village and enhanced the reputation of the wealthy landowner. You could say that the community as a whole came out healthier and happier from this incident.
This is not to excuse all the stealing and deceit this manager practiced over the years. He certainly was a rascal, a scoundrel—and in Jesus’s words, “a son of this age.” But like the question mark Jesus left at the end of his Parable of the Prodigal Son (will the older son accept the father’s invitation and be reconciled to him and to his brother?), we don’t truly know what the manager decided in the end. Here too we don’t know if this fictitious character actually repented and made restitution for his past crimes. Yet by using the word “wise,” we could easily think that Jesus implied that his boss’s stunning mercy led the manager to repent and change his ways. In theological terms, he would have chosen to leave the path that leads to destruction and choose the path that leads to life.
What we do with our money—especially in the hyper-consumerist society we live in—says an awful lot about our commitment to God’s kingdom. That verse is saying that our money spent for the Kingdom of God—for his work in the world, starting with the church, for the poor and needy—that spent money will usher us into our eternal home. It’s a very bold figure of speech, right?
And as we come to Communion today, the only posture we can take honestly is to come as rascals, as scoundrels. We all hurt others by our selfishness, either by words, deeds, or the decision not to help those calling for our help. We harm others, sometimes those we love the most, by our cutting words. I think about my pride too, and I know that God hates that. Our Lord knows well what’s inside of us—much more than we do.
The Good News is that Christ has paid for our sins. He’s given his life for us that we might have his abundant life now, be adopted into his family, and live with the hope of living with him forever. As his dearly beloved children let’s accept his invitation to come to this table set for us!

