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I am very excited and honored to be here at Mount Zion and share in worship with you. My 
congregation is equally honored and excited to have your pastor with them today.  I will tell you what 
I am sure you already know . . . you have quite a pastor!  Rev. Cogman is part prophet, part energizer 
bunny. She is a good friend to her clergy colleagues and she is an important voice in Georgetown.  
Moreover, she is a shining reflection of your church and your ministry. Georgetown Presbyterian 
Church is grateful to share this day with you and to partner with your church in many ways but 
particularly in our shared work in the Saturday suppers to our hungry neighbors.  Thank you for your 
ministry and congratulations on your 200-year anniversary.   
 
Now as excited as I am to be here, I was really not excited about the gospel text of the day that 
Johnsie and I are both preaching on this morning. The parable of the shrewd manager is pretty much 
the worst preaching text in the bible. Now I would not mind sitting down with you for a two-hour 
bible study on this passage, but preaching for 15 minutes and trying to lift up a nugget of truth is no 
small feat. This parable has been hailed as one of the most complicated and confusing passages from 
all of the gospels.  Saint Augustine said he refused to believe this really could have “ever been on the 
lips of our Lord.”  Yet when the scripture passages are difficult there is probably something in that 
complexity we need to learn from God. And so we will lean into this passage and pray for a divine 
word for us today.   
 
Here is the scene: The manager is caught with his hand in the till.  His boss has put him on notice . . . 
by Monday he will be clearing out his desk. So he decides to call in some of the clients he has worked 
with for many years. He is going to use the little power and influence he still wields in order to win 
himself some friends and favors for he knows lean days are coming. How much do you owe, he says 
to the first client? 100 jugs of olive oil. Let’s call it 50 he says with a wink and a firm handshake. The 
man doesn’t know that this manager has his back against the wall or is acting without the authority of 
the company. So he thinks, what luck, what relief, what good fortune—100 jugs to 50 jugs is a huge 
debt reduction. Life is good. Then the manager asked the next client how much he owes and when 
he said 100 containers of wheat—the manager smiled and said let’s make it 80. What a blessing, what 
a gift, what a surprise!   
 
The shrewd manager has just gained two new friends and perhaps two references for his next job?  
Or two favors to call in when he needs to feed his family? Or two people who will welcome him into 
their home when the rumors start to spread?  When the deals are done the manager sits there feeling 
pleased about his new friendships.   
 
If you stop the tape here you would think Jesus would arrive on the scene to interpret the parable 
about how this man’s behavior was dishonest, selfish, and immoral.  And yet when Jesus arrives he 
praises the manager . . . for being shrewd. Shrewd? I have heard of patience, love, and kindness on 
the list of Christian virtues but shrewdness? Being shrewd is about being astute and sharp and 
discerning—not bad things for Christians to be perhaps, but also not your obvious adjectives for 
Christians either.   
 
Yet shrewdness is probably a good skill to have if you want to make it in the halls of power in 
Washington, D.C. If you want to be a mover and shaker in this city, it is going to be easier for you if 
you make deals, blur the lines, make big promises, sabotage others, and bend the truth a bit. It is dog 
eat dog, after all. We know how this works because we read about it in the papers or we see it on the 
front lines of our jobs and our communities. And while this is somehow acceptable behavior in and 
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around the beltway, it is hard to believe this is in any way, shape, or form, Christian behavior.  
Shrewd behavior might get you far if you are serving yourself, but how can it serve us if we strive to 
serve God first and foremost? 
 
I remember vividly an experience in my freshman year in Nashville, Tennessee in a pre-med biology 
101 class. The professor told us to visit the library and read a specific article ahead of a quiz. I arrived 
diligently at the library the next day to find the article and make photocopies, to read and study. But 
the assigned article had been ripped out of the book. The article had been ripped out of all five of the 
available copies of this book. Someone got to the document first and the rest of us were out of luck.  
I was enraged. But if you are graded on a bell curve that is based on the results of your peers then 
hiding the assigned readings was a clever move. Yet no one would ever say this was a Christian 
move. It was not Christian behavior and neither was the behavior of the shrewd manager. Please do 
not leave here thinking that the Presbyterian minister came here and told you lying, cheating, and 
stealing were acceptable behaviors.   
 
But if we can for a minute overlook the blatant dishonesty of the manager, then we might be able to 
see behaviors, which if applied in the right way, could be useful to Christ’s kingdom. We have to 
trust it was not the specific actions of the manager Jesus was applauding, but rather something else 
impressed Jesus. The manager to give him his due was prudent, clever, and shrewd. He had a long-
term vision and took steps to protect himself and his future. He got creative in order to achieve his 
goals. He thought outside of the box. He had fast footwork. And he had problem-solving skills.  
Jesus seeing this scene perhaps was excited by the human capacity he saw exhibited in those 
maneuvers. It was ingenious, how the manager solved the problem. And Jesus knew the disciples had 
big and complex problems to solve—life threatening disease, global poverty, religious persecution, 
human torture, education inequalities, gender and racial discrimination—all of these were issues in 
the first century world. All of these problems required ingenuity.   
 
Perhaps Jesus was excited because if this crooked manager could be so shrewd, then how much more 
so could his disciples be?  Those who were not entrusted with the books of olive oil and the ledgers 
of wheat, but entrusted as stewards of the good news of the gospel . . . those who were not called to 
serve themselves but to serve the poor, the widows, the children—how much more could they do on 
their behalves with a higher calling? Children of the light with the gifts of prudence and creativity and 
shrewdness would be able to do remarkable and life-changing things when employing the power 
given to them to bless and heal and forgive and serve and witness.  God’s children had remarkable 
capacity within them, but Jesus needed the children of the light to start acting as shrewdly with their 
heavenly gifts as the children of the world acted with their worldly gifts.    
 
We have examples throughout history of the power and effectiveness of being shrewd. The 
Reformer Martin Luther was shrewd in working to uproot corruption and implement needed 
reforms within the church. Dietrich Bonheoffer was shrewd in his workings in Nazi Germany to 
unseat the powers of evil. Martin Luther King Jr. was shrewd in leading a non-violent movement to 
work for racial equality. Nelson Mandela was shrewd in his working on the front line and behind 
prison bars against apartheid. These people used tactics, they used their power and influence, they 
used great wisdom, and they used their faith to navigate the systems and structures they encountered.  
These were children of the light, working for the sake of the kingdom, not in covering their own 
backs and ensuring their own futures, but in serving the common good and working for their eternal 
futures.   
 
There are complex problems in our complex city in our complex world, which need to be solved by 
people with faith, compassion, and creativity. People who think like the shrewd manager thought—
big picture, outside of the box, willing to take risks, and ready to scramble for the sake of their causes 
—these are the ones who will actually solve these problems. The problems of today’s society are no 
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less pressing than those of the first disciples and so we must employ all our resources if we are going 
to make a difference.   
 
One of the ordination vows we take in the Presbyterian Church when we become ministers, elders, 
and deacons asks, “Will you serve the people with energy, intelligence, imagination, and love?”  In 
other words . . . will you be a shrewd manager in your service to the kingdom? Will you be good 
stewards of the gifts entrusted to you, as children of the light, and employ them fully in your families, 
your churches, your schools, your offices, your cities, and your world? 
 
Jesus Christ needs disciples who will not wilt under pressure. Jesus Christ needs disciples who will 
not shirk their responsibilities. Jesus Christ needs disciples with energy, intelligence, imagination, and 
love. And so each of us must consider how we are being called to steward the treasures around us 
and within us. God has great faith in us, because if the crooked manager could do it . . . then how 
much more so could those who have been touched by God’s grace, redeemed by God’s love, and 
commissioned by God’s Holy Spirit, achieve for the sake of the kingdom. Jesus said, “I send you out 
as sheep in the midst of wolves; so be shrewd as serpents and innocent as doves.” 
 
May God bless you and may your church continue to preach the Word, serve the people, embody the 
gospel, and thrive in this place for the next 200 years—even if it takes a bit of shrewd management 
to do so! 
 
Amen.   
 

 


