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Lessons on Wealth and Friendship  

Epistle: 1 Timothy 2:1-7 
Gospel: Luke 16:1-13 

Proper 20 

 I’d like to begin with a story of three older and experienced clergy who used 
to enjoy getting together for a chat in a sometimes grouchy but genial kind of 
way.  On one occasion at about this time of year one of them said, “I hate the 
parable of the dishonest manager”. 

 Said another, “I’ve said those eight words on schedule every three years 
since 1985”. 

 The third was quick to respond, “That’s why I always make the reader 
preach on the 14th Sunday after Trinity”. 

 Well, here we are.  What point is Jesus trying to make in this strange story? 
Here we have a rich man, who has gained his wealth we know not how, and who 
on discovering that his manager has been fiddling the books, expresses 
admiration for the manager’s shrewdness.  To top it off, Jesus does not seem to 
condemn either man. 

  In Luke’s gospel, this story follows some of the best loved parables: the lost 
coin, the lost sheep, the return of the prodigal son.  Those other stories have a 
clarity about them, and we can identify in them if not a real hero, a better 
understanding of the kingdom of God.  

 The parable of the dishonest manager isn’t like that.  For one thing, it has no 
hero.  The rich business owner condones his manager’s dishonest dealing.  The 
desperate manager is playing fast and loose with property not his own in an 
effort to ingratiate himself and to buy some measure of security.  And perhaps 
most challenging of all are Jesus’ summary instructions: “And I tell you, make 
friends for yourself by means of dishonest wealth”.  What does he mean by that? 
  

 Let’s look first at Jesus’ views on wealth.  Well, for one thing, we know that 
he had wealthy friends.  Remember Mary and Martha of Bethany, all of that 
costly hospitality and all that expensive perfume.  These women and many 
who travelled with Jesus helped to support his ministry with their wealth.  
While Jesus does not condemn wealth, he does however recognise it as a 
problem.  That is why he encourages his disciples to become poor, sending them 
out with no bag, no bread, no money for your belt; do not wear two tunics in the 
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style of fashionable Romans.  If you have wealth, you are not necessarily evil, but 
you do have to think hard about what use you make of it.  Whatever Jesus’ 
mission is, it has nothing to do with power or coercion or manipulation – with 
buying off.  And in a world where the share of wealth is dramatically uneven, 
justice depends on some manner of redistribution.   

 The uncomfortable truth is that all worldly wealth is to a certain extent, 
dishonest.  Whether we like it or not every one of us lives within an economy 
that privileges some and abandons many.  Most of us here are middle class, and 
as such we live at or near the top of a global system in which we have the means 
to buy goods which workers in other parts of the world have been paid relatively 
little to manufacture and to harvest.  This was as true in the time of Jesus as it is 
today in our hyper-connected economy.  The world is an unjust place.  And no 
matter how good and virtuous we are, every bit of wealth is somehow touched 
and implicated by that injustice.  That’s simply where we begin as human beings. 
 Dishonest wealth, worldly wealth is the problem Jesus is putting before us.  This 
is the world he wants us to recognise, a world in which some are guilty, but all 
are responsible, directly or indirectly. 
 

 Now please don’t run away or switch off.  There are many ways in which 
we can, and many of us do reduce the dishonesty of our wealth, through buying 
fair trade goods, contributing to or volunteering at foodbanks, and by supporting 
charities and causes.  All wealth comes with a problem and a challenge.  Jesus 
does not necessarily not want us to have nice things.  He just wants us to 
consider our use of our own portion of the world’s wealth – of what has been 
given to us by a loving, caring God.    
 

  And what about friendship? “Make friends for yourselves”, Jesus says.  
The idea of Christian friendship is the second big issue in this parable that we 
all love to hate.  What does Jesus mean by friendship?  Perhaps in this parable 
Jesus is showing us what it is not.  The manager is commended by his rich 
master for manipulating what is not his, in order to coerce and influence.  He is 
putting others to his personal use, and is buying security and seeking to 
burnish his reputation in the community by dubious means. 
 

 This is not the kind of friendship that Jesus is talking about here or 
elsewhere.  “I have called you not servants, but friends”, he says to his 
disciples towards the end of John’s gospel.  For Jesus, friendship is not a 
transactional relationship in which we seek to gain credit or to put others in 
our debt.  Whatever his mission is about, it has nothing to do with power, 
manipulation, or buying off.   
 

 Friendship for Jesus means relationships that are transaction free, that 
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are joyful, in which wealth shared does not have strings attached,  and is not 
offered in the hopes of a good outcome, but is rather used to serve the human 
family.   It’s reason and purpose is love alone.  And it is not determined by 
productivity, success or personal goals.  It is a way of love, a way of the heart. 
 

  “And I tell you make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth”. 
 Perhaps Jesus’ message is that all wealth should be used in the service of human 
communities. From ancient times there have been people who have 
accumulated wealth through both honest and dishonest means.  Others are born 
with silver spoons in their mouths.  Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth, whose passing 
we all continue to mourn, was born with a large silver spoon.  She was a rich 
woman, but however she may have acquired her assets, she understood well 
how to use what had been entrusted to her to serve a larger goal, using her 
wealth and her position selflessly, and for the greater good.  Throughout her 
long reign the queen has always shown compassion for the poor, the sick and 
the needy, as well as care and concern for the welfare of the planet.  Few will 
forget her visits with families and victims of the Dunblane shooting in 1996,  or 
the Grenfell Tower fire in 2017, when her genuine empathy and sorrow was 
palpable. 
 

 A woman of deep faith, the queen was a servant of God and people.  She 
was also a friend, and the world a better place because she has lived. 

Amen 
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