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Engaging Community: Charity, with Strings (Luke 16:1-13) 

 

Last week I began a sermon series entitled “Engaging Community” and we were 

reminded that just as God seeks after the lost sheep within our community, God 

seeks after the lost sheep within each one of us – longing to draw all of us and all 

of each of us closer to God’s very self and God’s very way.  Today we continue 

the “Engaging Community” series, and a few commentators of our passage 

encourage pastors to admit to our congregations that we really have no idea of 

what this passage means.  So, there it is, you are getting out early today.  But first, 

perhaps we don’t need to completely understand in order to receive.   

 

Prayer 

O God, by your Word and Spirit guide us anew into your sacred story, O God, that 
in your light we may see light, in your truth find freedom, and through your cross 
find peace; through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.   
 

As I have mentioned before, one of my favorite hymn writers is the iconic Bob 

Dylan, though his lyrics have not yet found their way into our hymnal.  After 

embracing the Christian faith Dylan wrote the song “Gotta Serve Somebody,” 

which includes the refrain, “You’re gonna have to serve somebody.  Well, it may 

be the devil or it may be the Lord, but your gonna have to serve somebody.”  The 

rest of the song poetically describes anyone and everyone in society that, no 

matter, everyone serves someone.  Interestingly, John Lennon wrote a parody of 

this song entitled, “Serve yourself.”  The juxtaposition of those two songs, I think, 

reflect our gospel message: in life we either choose to serve somebody, or we 

choose to serve ourselves.  Scoring these songs theologically, I give the point to 

Dylan. 
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Our text from Luke ends with, “You cannot serve God and wealth.”  Though stated 

only once, this phrase is the refrain silently woven into our passage from Luke.  

This parable follows the story of the prodigal son.  A story illustrating God’s 

abundant grace, a grace that always draws us back to God’s very self.  Our parable 

today opens with a rich man who has a manager.  Now in the time and in the place 

of this writing, Rome was a slave society.  It was common that the rich would pull 

a trustworthy slave from manual labor and appoint the slave as manager of the 

master’s business.  Now the term trustworthy slave would have been a bit of an 

oxymoron, because in general slaves were considered dishonest.  In fact, if a slave 

was called to court as a witness, the slave would be placed under torture.  It was 

thought that a slave would not be truthful unless being tortured.  

 

So when the rich man comes to his slave manager and questions the manager’s 

practices, there was much at risk for this slave:  He could lose his income, his way 

of life, as such managers were known to build in their own wealth and gather their 

own income while collecting extra from his master’s business partners.  The 

manager could lose his position as manager, and be sent to manual labor or have to 

beg.  His master no longer trusts him, and because of his practices of taking extra 

he is not the favored in the community. So to protect himself he devised this 

scheme: He would cut a deal with the business partner; give them a break; forgive 

a portion of their “debt.”  Not out of the kindness of his heart, nor from 

compassion for his partners, but to secure a place to stay when his master releases 

him.  It was not compassion that led him to giving; it was greed that got him in 

trouble, and greed that led him to give.  He gave so he would be served.  He gave 

for his own benefit. 
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A relatively new term is being passed around amongst theologians and 

missiologist, those who reflect on what God is up to in the world and how the 

church engages with God’s mission.  The term “selfie mission” was coined to 

describe a subtle but significant shift in church mission.  Author Hunter Farrell, 

who will be with us in a couple weeks, admits being like so many others, including 

myself, who have taken selfie photos while serving others either locally or 

internationally.  And it seems innocent enough because a picture is worth a 

thousand words, so a selfie tells the story of what one is doing.  But the deeper 

challenge is the selfie image seems to reflect an shift in church mission, with the 

one who is serving prominently in the foreground as the most important, and the 

ones being served in the background.  That in this shifting age of selfie mission the 

driving force to serve others is that it secures one’s own place, it makes one feel 

better about themselves.  Which is well, and good, and great as an outcome, but as 

the driving force?  Like the photo, the one doing the serving is in the primary 

foreground.  The ones being served remain in the secondary background.  Farrell 

asks, “Can it be that ‘selfie mission’ is quietly replacing mission in the way of 

Jesus, who “though he was rich, for our sakes he became poor, so that by his 

poverty we might become rich” (2 Cor. 8:9)?”1 

 

The slave manager helped his master’s partners by decreasing their debt, but what 

drove him was his desire to help himself.  What causes commentators to admit we 

question the meaning of this passage is what follows: the master commends the 

dishonest manager for acting shrewdly - other translations: for acting wisely, 

considerately, thoughtfully, discreetly.  Maybe the manager just removed the 

portion he planned to keep for himself.  But then Jesus adds a confounding 

 
1 Farrell & Khyllep, Freeing Congregational Mission, 9. 
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statement: “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.”  

Make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth.  Jesus words.  It is 

becoming clear why commentators say, just admit to them we have no idea what 

this means.  

 

N.T. Wright brings some clarity as he reminds readers that this is a parable, not a 

piece of moral teaching.  If we lived in the first century and “were faced with a 

first-century Jewish story we’d never seen before, about a master and a steward, 

we should know at once what it was most likely about.  The master is God; the 

steward is Israel.  Israel is supposed to be God’s property-manager, the light of 

God’s world, responsible to God and set over God’s possessions.  But Israel, 

according to Luke’s gospel, has failed in the task, and is under threat of imminent 

dismissal. What then was Israel to do?”2 

 

When threatened with decline, the Pharisees’ (yet, not all of Israel’s) answer was to 

tighten up the laws in order to make Israel more holy.  And this caused them to 

exclude the very people to whom Jesus was reaching out.  Does this sound at all 

familiar?  Those who profess our United States as a Christian nation are trying to 

tighten up the laws, to make our nation more holy.  And like Israel, this excludes 

the very people to whom the church should be reaching out.  One example: 

Shipping migrants as political pawns, mostly by those who profess our United 

States as a Christian nation, who tighten our laws to make us more holy.  And in so 

doing exclude the very people to whom Jesus is reaches out.  According to this 

 
2 Wright, Luke for Everyone, 194. 
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interpretation of the parable, in the first century it was Israel who was at risk for 

losing their position.  In this twenty-first century, who is at risk but the church? 

 

The Church has been on the decline in these United States for decades, and in a 

new study just published by The Pew Research Center, that is not changing 

anytime soon.3  Fifty years ago, Christians accounted for 90% of our population.  

Today, just over 60%.  Fifty years from now, projected between 35-46%.  Some 

theories for the decline suggest that it is just an inevitable consequence of 

development for societies to secularize.  Once there are stronger secular 

institutions, once peoples basic needs are met, there’s less need for religion.” 

Others point out that church “affiliation really started to drop in the 90’s and it may 

not be a coincidence that this coincides with the rise of the religious right.”  Others 

see a disconnect between the way of the Church vs. the way of Christ.  Outsiders 

and insiders alike view the church as embracing Lennon’s “Serve Yourself,” 

instead of Dylan’s “Gotta Serve Somebody.”   

 

To be clear, the trend of church decline is not changing anytime soon, and maybe 

that is okay.  Perhaps being the majority should be more of an outcome, less of a 

driving force.  That maybe the church should focus more on God’s movements 

within our community, and join in such movements for the sake of others, for the 

sake of our community.  Investing in relationships within and beyond, partnerships 

within and beyond, and maybe not even for the sake of the church; for the church 

has never been called to a “selfie mission.”   

 

 

 
3 https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2022/09/13/modeling-the-future-of-religion-in-america/ 
 


