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A Homily preached by     The 9th Sunday after Trinity
The Reverend Jo Popham     August 9, 2009

“The Dishonest Manager”
Luke 16:1–10

Have any of you ever lived in a mill town? There were two plants in the mill town

where I lived for many years.  One mill was a very large combing and weaving plant and

the other a small candy factory…  Russell Stover Candy.  My life intersected with the

upper and middle management employees from the large textile plant at church, but I

came to know the hourly wage employees in the schools my children attended, at the

doctor’s office where I worked, and at the ballpark where we spent most spring and

summer evenings.  But the local community theatre where I acted was common ground

for everyone. Very quickly I learned that there was one topic of conversation that was off

limits, particularly with the management of the plant. UNIONS!  We could never speak

of the union in this non-union town.  Upper management had a lot of power and no power

at all … unless they held onto that power.

Bucky Wolff was a good friend I made working in the local theatre.  He had worked

in the mill for 25 years and now was part of the middle management team.  Bucky did not

live in “The Village” in the beautiful estates located just outside the gates of the mill. No,

Bucky and his wife bought a fine old home in town on nearly half a block, with a gallery

that stretched across the whole front of the house.  They had grand plans to restore the

house.  But Bucky had a heart attack and restoring the house became a low priority.  In

his free time he chose to be more active in the theatre group.  Most of our cast parties

were at Bucky’s house with candles lighted throughout – candlelight was so kind to that

wonderful old house in a state of somewhat careless disarray.

Bucky was a brave, nearly fearless actor.  He took parts on stage that could be

considered politically incorrect. He expressed himself honestly and openly in what should

have been a safe environment, the company of fellow actors. Perhaps it was Bucky’s
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honest expression of his viewpoint that put his job at risk.  Or it could have been his age

or his health.  He had a lot of responsibility at the mill.  One could say he had a lot of

power there.  Bucky had worked for the company all of his adult life, but he was not a

“company man” if you know what I mean.  And he was expensive to the company; they

might have called him a liability. And without a system like the Union in place to protect

workers’ jobs, anyone could be fired without cause, without a pension, without a

severance package.  Middle managers and even upper managers often disappeared from

the community just shy of their vesting in their retirement.  That is what happened to

Bucky. He fought the decision.  He appealed their decision. In the end he did get a nice

severance.  But no pension and no medical insurance.  Nearly at retirement age, he had

little hope of another job.  Bucky lost his home.  His wife lost her business.  We lost a

talented actor.  And I lost a friend.

Bucky had a lot of power and no power at all, unless he could convert the hearts of the

company men that held his job in their hands.

The manager in today’s Gospel had lot of power and no power at all unless he can

endear himself to those he managed. The rich man has exercised his power to take away

the duties of the manager.  The manager must settle the master’s accounts with his

debtors. Can’t you see him at his desk, with piles of papers and ledgers, sorting and

shuffling, and calculating how he is going to live?  His desk is more an example of

domestic disorder than Feng Shui, sort of like Bucky’s house. Then the light bulb came

on for the manager, or a lantern was lit, if we are to stay in the 1st century.  He could

ingratiate himself to his master’s debtors and they perhaps will take him in.  He really

only required the gratitude of just one of these workers.

Now we cannot know if the manager did squander his master’s holdings.  We don’t

know from Luke’s Gospel itself whether the manager reduced the principal amount owed

the master, or removed the amount of interest the master levied, or if it was the manager’s
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commission that was removed. What we do know is that the debtors were relieved of

some of their burden.  And the manager made friends or repaired his relationship with

those debtors, making them indebted to him. The lesson we could take is that we ought to

be prudent in our handling of money for we know not when we may be relieved of our

position.  But the issue of power is what is at the center of this Gospel.

The manager has been raised up to a position of power from the household of the

master.  He has been trained to manage, perhaps apprenticed to the former manager.  He

has worked at his job managing the production of wheat, olive oil, and perhaps other

goods.  Over the years he has gotten lazy and not kept good records, he is no longer

practicing the good organization skills that he learned early on.  His physical strength is

not what it was before he was called in from the fields to learn this job, before he took the

position of power over the workers. Ultimately, the manager’s scheme does level the

power structure of the master–manager–worker system. But only because the manager

lets go of the power of his position by giving the workers, the debtors, power over their

debts.

Like my actor friend Bucky who was willing to risk going out on a stage or even out a

limb to express the truth or the playwright’s perception of the truth and the manager in

Luke’s Gospel, leaders in the church have power only if we share what we have with the

people we are entrusted to care for. We have the privilege of interpreting the Word of

God, hopefully in such a way that could potentially change lives with the transforming

truths of the Gospels. We have a lot of power and no power at all unless we can convict

the hearts of the people in the pew, or even just one person, one heart.


