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Forgive, no matter what.
There are some things that just shouldn't be in the Bible. Did you ever think that when you hear a story
or passage in the Bible that really bothers you?
“I can't believe this story ever came from the lips of our Lord.” That's not me saying that. Those
words were supposed to be said by St. Augustine when he commented on the Parable of the Unjust
Steward. Don't you feel that way when you hear it? Does this even make sense to you? It's probably
safe to say that there are as many ideas about what this parable means as there are people that read it.
So, of course, I'm here to tell you what it really means. Or you can come to the Adult Study that meets
during Sunday school and discuss what you think this means. But at least let me tell you the things that
strike me about this story.
First this is a parable. It's not a story about something that really happened. A parable is a story with a
point. Some parables are “go and do likewise” parables. You know the story of the Good Samaritan
for example. He showed mercy on the man who had fallen among robbers and had been beaten. Go
and do likewise, Jesus says. Other parable are “how much more” parables. These parable often show
people of dubious character doing something good. How much more should Christians do that then, or
if someone with great faults can behave lovingly, how much more will God care for us since he loves
us perfectly? Our parable is one like that. How much more should Christians behave like the unjust
steward?
But what is it that the steward does that is laudable?
First we need to try to understand some of the situation in Jesus' time. We've heard lots in the last
couple of years in American society about the shrinking middle class and we can at least be encouraged

by some of the lastest economic news that there are fewer people in poverty in the last quarter than

there were earlier this year. These are discussions that the people of Jesus' time wouldn't really



understand. There's not really a “middle class” to speak of during his time. There is the very rich and
then there's the poor. By far most people were poor. So when Jesus tells a story about a wealthy
landowner, the people he was talking to understood. Here was a rich guy, and most of them probably
worked for people like that. Rich people owned land and the poor worked the land for them. They
were peasants, to use a medieval term. If you worked the land, then you worked it for someone else.
Whether you grew wheat or tended olive trees then you owed the owner a certain amount of the harvest
at the end of the year, usually a majority of the crop. In this case, the owner employs a steward to
manage his business. And word begins to get around that the the steward is dishonest. We can't tell
from the words of the parable whether the story means that the steward is actually dishonest or not, and
maybe it doesn't matter. But the owner calls him in and tells him that he is going to be fired. What
should he do? Some intepreters think that he fraudulently changes the owners accounts in hopes that
those who owe the master will let him into their homes since he saved them so much money. That's
one way to look at it.

Another way is to consider that in those days the way accounts often worked was that if the owner of
the land told his steward that he wanted fifty jugs of oil from the proceeds of the olive press, the
steward would then go and demand a hundred from those working the land. As long as the owner got
his fifty, the steward could demand whatever he felt the peasants could deliever and he could keep the
profit. So when the problems arise, and the steward reworks the bills, it may be that what is meant is
that he is cutting out some of his own profit. He has his own long term welfare in mind, he won't make
a profit this year, but maybe some of these peasants will employ him since he saved them so much
money, or even when the owner sees how self-sacrificing he has been, he will change his mind and
keep him on. And that's what happens in this version of the parable. The steward, sacrificing his own
profit, forgives the debt of the peasants. In fact, maybe forgiveness is what this parable is all about.
Remember that this story comes on the heels of the parable of the Prodigal Son. In that parable, the

central idea is the father's forgiveness of his wayward son. Maybe this parable expands on the



necessity of forgiveness. In the Prodigal Son, the father forgives out of love, and we all see that as
laudable. In this parable, the steward forgives out of self interest and Jesus also commends this kind of
forgiveness. The unjust steward forgives. He forgives things that he may have no right to forgive.
Maybe he forgives for all the wrong reasons, for personal gain, maybe to make up for the fact that he
really has been dishonest. But is that the message of the parable? Forgive, no matter what the reason?
Go ahead, forgive it all, forgive it now, and forgive for good reasons or for selfish ones, or for no
reason that you can think of.

How does that feel? Weird, right? Shouldn't we forgive because we've truly let go of a wrong and we
are able to forgive in our hearts? Why do we forgive? There are lots of great reasons to forgive. We can
forgive out of love, or in Jesus' name, because he asks us to, or because of the gratitude we feel because
we have been forgiven, or because we want to be free of the burden of bitterness, or because we think
we'll have a better chance of being rewarded if we forgive. The parable tells us that there is no bad
reason to forgive. Maybe we're forgiving for a selfish reason, maybe we forgive someone because we
think they will forgive us in return; or because we hope they will treat us better. Maybe we forgive
because we're afraid that if we don't, God won't forgive us. For whatever reason we forgive, even if it
is like the unjust steward,who forgives to save his own skin—he still forgives. If he can forgive to save
his job or to give himself a safety net if his firing proves unavoidable, then we who have experienced
real grace, how much more reason do we have to forgive? Remember this is not a go and do likewise
parable, it's a parable that says if a scoundrel like this can forgive, how much more should we be able to
forgive? Sometimes we think up reasons not to forgive. Maybe we think the other person doesn't
deserve it. Maybe we think “I'll forgive her as soon as she shows some real remorse. I'll forgive him
when he makes some steps to show that he's changed his life. I'll forgive when I think they really
deserve forgiveness.” But doesn't this parable tell us to forgive anyway? Isn't forgiveness like grace?
And isn't that what the church is built on? Last week we had you start to build our Ebenezer, that pile

of stones that proclaim that God has helped us, that he has shown us grace, that he has blessed us.



There are still stones out there for you to use today too, if you didn't get a chance last week or if you
want to do another. But one of the stones says “Forgiven.” And the passage that Rick read for us from
Ephesians talks about how God has reconciled us to one another and to himself, he has forgiven us and
has given us the power to forgive each other. When that happens we can see that we've been blessed.
That's how the covenant community is built. Like the poet William Butler Yeats has said:

When such as I cast out remorse

so great a sweetness flows into the breast

we must laugh and we must sing,

we are blest by everything,

everything we look upon is blest.'

When that happens, when we forgive and cast our remorse, that's when we can be built together into a
home for God.

Forgiveness. We are forgiven by God. For anything. There is nothing God cannot forgive. What
about us. Have we forgiven? Is there any of us who doesn't need to be forgiven? Is there any of us
who isn't where we are today because those we love have forgiven us? Can we forgive in return, for
whatever reason, even if it's selfish? We are told by Christ that we must forgive. Every Sunday we
pray the prayer, “Forgive us our sins, as we forgive those who sin against us.” As we forgive. If we are

forgiven, we must forgive. No matter what. Maybe that's hard. To forgive no matter what. Maybe we

wish that wasn't in the Bible either. But it is.

1 Quoted by J William Harkins, Feasting on the Gospels, Luke, Vol. 2. p. 96



