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So, I want to retell you the story of the unjust steward or dishonest manager that you’ve just heard. 
 
You’re the boss, it’s Monday morning, and you have a problem.  You’ve had this great manager for 
several years. As time has gone by, you’ve trusted him more and more.  You’ve come to regard him 
in many ways as an extension of yourself.  Indeed, the extension that does most of the boring, hard 
work, leaving you free to be inventive and creative.  And then, this Monday morning, out of the 
blue, you get a call from the bank.  It’s the bank manager, and he starts, somewhat apologetically, 
by saying, “we’ve noticed several rather large, unusual transfers from a couple of your business 
accounts.”  The accounts, you immediately recognise, that contain (or, rather, should contain) the 
accumulated wealth of the business.  These can only be accessed by you and your manager.  So, 
after the bank sends you details of the transfers, you call him in.  It’s not comfortable, he obviously 
doesn’t want to lose his job, but, eventually, he admits what he’s done.  And it’s huge.  The 
impulsive half of you wants to hit him, or chop up his credit cards, or post embarrassing pictures of 
him the web.  But the more rational half of you, for reasons both creditable and slightly less 
creditable, says wait.  He has done good service, and you don’t want to humiliate him.  But perhaps 
even more importantly, you’re in a business where your reputation for competence and 
trustworthiness matters, and where the manager has been important in building relationships with 
the most significant customers.  So you give him the rest of the week to call those customers and 
tell them a plausible story about why he’s leaving and who their accounts will be handed over to.  
He leaves your office to start calling those customers, and you sit back, still feeling incredibly 
annoyed, not to mention totally betrayed, but taking some comfort in the fact that you seem to 
have made the best of a bad job. 
 
On Friday afternoon the soon-to-be-former manager comes into your office.  You’re expecting 
contrition, but, in fact, he looks pretty chipper.  You frown. “Boss, great news!” he says.  You tense 
slightly.  “You remember”, he says, “Company A that owes us £100,000?” “Yes, vividly”, you reply.  
“Well, great news! I’ve just settled with them for £50,000”.  Your eyebrows arch. “And”, he 
continues blithely, “you remember Company B that also owes £100,000?”  Your left eyelid begins 
to twitch involuntarily. “Yes”, you say, with a sinking feeling.  “Well, I settled with them for 
£80,000.”  Your right temple starts to throb. It’s at this point you realise that you, as the boss, have 
reached a fork in the road.  You need to make a decision.  Slowly your right hand edges towards the 
phone to call the police – the guy has robbed you blind, and he deserves to go down for a long time.  
Meanwhile your left hand edges towards the attractive, large, heavy, suggestively pointed and 
seductively sharp piece of rock on your desk that you brought back from a recent scuba diving trip.  
Police or sharp rock; sharp rock or police, you debate.  You’re still weighing the options – genuine 
short term pleasure versus likely long term pain – when, all of sudden, and for reasons you can’t 
even begin to explain, you start laughing.  Quietly at first, but within a minute tears are streaming 
down your face.  And within another few your sides begin to ache you’re laughing so hard.  And you 
laugh and laugh and laugh and laugh.  On and on and on. Eventually, you quieten down just 
enough to say to the manager: you are the biggest pain in the backside I have ever come across. I 
will look forward to never seeing you again.  And three more things: thank you, thank, thank you.  
He smiles, you smile, and he leaves.  What a week you think; what a week. And then you start to 
laugh again. 
 
The parable of the unjust steward or dishonest manager confounds us like no other parable.  A 
dishonest steward acts against his master, and then doubles down on his dishonesty by, with no 



authority, reducing the debts owed to his master by others.  That master, although clearly annoyed 
at first, reacts to this second set of dishonest actions by inexplicably congratulating the manager on 
his further dishonesty.  And then Jesus appears to commend to us the manager’s actions while still 
calling him dishonest, and the secular, worldly activities in which he engages (and succeeds) 
morally inferior. It seems crazy.  However, rather than try to explain this verse by verse, I want to 
suggest to you that what this parable is really about, at its heart, is not honesty vs dishonesty; or 
money vs God; or work vs. heaven.  What the parable is really about is second chances.  About how 
second chances are offered to us by God, and about what we do with them.  And I want to explain 
these second chances by going back to the master, the boss and his three thank you’s.   
 
Now, why the boss you ask? Surely it’s the manager? Well, the manager does get a very obvious 
second chance.  However, the second chance, or, rather, three second chances, offered to the boss 
– the three things for which he said thank you –  are both more subtle and more extensive.  And 
those chances related to three things important to God: his neighbour, the manager; the world, 
including his business; and himself.  The second chance offered him the opportunity to do better 
by all three.  Let me take each of those in turn. 
 
First, the second chance to treat the manager, better.  Why is that important? After all he’s has 
been dishonest.  Perhaps the boss should have thanked him if he’d done an honest day’s work. But 
for this; this betrayal of trust?  Well, let’s think about it for a moment.  If the boss had flung him 
out on Monday morning, that would have been it.  He would have been destitute, stripped of status 
and livelihood, too old to work and too proud to beg.  Regardless of his earlier years of service, 
regardless of the extent of his dishonesty, his life (and his family’s if he had one) would have been 
ruined.  But while those five days in my retelling, were a second chance to the manager, they were 
also a second chance to the master.  After the second piece of dishonesty, the master could have 
come down on him even harder.  But he doesn’t.  He doesn’t reinstate him; he’s still lost his job.  
But he goes now being able to support himself, because the master, the boss was given, and 
accepted the second chance to be more generous – to show some measure of mercy to his 
neighbour – than his first instincts would have allowed him to have been. 
 
Next, the second chance to look after the business better.  Again, this seems strange.  We don’t 
normally think of those who steal from their employer as contributing positively to that business.  
But look a little closer.  The manager has done a number of things.  He has ensured the transition 
to the next manager is smooth, and he has ensured that the master’s clients or debtors are more 
favorably disposed not only towards the manager, but also towards the master and his business.  
The manager on the way out of the door could have broken all those relationships, vital to the 
business and to everyone who relies on it.  But he didn’t, he strengthened them instead.  And 
thereby strengthened an organisation, a community important to God.  But that would not have 
happened if the boss had not given the manager – and by extension the business – a second 
chance. 
 
And finally, the second chance to look after himself, the master, better. The second chances we’ve 
just looked at – to be more generous to the manager and to help the business – are obviously part 
of this. But, really, even more important is the second chance given to the boss to look after himself 
better. Because God wants us to look after ourselves, too. The master is given this second chance to 
discover, to remember, that the most important things are relationships with other people – 
including those who work for him and those who owe him – rather than with the property they 
manage or work they do.  He is given a second chance to discover, to remember, that he can get by 
on less.  He doesn’t need £100,000 from every client or debtor.  £80,000 or £50,000 are just fine. 
He has been given a second chance to reorient his life towards God and the things that matter to 
God.  So, towards people not things.  Towards abundance not scarcity.  Towards generosity not 
selfishness.  Love not anger. Thankfulness not ingratitude.  Forgiveness not revenge.  And, yes, 
towards laughter. Smiles and laughter not scowls, or frowns, or pouts, or grimaces. It is truly in 
that rueful admiration expressed by the master in the reading, in that belly laughter in my 
retelling, that the boss comes alive: revived, refreshed and reoriented by the second chances that 
the manager’s actions have given him. 
 
So, what this parable tells us is that we are not condemned to be the person today that we were 
yesterday, or condemned to be the person tomorrow that we are today.  Every day brings with it a 



second chance because Christ died on the cross to allow us to leave that yesterday behind us.  To be 
sure we can’t undo the past, pretend that bad things never happened, and in earthly terms we 
sometimes have to pay for that.  Sometimes the second chance allows us to avoid making a 
mistake, but it’s important to understand that second a chances also allow us to move on from a 
mistake already made. But how do we get there?  What is the key that opens the door through 
which we can leave behind that past that ties us down and holds us back? Well, laughter, humour, 
a sense of the absurd, are often that key. 
 
First, laughter can create the opportunity, the second chance to step back from the brink of an 
argument or a fight, or a mistake that once made couldn’t be undone.  As Jesus knew, laughter 
creates that second chance, creates the space for it, because it’s the pin that pricks the bubble of 
our own seriousness, it’s the needle that lances the boil of our self-absorption, it’s the scalpel that 
cuts open and drains our soul of anger and hatred. In this parable, in laughter, the master realises 
the damage he is about to do to the manager, the damage he is about to do to the business, and the 
damage he is about to do to himself.  So he steps back from his first instincts and, instead, 
strengthens all three; all three of which God loves. 
 
Second, even when we have messed up, laughter gives us that second chance to try to correct our 
mistake, to make amends, to get back on track. And it does that because it helps to point us 
forward not backwards. Jesus smiles and laughs and drinks and eats with sinners, and tax 
collectors, and assorted reprobates, all of whom have messed up – people like me and you –  
because he wanted them to know that they had a second chance to repent, reform, reorient their 
lives.  Accept my way, he says, and forget this absurd nonsense your leaders are teaching you.  And 
he keeps pointing out the absurdity of the current order of things in order to open people’s eyes. 
“Pharisees – what mad things are you saying!” “Scribes – what crazy logic is that!”  “Disciples – 
turn this story upside down, so you can see it the right way up!” And you can almost hear him 
laughing as he tells the po-faced scribes and Pharisees standing in the crowd this story the about a 
crooked manager who is to be commended for being wiser than them.   
It is the laughter Jesus brings that gives them, gives us, the chance to see the broader possibilities, 
the chance to reset, to reassess and to begin to move forward again. 
 
Today, like the master, like the boss, you are being offered a second chance to leave your past 
behind.  There are only two questions.  Will you see that second chance? And will you take it? 
 
Amen 


