Sermon for St. Luke/San Lucas 18 September 2022
Amos 8:4-7, Psalm 113, | Timothy 2:1-7, Luke 16:1-13

From the rising of the sun

Til the time that it goes down

The name of the Lord shall be praised.
Amen.

| was scheduled to preach this Sunday, but then traded with Father Jesus—and |
must admit to being glad, as this gospel, the parable of the dishonest manager, is one
of the most perplexing in our lectionary. So, as the spirit would have it, this week things
changed, and here | am, once again faced with one of my least favorite parables.
There'’s probably a lesson in there, somewhere...Fair warning, this reflection will raise
questions without giving answers. It's an opportunity to reflect, together, on some pretty
weighty and controversial issues. Please take this as an invitation to meditate, to pray,
to converse, as we search for God’s path together.

As | was reflecting on this passage, one thing kept coming back to me—debt was
a big issue then, and it is now as well. At the end of 2021, U.S. consumers owed a
whopping 15.24 trillion dollars in debt. Yes, that is trillion with a T. I'm going to go a little
wonky on you now, as | do have a degree in Economics, but there’s not test at the end,
| promise.

At the beginning of this year, average American debt per household was
$158,209 and 77% of American households have at least some type of debt.” That is
consumer debt—it doesn’t include the amount owed by federal, state, and local
governments. Most of this debt, 10.44 trillion, is held in mortgages—and the number of
unhoused, those who do not qualify for mortgages, is rising, but that's another sermon.
Student loan debt is the second largest component, at 1.58 trillion dollars, followed by
auto loans at 1.42 trillion and credit card debt at 800 billion dollars.

Just over 40% of U.S. families (40.01% to be exact) have mortgages and home
equity loans, backed by real assets (houses). However, over 50% (51.46%) also have
installment loans of various types, with over 45% (45.39%) of U.S. families sitting on
credit card balances and just over 20% (21.37%) paying on education loans. What
really got to me is that Americans aged 70 and over collectively owe $27 billion in
student debt, either for themselves or someone else. Think about that, we have senior
citizens paying educational debt to the tune of $27 billion. It's not just a problem for
young people these days!

So, lots of people today are in a position similar to that of the people in the
parable—holding lots of debt and struggling to pay it off. Certainly not able to pay it off
on demand, and possibly not able to pay it off ever.?

Back to the parable. Scholars have debates about this story, so let’s take a look
at one of the major disagreements—who’s the bad guy here?

Some scholars believe that the rich man was using his power and privilege to
extort money from the people, charging them exorbitant prices and interest. So that
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when the manager reduced the prices to what the people could actually pay, he was
bringing the practices back in line with what Jewish law had to say about lending. In
other words, the manager was making right what the rich man had done wrong, so that,
when the rich man was confronted with the manager’s actions in forgiving the debt, he
had no choice but to agree that this was a proper. If not, the rich man would be doing
evil first by abusing his privilege and power in lending inappropriately, and then
compounding his error by criticizing the manager when the manager corrected the
problem.

Other scholars think it was the manager who was being dishonest. They argue
that the manager was the one that padded the bills, increasing the amount owed so that
he could pocket the difference for himself. When the rich man called for an accounting,
the manager realized the jig was up, and quickly went around trying to rectify his
wrongdoing by reducing bills to a more reasonable amount.

One thing | found interesting is that none of the scholars think those who
borrowed the money are at fault. No explanation is given. And it's not a judgment on my
part. Rather, it’s just one of my observations when reviewing the expert analysis of the
story.

As | said at the beginning, | find this entire parable rather perplexing, so | leave it
up to you as to whether you think it was the rich man or the manager who was the bad
guy in Jesus’ parable. Regardless, | kept coming back to the issue of debt, and how,
under Jewish law, the system Jesus’ was referring to in His teaching, how lending and
debt were to be handled.

There is general agreement among scholars about the way lending and debts
were supposed to be dealt with. The amount owed should be reasonable, in line with
what the person borrowed but also in line with what the borrower could reasonably be
expected to pay. And it was the responsibility of the lender, the person with privilege
and power, to ensure that this was the case. Those lending had a responsibility to make
sure that they were not enslaving borrowers, forcing them into poverty or long-term
servitude to debt. Periodically, every seven years or so, debts were to be forgiven,
written off with no expectation of future payment or favor, giving people who had gotten
themselves into financial trouble, whether through their own actions or through things
beyond their control, giving these individuals an opportunity to start over with a clean
slate. Thus, no loan or repayment was to last more than seven years.

| guess this struck me, given the recent debate we as a country have had over
student loan forgiveness. Now, I'm not going to go all political on you and argue for one
position or another. Instead, | want us to look at how we, as a country, go about
handling debt. And asking ourselves, are we promoting systems that are in line with the
principles outlined here? Are we providing lending and are we borrowing in line with
what the borrower can reasonably be expected to pay? What one can pay without
pushing oneself into poverty, or long-term servitude to debt? Do our lending practices
keep people in debt for longer than seven years? | won’t ask you to raise your hands,
but I think a number of us have had thirty-year mortgages.

Now, I'm not going to say that we should run out and overturn our current
financial system. That we should write off all debt and start over. That would create
chaos and benefit no one.



But | am asking that, as we look at various programs for lending, for borrowing,
for debt-forgiveness and loan write-offs, that we look beyond some of the commonly-
heard arguments, “They borrowed it so they should have to pay it back.” And instead,
look at what God has guided us toward. Is debt enslaving people? Is it pushing them
into poverty? Are people homeless or unhoused because of our financial systems? Is it
taking a long time to pay debt back? Is the interest more than the original principal? If
we are answering “yes” to these questions, then maybe we need to rethink our
practices, look for another way of achieving the desired results, one that doesn’t place
an undue burden on those trying to make their way in life, those who do not benefit from
scholarships or families with enough money to pay their school tuition. Those who are
not born to trust funds, or inherited property, those who must make their own way in the
world. | don’t have the answers, but | am sharing with you some of the questions that
this text raises, so that we can meditate on them together.

This passage ends with a well-known statement: 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.

As we look at our own lives, our own systems, as we put ourselves in the position
of that rich man, that manager, those borrowers, where do we stand? Have we put
wealth in first place? Or have we, perhaps, elevated a view of fairness and personal
responsibility to top position? Or are we putting God, and God’s commandment to love
one another, at the head of our list? Food for thought, and | look forward to hearing from
you as you reflect on this text over the next week.

Amen.



