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Script/counterscript...Life powered by God the Holy Spirit 
Luke 16.1-13 
 

“For the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than 

are the children of light.”  

This is a difficult parable. At least for us in our time and place. Commentators and 

bloggers are all over the place about what the parable means and how Jesus interprets it. And 

even as insights are offered, commentators admit that they don’t know how to understand it.  

And perhaps that would be reason enough to skip it and go on to something else. But I 

didn’t! This parable has been turning and turning within me, a bit like a crystal, trying to see 

where the light is shining through. 

And no matter which way I turn the parable, what keeps flashing and catching my 

attention are these words of Jesus, “For the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing 

with their own generation than are the children of light.” 

It may be hard to understand the parable, but this, these words are pretty clear. And 

they’re challenging, confronting. What does it mean for children of light to be shrewd? What 

does it mean to be shrewd followers of Jesus? To be shrewd as we live into the Kingdom of 

God? 

But before we look for answers to those questions, let’s look at the parable itself. 

It begins, “There was a rich man.” A provocative beginning to the story we’re about to 

hear. Provocative because we remember Jesus’ words earlier in Luke when he says, “Woe to 

you who are rich, you’ve already received your consolation.” And provoking because Jesus is 

about to say something about wealth, again. As he has been throughout this Gospel. And 

since we’re rich, we’re listening…perhaps a bit wary…but we’re listening! 

So here’s the story: There’s a rich man who has so much stuff that he needs someone to 

manage his stuff. We don’t know what all it is but likely some combination of land and 
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rentals and other income generating assets. So he needs it all managed. And then someone 

tells the rich man that his manager is not taking care of the master’s property, but 

squandering it. So as all good employers would do, he confronts his employee and tells him 

the books are going to be audited. The manager panics. If he’s fired, he won’t be able to get 

a good reference for another management position. The only job he’d be able to get would 

be physical labor, which he’s sure he can’t do. Which would leave him without a job and 

without a job, he wouldn’t have a home. He’d lose his standing and reputation—he’d be 

disgraced. And that isn’t an option either. So he calms down enough to consider other 

options. Suddenly it comes to him and he knows his plan. His plan will fix things so that 

when he loses this job, he’ll keep his reputation and be welcomed into others’ homes. He 

carries out his plan by calling his master’s debtors in and forgiving a portion of their debts. 

And his boss? When he hears what his manager has done he says, “Brilliant. What a shrewd 

manager you are!” 

There are several things about this parable that need a closer look.  

The first is that this parable is linked to the parable just before it, the parable of the lost 

son. The second son and the manager both squander someone else’s money. And both of 

them reach a point when the squandering fails. And when they reach that point, they make a 

plan and act on it.  

The son’s plan, as we know, is to return to his father’s house. But instead of coming 

home as a servant, his father, another rich man, throws him a party, squandering his own 

money by throwing a party. It’s an extravagant act of forgiveness. But even as he welcomes 

the lost son home, he fails to invite his older son to the party. And is now in danger of losing 

that son. 
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The manager’s plan isn’t to go home to his parents, but instead to make friends who will 

give him a home. And the way that he makes friends is by forgiving debts. One by one, he 

calls into his office the people who owe money—or goods—to the rich man. He reduces 

their debt (perhaps the portion that was his salary?). Another extravagant act of forgiveness. 

Except, not quite. Now, rather than owing the rich man, they owe him. They’ll pay off their 

debt by giving him a bed. That’s his plan. 

The characters in Jesus’ parables don’t stay in their lanes, do they?! They’re complicated 

characters that we can’t easily hold up as “good” or dismiss as “bad.” It seems clear that 

Jesus is deliberately messing with our categories and ways of categorizing. His teaching 

requires us to pay close attention. Following Jesus isn’t a matter of following a simple 

parable, or particular rules or morals or rote actions. Rather, living into the Kingdom of 

God, living from the power of the Holy Spirit requires us to be discerning, discriminating. 

To be shrewd.  

We don’t usually think about being called to be shrewd. But when Jesus says, “For the 

children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than are the 

children of light,” I hear a truthtelling. And an invitation.  

To be shrewd, according to the dictionary, is to be “able to understand and judge a 

situation quickly and to use this understanding [for] advantage.” Greek synonyms for this 

word are wise, prudent, clever. 

How are the children of this age shrewd?  

This parable gives us some clues. The rich man, who was ready to fire his manager, ends 

up admiring him. One way to understand this affirmation is that the rich man admired the 

manager for knowing how to use and manipulate the system to his own advantage. He was 
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resourceful and creative and quick in the way of wealth. And as someone who had a lot of 

wealth, the rich man could admire his manager’s bold and clever response.  

But there’s another reason for the rich man to admire his manager. By randomly 

forgiving debts, the rich man gains a reputation of being generous. So even though he won’t 

collect all the money owed him, he’s gained the value of an improved reputation. 

The parable ends here, with Jesus telling the disciples that the rich man praised his 

manager for his shrewdness.  

And this is what makes the parable so difficult. “So the master commended the unjust 

steward because he had dealt shrewdly. For the children of this world are more shrewd in 

their generation than the children of light. And I say to you, make friends for yourselves by 

unrighteous wealth, that when you fail, they may receive you into an everlasting home.” 

It is here that interpretations go off in different directions. There are those who think 

Jesus himself is commending the manager, that the manager isn’t unjust, he’s only been 

accused; he’s been slandered. And that Jesus is saying it’s a good thing to use money, even if 

the wealth is unjustly gotten, it’s good to use it to make friends so that we’ll have an eternal 

home.  

But this doesn’t sound like Jesus, does it? It would be one thing for Jesus to say to use 

your wealth to help the poor, but to use unjust wealth to secure your future? No. 

Yet there are good reasons that people understand this parable in this way. One reason is 

how embedded we are in capitalism. The script of this age, the scripts of empire say that 

capitalism is good in and of itself. In this age, making money by whatever means is respected 

and valued. Godly, even. We’ve only to look at our current president to know how deeply 

this script is written into our time. The capacity to know and act with the systems to make 
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money, to be shrewd enough to make more and more money, even on the backs of 

underpaid or trafficked workers, is the way the system works.  

This is not…this cannot be what Jesus is saying.  

Still another reason to assume that Jesus is commending the manager is that he says, 

“And I say to you, make friends for yourselves by unrighteous wealth, that when you fail, 

they may receive you into an everlasting home.” It sounds like Jesus is telling the disciples 

they should learn to use money to make friends so that they’ll go to heaven. In the words, 

everlasting home, we hear heaven. But that isn’t what Jesus says either. The Greek is actually, 

eternal tents. Jesus is not prescribing a course of action for his disciples, or for us. Instead, this 

is an ironic statement, “If you make your friends for yourself by unjust wealth, you will 

forever be going from tent to tent.” You will forever be in a wilderness of insecurity. 

If we have friends because we are shrewd with our wealth, our friends will be forever 

changing. Those who buy friends with money, we will lose them when the money is gone. 

We see this cycle in the two parables. The son who squandered an inheritance lost his 

friends when his money was gone. And then he went from tent to tent trying to find a way 

and a place to live. And in the second parable, the manager is buying his friends. But once 

those friends will have paid off their debt to him, he’ll have to find a different tent. And the 

cycle will continue. Even within the extravagant forgiveness in these parables, we see that 

when money is at the center of transactions, it leaves relationships and futures tenuous. It’s 

like living in a wilderness, secure only as long as there is money. 

This is what Jesus is revealing. No doubt, there are good things that can be done with 

wealth. The problem is when we trust wealth, when wealth is our security. And the call for 

the disciples, and for us, is to trust the Kingdom for our security. What Jesus is teaching is 

how to live trusting the Holy Spirit, trusting the living God. And not just to trust, but to 
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learn the ways of the Kingdom, to learn and act in the ways of resurrection so that we can be 

shrewd children of light. 

How do we do this?! I don’t know, but we can explore this question together. 

What are the ways of the Spirit? What are the ways of the cross and resurrection? What 

are the systems that turn the Kingdom of God?  

Love is one of the ways. If empire turns on wealth, the Kingdom turns on love. And 

forgiveness. And grace. Justice. Hope. Mercy. But unlike the ways of the world, shrewdness 

in the Kingdom means loving my neighbor and my enemy even if that love isn’t returned to 

me. Love in the Kingdom means investing in relationships, even when there are no 

dividends or returns on our investments. Shrewdness in the Kingdom of God means living 

and acting with resurrection hope, trusting the creativity and aliveness of the Holy Spirit of 

God. The systems of the Kingdom turn on hope, investing in hope and acting in faith.  

To live shrewdly in the Kingdom of God is to live trusting our being and belonging in 

the heart of God. Our eternal home is always in the aliveness of the living God. What could 

it mean for us to be shrewd as we live and act within the security of this knowing and way of 

being?  

This is hard. Hard to understand and hard to live. But I’m convinced this is our 

invitation, our calling for this time…to learn to be shrewd children of light. Let’s learn this 

together. So that in the face of climate collapse, and mass incarceration, and systemic 

racism…so that in the face of so much wrong, our plans and our actions will reflect the 

shrewdness of the Kingdom of God.  

May we dwell, securely, confidently, eternally in the aliveness of God the Holy Spirit. 

 


