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You cannot serve God and mammon.   You know, I don’t think Jesus was shaking his finger when he said this, and he didn’t say, “You ought not to serve God and mammon.” While we have tended to hear this as a directive, I believe that Jesus was simply stating a fact.   We humans are not built so that we can be a slave to God and a slave to material things as well.

Although Jesus led what we would consider a very Spartan lifestyle, he didn’t necessarily find fault with those who were wealthy.   On the contrary, he welcomed their spiritual and material contributions to the gospel mission.   It is believed that Joseph of Arimathea, a wealthy and influential member of the Sanhedrin, funded a lot of the disciples’ work in and around Jerusalem.   Legend tells us that Mary Magdalene was from a wealthy family herself and footed the bill for much of the disciples’ post-resurrection activity in the Galilee.   A full forty percent of the stories that Jesus used to teach the disciples involved money.  So it is not wealth and the necessary evil of it that Jesus addresses in today’s lesson, but it is the focus of our lives and our ultimate goals that are of concern to him.   I used to think this parable was on stewardship, but nothing could be farther from the truth.    It paints a picture of the dishonest steward who takes advantage of a situation, and it is a hard parable if we miss the focus, which is that we Christians need to approach our lives in the kingdom of God with as much zeal and shrewdness and vitality as the steward exemplifies in this story.

Look at the story again.   The land owner, aware of the charges against his steward, says, “Turn in your accounts, you can no longer be my steward.”  The steward thought, “What will I do now? I am too weak to dig and too proud to beg.  (It looks as though that covers most of us here today.) I know what I’ll do so that I will have some place to go when I am finished.”  And he visited his master’s debtors.    “You owe for a hundred measures of oil, change your bill to fifty.   You owe for a hundred measures of wheat, change your bill to eighty.   In this way he bought himself some friends or at least some favors that would tide him over when he was out of work.   What’s more, Jesus, summarizing the parable, says, he who is faithful in little, is faithful also in much, and he who is dishonest in little will also be dishonest in much.   

But the point of the whole thing is found in the eighth verse, where the master commends the dishonest steward for his shrewdness.   After that Jesus says that the children of this world are wiser in their own generation than the children of light.    In other words, we who are followers of God are to be as wise, as calculating, as shrewd as the worldly people around us.   Jesus says wise as serpents but focused in a different direction.  

It’s a good point.   How many of us approach our daily living as Christians with the same kind of gusto we see among the captains of industry as they build their empires?  Further, the things in our spiritual lives that we sometimes ignore or at least take for granted, these things are much more important in the long run than the wealth of this world which we tend to chase after.  The wealth of this world, even when it is amassed in great piles, is still fleeting.  Still, there seem to be a lot of people who swing their feet out of bed each morning and set out to be the best business person in the business.   I ask you, how many of us swing our feet out of bed each morning and set out consciously and conspicuously to be the best Christian in the kingdom of God.   Let me be clear that by “Best Christian” I do not mean the “churchiest person” Ewugh! wouldn’t that be just awful, if each of us were competing to be the churchiest? There is a reason why the world and parts of the church don’t like churchy people, and it is because they too have missed the point by separating out the church and the world.    But what if our spiritual identity came to govern what sort of parents we are to our children, what sort of neighbors we are to our communities, what sort of citizens we are in our cities, states and nations? I am not suggesting that we compete as Christians in God’s sight, but my, how different the Church and, more importantly, the world would look if we approached our faith with the same competent and competitive edge we admire among the captains of commerce and industry.

We have seen the energy that investors and entrepreneurs put into unfriendly takeovers and stock issues and mergers.  Remember that image of Danny Devito in “Other People’s Money”?  He plays the part of a financier who gets so involved in building his empire by unfriendly means and uncaring practice that he loses contact with reality.   He lives for the smell of legal briefs and company meetings.  He defines himself by his accomplishments.  Now hold that thought, but change the scenery.  Imagine what would happen if we approached Christian education with that “Got-to-have-it-now” attitude.  Or what if we went out and searched for those who need what we offer here with the same zeal with which we might go after a new client?  Or sought out leadership in our congregation in the same way a professional head-hunter matches the right person to the right job?  What if we planned for our spiritual future with the same verve, commitment and attention that we invest in our planning for retirement?  What if we determined to leave to our children a stable portfolio of spiritual virtues and values that are just as important, just as vital to their continued success in our absence as the material advantages we would provide for them?  What indeed would happen if we took religion as seriously as we take business, because God knows we have perfected the method of practicing our business as if it were our religion.   These are the real questions that Jesus is raising with his disciples.
God’s call to us is not that we should be completely detached from this world and its things.  That is impossible, and perhaps it has not been a helpful assertion on the part of the church.  I figure if God had not wanted us in this world, then we would have been created somewhere else.  What if God’s call is to be present in this world, but to be God’s people here?  To be the best in our field, but not to be defined simply by what we do. To be members of the business community, but not owned by our business.  To participate in the material economy, but not to become its lackeys.  To own and enjoy the fruits of our labor, but never to be owned by them.  To be good stewards of the material blessings we are blessed to have, sharing from our plenty.  Just as we require the physical things that are necessary for life, our spiritual nature requires nourishment and care as well.  Jesus tells us that it is this spiritual nature that will endure, and he asks us where we will focus.  And then he leaves the shaping of the church and of the world in our hands.  
Grant us, Lord, not to be anxious about earthly things, but to love things heavenly, and even now while we are placed among things that are passing away, to hold fast to those things that shall endure; through Jesus Christ our Lord.   AMEN.
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