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Earlier this week, a typical 19 year old Joey Prusak who worked as a manager at a Dairy Queen in Hopkins, Minnesota was hailed as a Good Samaritan after he gave $20 out of his own wallet to a blind customer who had dropped the bill on the floor and was picked up by an elderly woman who refused to return it.  Seeing what happened, Joey refused to serve that lady until she had return the money to the rightful owner.  Ultimately she refused to give back the money and left the restaurant angrily.

The teen's good deed went viral after a customer who witnessed the incident wrote an email about it to Dairy Queen, commending him for his act of charity and generosity.  This also drew the attention of the billionaire tycoon Warren Buffett, whose company owns Dairy Queen.  Buffett has invited Joey as a special guest to attend the Shareholder’s meeting next year in Omaha, Nebraska.  No words though as to how Buffett will reward Joey for his good deed, or will he give Joey the $20 back.  Something tells me that he would receive more than the $20.
"Here's somebody that did something good for someone else and no one asked him to do it," Buffett said. "It strikes a chord in a lot of people."  
Well, certainly this is something we don’t hear on the news every day.  It just goes to show that there are still good people out there who are willing to help others and to do the “right thing”.  Even though Joey was probably making $10-12 an hour, he gave more than what he had and beyond his call of duty.   When asked by the reporter of why he did what he did, Joey simply replied, "I was just doing what I thought was right.  I did it without even really thinking about it. ... Ninety-nine out of 100 people would've done the same thing as me."

In the text that Margaret read for us earlier, Jesus once again used a parable to tackle a difficult topic - our relationship with God and our earthly resources, in particular money!  What’s our priorities in life?  How can we rightfully worship God with the resources that God has allocated for us – our time, our talents and our money.  Yes, Money!!!  We do not worship money but we do worship God through our usage of money, how we may further God’s work in this Kingdom.  Jesus said, “For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.”


Throughout the Bible, Jesus often talks about how money affects our relationship with God and with one another, whether we have too much or not enough of.  You’ll be surprised how often conflict arises (particularly in churches) whenever the issue of money comes up, perhaps out of our own insecurity of not having enough or our unwillingness to share it with others.  

Our text today also guides us to reflect on how we manage and do good for others with the resources as God entrusted in us.  This is more than just managing our money, as it affects our personal integrity, honesty and trust in God.  Some translation entitled our passage today as “the Parable of the Dishonest Manager” or the “Shrewd” manager.  

The manager’s job was to make sure that he collects what belongs to his master.  He knew his job was on the line when he failed to collect the debt for his master, whether he was simply too lazy or what not, we don’t know.  But the manager did intentionally reduce the amount of debt of many of his debtors, perhaps to encourage the debtors to pay off their debt sooner and more easily….kind of cut them a deal, so to speak.  But the motive of what he did was uncertain, whether he was doing this on his own for his personal gain or out of his heart-felt generosity?  

Instead of being reprimanded by his master, he was being praised for his action!?  So that was kind of odd?  It would appear though that the manager was trying to manipulate for his own personal gain, at the expense of those who can least afford.  Now the debtors owe him in gratitude by reducing the amount of debt that they owed to the master.  

So what’s the moral of this parable of the shrewd or dishonest manager, you may ask?  Why was Jesus telling this rather complex parable to such a diverse group of people who were following this celebrity wherever he went.  

To the tax-collectors, this really hit them right in the gut, because that’s precisely what they do…they took advantage of others by collecting more than they should and kept the extra for personal gains.  Everybody knew that and they were able to get away with it.

To the Pharisees whom Luke labeled as the “lovers of money” in verse 14, as leaders of God’s chosen people, keepers of the treasures of the temple, they were also like the dishonest manager who lost their sense of calling and the vision that God has entrusted them with.  Influenced by worldly power, status and wealth, even complacency, they had blended into the secular society and lost their vision from God.  One may either serves this present age and loves its treasures or to love God and serve him in this present age.  It’s either or, it cannot be both.  We must make a difficult choice.  We cannot serve God and the world.  For one leads to death and the other leads to life.  Either you embrace God or you reject God.

This parable concerns us about managing one’s asset, not the typical earthly asset that we are accustomed to like money, time and talent.  It’s beyond that.  It’s about managing the heavenly asset in terms of our personal honesty, integrity, and fairness towards others.  God wants us to use these heavenly assets and use them well accordingly.

 “Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and whoever is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much.  If then you have not been faithful with the dishonest wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches?  And if you have not been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give you what is your own.”


How we manage our earthly resources is ultimately a testament of our faith?  As a church, how have we managed God’s resources that are entrusted in us?  Have we, whether as individuals or as a church, done a spiritual inventory of God’s blessings in our lives….to recount God’s blessings each day and to share these blessings with others, instead of keeping them to ourselves?


The Apostle Paul offered some sounding words of advice for his disciple – Timothy, about the influence of earthly materials and the power of money, both in the positive and negative ways.  In 1 Timothy 6:9-11, Paul wrote, “But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction.  10 For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains.  11 But as for you, man [and woman] of God, shun all [of] this; pursue Righteousness, Godliness, Faith, Love, Endurance, [and] Gentleness. 

Having money is not a sin, but how we use our money and our desire and obsession of having more than we need MAY lead us into sin…in the form of idolatry.  We become obsessed with craving for more, even what God has blessed us with is already enough or is the most that we are capable of handling at this time. 

When our minds have become too occupied and our lives are obsessed by the earthly material gains, we have in turn chosen the wrong master to serve.  We have violated the very first commandment that prescribes to us, “You shall have no other god before me.”  

“No one can serve two masters, for a servant will either hate the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other.  We cannot serve God and wealth.”
 


Jesus said, “It is more blessed to give than to receive.”
 By letting go of what we have in our possession, it gives us the freedom to trust God in God’s providence and that God will bless us more than what we have.  Let our light shine before others, so that they may see our good works and give glory to our Father in heaven.
   God has blessed us so we may be a blessing to others.  God delights in us when we re-invest God’s good gifts in the lives of others.  

I remember when I started my seminary education about 10 years ago, I was the beneficiary of a full-tuition scholarship through the benevolence of a number of individuals.  I am forever grateful and in debt to those who made my seminary education possible.  Although we don’t know them personally, each year we do write a “Thank You” letter to those who had sponsored us through their generous gifts.  My benefactors were the 4th Avenue Presbyterian Church of Chicago and the family of Laura and Louis Wettling, who had set up an endowment fund in memory of their parents.


Furthermore, I was also blessed by numerous other individuals who supported me for all these years through their prayers, encouragement and financial support.  One of them was a grand-aunt (Mrs. Lam) who was in her early 90’s at the time.  

Knowing that I was enrolled in seminary at that time, she instructed her son to offer me a generous gift for me to purchase books…etc.  I personally went to thank her for her generosity.  As we talked, I remember something that I would never forget.  She said that God has blessed her with more than she needs in her life and now as she’s getting old, she wanted to give away as much of what she has in order to benefit others.  

This parable that Jesus told serves as a reminder for us all, in terms of how we live our lives and how we are to faithfully respond to our calling.  This is about reliving the vision that God has once shed upon us…a vision that we have somehow seemed to have lost sight of.  We have become complacent with God’s blessings and have neglected to share God’s blessings to those around us.

As one commentator summed up this passage resoundingly by saying, “somehow in the middle of our journey we stopped living for Christ.  We stopped believing that Jesus died and was resurrected and that life was made new.  Somewhere along the way it became easy to serve all those pressing demands: of people, of schedule, of money.  Somewhere along the way, the vision for God’s call became cloudy and muddled.  We stopped hearing God’s voice and joined the crazy survivor-takes-all mentality. Somewhere along the way, the challenges seemed so much bigger than the answers.  So we huddled in an effort to save whatever was left and forgot about living for something greater.  We [have] buried our treasures.”


No one can serve two masters.  Seek first God’s kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you.
  Do not worry about your life, what you will eat, what you will wear.  May we yearn to seek God first things first.  Keep on giving and sharing God’s blessings because it liberates our desire of wanting more.  Fix our eyes upon the risen Christ who has given his ALL upon the old rugged cross.  

In the name of God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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