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Jesus told His disciples: “There was a rich man whose mana​ger was accused of wasting his possessions. 
So he called him in and asked him, ‘What is this I hear about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer.’



“The manager said to himself, ‘What shall I do now? My master is taking away my job. I’m not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to beg—
I know what I’ll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will wel​come me into their houses.’



“So he called in each one of his master’s debtors. He asked the first, ‘How much do you owe my master?’



“‘Eight hundred gallons of olive oil,’ he replied.


“The manager told him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred.’



“Then he asked the second, ‘And how much do you owe?’


“‘A thousand bushels of wheat,’ he replied.


“He told him, ‘Take your bill and make it eight hundred.’



“The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light. 
I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.”


I went to a class last month on Jesus’ parables.  Every year we invite in a professor to teach us for nine hours over two days; we call it the Pastors’ Insti​tute.  This year, we had the president of the seminary, Prof. Paul Wendland, who told us everything about Jesus’ parables that would fit into nine hours.  Jesus told thirty to forty or more parables, depending on how they are counted.  Our professor inclu​ded a list of definitions of Jesus’ parables, among which was a new one that caught my ear, “Imaginary gardens with real toads.”  More about that in a moment.


The standard definition of Jesus’ parables is that they are earthly stories with a heavenly meaning.  For example, a woman had ten coins.  When she lost one, she searched her whole house from top to bottom until she found that one lost coin, and then she rejoiced.  That’s the earthly story; the heavenly meaning is, as Jesus explains, that “there is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents.” Lk15v10.  Some of the parables, like the rich man and poor Lazarus, are much more a heavenly story with an earthly meaning, and the one before us this morning is sort of an earthly story with an earthly meaning.


Jesus’ parables catch our attention and we remember the story of the parable, even if we don’t always get the meaning of the parable the first time we hear it.  I think that’s what got my attention when I first heard Jesus’ parables defined as “an imaginary garden with real toads.”  I had no idea what that meant, but I couldn’t forget it.  The phrase is taken from a poem which I don’t think has anything to do with Jesus’ parables.  The point is that Jesus’ parables always include a story which may or may not have happened; that’s the “imaginary garden.”  It really doesn’t matter at all for the meaning of the parable whether or not there really was a man who traveled from Jerusalem to Jericho and fell among robbers; there certainly could have been, but the meaning of the parable does not at all depend on whether the story actually happened or not.


The point of the parable is where the emphasis lies, and that’s the “real toad” part.  Even though the background story can be “imaginary,” the meaning of the parable really is there, the “real toad.”  So whether or not the man tra​veled from Jerusalem to Jericho, the one who helped him after the robbers left was not the priest or the Levite, but the Samaritan, and if we want to know who are neighbor is, it is the person we see in need of our help.


The parable before us this morning is one of the most difficult among Jesus’ parables, because Jesus teaches us the lesson of the parable through a ne​ga​tive example.  The manager has been dishonest, that is, he is a crook, and yet we are to imitate him in some special way.  That is a bit difficult to understand.  This “toad,” if you will, is a hard one to get our hands on, again, if you’ll permit the usage of that definition.


The “imaginary garden” part is all too familiar.  The manager was ac​cused of wasting the rich man’s possessions.  Perhaps he had just been unlucky in his investments, but I don’t think so.  I think he was definitely guilty of inten​tionally mismanaging the rich man’s possessions.  Perhaps he sold off some land and embezzled the money to pay his own gambling debts.  Perhaps he needed to build a barn on the rich man’s property, so he hired friends of his to do the buil​ding.  After cost overruns and delayed construction, the final building still needed work, so he hired other friends to fix what the first friends had messed up.  They studied the problem and billed for that, and then recommended tearing down part of the building and totally redoing it.  Anyway, his incompetent friends had bene​fited greatly from his mismanagement.


We read about this “imaginary garden” in the papers all the time and see it on the news, and unfortunately it is not at all imaginary.  We see Detroit going bankrupt after the hired manager brought in his own friends to consume, it seems, what little was left in the treasury so that they could declare bankruptcy—all the fault of the previous mismanagers.  We have learned to take such stories for granted, for we’ve been hearing them all our lives.  We can certainly under​stand the “imaginary garden” part of Jesus’ parable.


Specifically, the dishonest manager reduced the bills of two of the rich man’s debtors, forgiving the first a debt of four hundred gallons of olive oil, and the second a debt of two hundred bushels of wheat.  Obviously, these two debtors would feel somewhat grateful to this dishonest manager, and would feel at least some obligation to repay at least some of this debt to this dishonest manager after he was no longer the manager, and hopefully after the manager got out of prison, where he very much deserved to go.


The really hard “toad” part of this parable, hard for us to understand, is that Jesus tells us to imitate this dishonest manager.  Imitate him!  We definitely have our feelings about him, but imitation is not one of them.  He says, “I’m not strong enough to dig, and I’m ashamed to beg.”  Lazy is what he is, if you’ll permit me to speak from my parents’ generation.  He needs to stop thinking that he deserves a handout and get to work.  A couple years ago I talked to a young man out West who had lost his job in one of the skilled trades.  He told me that the union had gotten him two years of unemployment, so he wasn’t even going to start looking for a job until the two years of unemployment were used up.  I rea​lize that people say lots of things that aren’t true, but I was appalled nonetheless.


But I would also suggest that we consider some other points to make Jesus’ parable just a little easier to understand.  We all live within the system that has developed in America, and we all take the bad with the good.  Someone who loses his job certainly needs to understand unemployment so that he can do the best he can to provide for his family.


“The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light. I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.”  Jesus cannot be telling us to imitate this dishonest manager in his dishonesty.  He is not telling us to be lazy.  He is not telling us to embezzle.  He is not telling us to misappropriate funds.  Nor is He telling us to use the system, or even to live within the system.


No, he points us to the fact that the dishonest manager “had acted shrewd​ly,” or perhaps intelligently, wisely.  You see, this dishonest manager had a goal in mind, and he did everything he could to attain that goal.  His goal was not an admirable goal: not having to work.  The means he used to attain that goal were far from the best: appropriating the rich man’s wealth for his own use.  But the point is that he did attain his goal.


We are first and foremost Christians.  If we are not first and foremost Christians, then we will not get the point of Jesus’ parable.  Our Christian goal is attaining the prize Jesus has prepared for us.  “In My Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you.” Jn14v2.  It is the heavenly banquet, it is “the kingdom pre​pared for you since the creation of the world.” Mt25v34.  It is “the pearl of great value.” Mt13v45,46.  It is ours only because of Jesus.  Because of His per​fect life and innocent death and glorious resurrection, He gives us forgiveness for all our sins and invites us to share heaven and eternity with Him.


That is our goal, a much better goal than not needing to work.  Now, Jesus says, like this dishonest manager, we need to bend all our efforts to attaining that goal.  We need to cling to Jesus with all our might.  We need to get His Word and His sacraments which make us members of His kingdom.  When we can, even “use worldly wealth to gain friends for ourselves, so that when it is gone, we will be welcomed into eternal dwellings.”  This applies also to how we use the money that Jesus provides for us.  We need to use it, among other things, to attain our goal of eternal life with Him.


In order to provide for his future, the dishonest manager did favors in advance for other people, so that later they would pay him back.  The dishonest manager said that he was ashamed to beg.  But we can, for we have One who has already promised to help us in the future and in the present.  The Lord Jesus has bound Himself to us and will help us just as He has promised.  He desires only that we would ask Him for His help.  We can do that, and He will welcome us into His eternal dwellings.  Amen.
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