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TEXTS
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Jeremiah 8:18-9:1
Psalm 79:1-9
Amos 8:4-7
Psalm 113

1 Timothy 2:1-7
Luke 16:1-13

What links the texts this week?

These passionate excerpts of a desperate people’s lament and praise remind us that God is found
amidst vulnerability and desperation. We seek our Creator in places as lowly as the ghetto and the
cross - the sites of terror enacted by the wealthy and powerful. The manager figure beseeches us to
scrutinize our own positionality in this extractive economy, lest we find ourselves at risk, contending
with the harsh realization that our salvation can only come from below.

ORDER OF WORSH'P (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

Savvy God
Wily God

Audacious God
Determined God

God who yells back at the rising storm
God who guards Her Beloveds like a Mama Bear—

You do not ask politeness of your people
but to rattle the cages of oppression.

Come, let us worship God,
our Fierce Protector and our Steadfast Love.
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Opening Prayer

Divine Agitator, you teach us how to prioritize people and this planet over a culture of politeness and
respectability. For the sake of life. Flourishing. Justice. Infuse us with your Holy Courage and Racial
Wisdom, Oh God, that we may shed shallow politeness and, instead, conspire towards soulful liberation
and authentic solidarity. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

As we prepare to gather our offerings, we consider what we owe each other—our compassion, our
showing up, our doing better when we know better, and our shared resources when we have abundance.
Let us collect what we have that we might be accountable to one another in relationship and care.
Prayer of Dedication

Living Christ, we desire all people to be free—free from fear, free from punitive forms of punishment, free
from soul-crushing debt, free from gender-based violence, free to make decisions about their own bodies,
free to experience connection and belonging. We dedicate our offerings to collective freedom, spiritual
and material. Amen.

Benediction

Because God guards the vulnerable like a mama bear guards her cubs,
we, too, will be ferocious in the face of injustice.

Go in the company of the Holy Spirit who fills us with courage,

fans the flames of our compassion,
and leads us on paths of liberation.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* In what ways may you need to shift your aspirations to aspire downward? How might your faith
community’s collective ambitions contribute to or dismantle structures of domination?

* How does your spiritual community engage and serve vulnerable populations who are
disproportionately indebted? In what ways could your church or fellowship offer more relief to these
communities?

* Do you believe that your sense of ethics is influenced by capitalist conditioning? What steps can you
take to challenge the influence capital has on our collective sense of right and wrong?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Nichola Torbett (she/her).

Cosmic - Amy |ill Levine says parables are supposed to provoke us, and if that is the case, this might be the
most successful parable ever. It refuses to be reduced to a children’s story time with a vastly oversimplified
moral like “help people even when you don’t know them” or “small things are important.” Let’s face it:
“Reduce the wealth of your boss and get praised” is probably not going to go down well at children’s time.

Perhaps partially because of this discomfort, interpretations of Luke 16: 1-13 have proliferated like social
media memes on the day after President Joe Biden announced his student loan forgiveness plan, and they are
every bit as politically invested. Interpreters can’t even agree on what to call this story. Is it the Parable of the
Dishonest Steward or the Unjust Steward or the Shrewd Manager? The name we choose may predispose our
reading toward particular understandings; just as likely, it reflects who we identify with and what we aspire to.

About parables, Amy Jill Levine says, “What makes the parables mysterious, or difficult, is that they challenge
us to look into the hidden aspects of our own values, our own lives. They bring to the surface unasked
questions, and they reveal the answers we have always known, but refuse to acknowledge.”

What does it reveal about our values that we so often read the most powerful person in a parable (the
landowner, the king, the father) as God? Is this the kind of power God wields? Are human beings created in
the image of the rich man entitled to dismiss anyone who doesn’t serve his self-interest? If not, where is the
Divine situated in this perplexing story?

Most likely, the original hearers of this story would have identified not with the rich boss but with the
debtors, or, maybe in some cases, with the manager, who would have been part of the retainer class—by no
means a peasant eking out a debt-based subsistence on the elite family’s land, but still a dependent currying
favor with an elite family in order to survive.

Justin S. Ukpong reads this parable from his location in West Africa, where peasant farmers are often
indebted to middlemen who get rich by buying their palm oil and cocoa at low prices and then selling high.
From that perspective, the actions of the so-called “dishonest” or “unjust” steward do not seem dishonest or
unjust at all. They seem almost heroic. It was within the power of the steward to reduce the people’s debts,
and he chose to do so. Ukpong points out that nowhere in this text does Jesus call the steward’s actions
“unjust.”

From what position(s) do folks in your community read this parable? With whom are they likely to identify?

In the context of the United States, people of all classes are encouraged to identify with the wealthy and to
strive to become like them (which is not to say some of us don’t resist). This is the essence of the “American
dream” mythology. It was the intended effect of the invention of “whiteness” in early 18th-century Virginia—
to convince European and European-descended indentured servants to believe they had more in common
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with their masters than with their enslaved African and African-descended co-laborers and that, upon
release from servitude, they could become like those masters. At this point, all of us in this country are
encouraged to “aspire up,” even as the opportunity to advance continues to be denied to many.

This parable turns that upward aspiration upside down. Faced with the crisis of imminent job loss, the
steward aspires down. He identifies with the people whom his job demanded he exploit. He recognizes
that they may be his best hope of survival in light of his loss of a means of supporting himself. Yes, he
reduces their debt out of self-interest, but the debt relief is nonetheless real for those who are granted it.

The twist comes when the master commends the steward for, essentially, cutting his profits. What
accounts for this strange reaction?

The percentages by which the debts are reduced suggests that the steward is eliminating the interest on
the debts. Although this does reduce the rich man’s profit, it also brings him into compliance with Jewish
law, which forbids the charging of interest to begin with. For a strange moment, everyone’s best interest
is served at once. The poor get relief. The middleman has a path to survival. And the rich man is liberated
from his unjust practices. William R. Herzog identifies this moment as an example of “communitas,”

the dissolving of social stratification when the group enters a liminal space—in this case, ostensibly, the
transition to the kin-dom of God.

Perhaps this is where God is in this parable—not in the rich man but in the spaces between the wealthy,
the middle management class, and the poor, who for at least a moment join together in collective
liberation.

Structural - You have to pay your debts. It’s the moral thing to do. Right? Right?

| think that much of the confusion generated by this week’s parable stems from that assumption. It seems
to be common sense that the steward has done something immoral in reducing people’s debts. Debt
must be accurately and carefully tracked, and payments must be made until the debt is paid in full. These
assumptions are backed by the full force of an ideology of individual responsibility.

David Graeber, in his book Debt: The First 5,000 Years, writes about how deeply embedded this

assumption is and how thoroughly this “moral” assumption masks the violence of a fundamentally immoral
debt-based economic system, a system that virtually guarantees that the rich get richer and the poor get

poorer.

Haiti is an especially telling example of this reality. After enslaved people rose up and beat back Napoleon’s
army, essentially winning independence from France in 1804, France returned to the island nation

in 1825, with warships and canons, demanding that the country pay reparations. (Yes, you read that
right—a European nation demanded reparations from a nation of formerly enslaved people for its loss of
property, i.e., the people of that nation, a swindle that, like so much debt-servicing, could only have been
accomplished through the threat of violence.) The original agreement was for five annual payments of 30
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million francs—an amount that was utterly impossible for the fledgling country to pay. Just the first payment
alone was six times the country’s annual revenue. So France “generously” offered Haiti a loan to cover the
payments it could not make, essentially consigning it to perpetual debt. According to The New York Times
investigations, the amount that Haiti has paid to France and then to US-based Citibank, which took over
servicing the loan in the early 20th century, would have amounted to some $21 billion had it remained in
Haiti’'s economy. For nearly 200 years, Haiti paid out the majority of its gross domestic product every year in
service of this made-up debt, perpetually impoverishing the descendants of enslaved people and others who
make up the Haitian people. Now let’s talk about morality.

Bringing this wealth-protecting pseudo-morality to a reading of this parable prevents critique of the system
that made the rich man rich and made those dependent upon him poor.

Similar stories to Haiti’s have played out elsewhere, especially since the formation of the World Bank and
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in 1944. Through its “structural readjustment programs,” the IMF
can make demands on countries to whom it loans funds—most of whom are in the two-thirds world. These
demands can include trade and monetary policies that work to benefit wealthier countries and, often, to the
detriment of the people of the country receiving funding. Even when no military action is taken, this system
is violent. Graeber refers to the IMF as the “high finance equivalent of the guys who come to break your
legs.”

In fact, according to a note by Miguel de la Torre in the People’s Bible, Costa-Rica-based liberation
theologian Franz Hinkelammert noticed that the IMF-induced debt crisis in Latin America in the late 1970s
led many churches to begin changing the language of the Lord’s Prayer from “forgive us our debts” to
“forgive us our trespasses,” lest the people get the revolutionary idea that their debts should be forgiven.

| am writing this essay just a few days after President Joe Biden announced his plan to forgive $10,000-
20,000 in student loan debt for borrowers making less than $125,000, a relatively modest policy decision

in response to intensive organizing by Strike Debt!, The Debt Collective, and others. Although this plan is
far from everything organizers have asked for, analysts affirm that it is likely to target relief to lower income
borrowers. Organizers have long demonstrated that full student loan forgiveness would dramatically reduce
the wealth gap, including the racial wealth gap, since Black women are the most burdened by student loan
debt.

In the aftermath of this decision, the expected charges of laziness, immorality, and irresponsibility are being
levied at potential recipients of relief, including from Christian sources. As Morgan Guyton pointed out in a
recent Facebook post, it is ironic that a faith tradition founded on costly forgiveness has been so thoroughly
reworked to accommodate debt-based capitalism. Guyton reminds us that Jesus’ “forgiveness of sins” had
real-world economic impact, which is why it was so controversial at the time.

This might be a good Sunday to remind your community that God intends material wealth to be shared in
such a way that no one is in need. That is the economic system prescribed for ancient Israel and replicated in
the Pentecost communities. VWe are meant to live in interdependent community, and impersonal debt is not

the same as interdependence.
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As it says on the Strike Debt! website, “We want an economy in which our debts are to our friends,
families, and communities — and not to the 1%.”

Interpersonal - The parable this week is about a middleman in crisis. Faced with the realization that
his security is no longer guaranteed by the wealthy person he serves, he switches his loyalty to those he
has been helping that person exploit. He becomes willing to do what might have seemed “dishonest” or
“immoral” based on his former identification with the elite.

Today, we are faced with a similar crisis. Climate change threatens the lives of every person alive and yet-
to-be-born. Some say the global economic system is on the verge of collapse, that the planet simply cannot
produce the percentage growth required for the system to sustain itself for much longer. We can be
relatively certain that the gazillionnaires will not be taking us with them when they colonize Mars or hole
up in bunkers. What would it mean, in the face of this imminent collapse, to “make friends for [our]selves
using dishonest wealth,” aspiring downward in such a way that we might be able to survive together?

The answers for your community will be different based on how your folks are positioned in the current
economic arrangement. For those who are among the elite, it might mean recognizing, like the rich boss in
the parable, that their profit has been compromising their souls and then seeing, in the calls for reparations
and re-distribution, their own salvation at hand.

For some who have occupied the middleman or gatekeeping functions, it might mean switching loyalties
and reassessing their ideas about ethics and morality that have been culturally shaped around protecting
wealth. What tactics that might have seemed morally offensive before now make more sense? These might

include

0 property destruction and arson

. critique of law enforcement

. work slowdowns (or #QuietQuitting, as TikTok would have it)
) concealment of protest plans

. subterfuge and withholding of truth

O pilfering

O sabotage

0 public shaming

These are tactics that William Herzog, following James Scott, calls “the weapons of the weak.” They are
also tactics that have been rejected as immoral by even some liberal Christians, especially those who are
white and middle-class. In Doing Christian Ethics from the Margins, Miguel De La Torre explains that ethics
imagined from the center will always shore up existing power relationships and that marginalized people
will have to reimagine ethics from their own location, weighing the human (and | would add more-than-
human) costs of maintaining the status quo against the human (and more-than-human) costs of disruption
in such a way that the thriving of life is maximized. He further claims that “Christian ethics should first
struggle with the question of power and how to crucify power and the privilege that comes with it so that
justice and love instead can reign.”
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In other words, ethics cannot serve both God and wealth.

And for those who have been most exploited by the current economic systems, the work may be in
throwing off the internalized ideologies that keep people blaming themselves rather than an unjust system
for their social position.

| also wonder how the debtors in the parable really felt about taking in their former debt collector? What
did that demand of them, to enter into a relationship of hospitality with him? What is the emotional cost
to targeted people of accepting the solidarity of their former oppressors? Is that a fair ask? What, if any,
boundaries could be put in place to prevent further harm and ensure those who have been most harmed
can thrive?

It is also true that, no matter where we are positioned within the economic hierarchy, we have all been
drafted into the exploitation of the more-than-human world, extracting an imagined debt from the earth.
What would it mean to switch teams and enter into solidarity with the plants and animals and rocks in
resistance to the forces that would exploit them? What might it mean to take on the ethical framework of
the redwoods or the wolves or the carpenter ants?

De La Torre says, “Christian liberative ethics becomes the process by which the mechanisms that
dehumanize life, as well as cause death, are dismantled....The hope of God, like the hope of the
marginalized, is the re-creation of proper relationships whereby all people [human and more-than-human?]
can live full, abundant lives, able to become all that God has called them to be, free from the societal forces
(racism, classism, sexism, and heterosexism) that foster dehumanizing conditions. Within such relationships
exist healing, wholeness, and liberation.”

May it be so.

Words for inspiration:

Listen to Oscar Jerome’s “Give back what you stole from me” or check out the lyrics here.
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