The Welcome of God: A Reason to Forgive
Luke 16:1-13

“No parable of Jesus has proved more obscure than the story in” the opening verses of Luke 16.
 When that is how a book on the “hard sayings of Jesus” opens its discussion of today’s parable, we can guess we’re in for a rocky ride.


I had another hint about the rough road ahead when on Wednesday Gwen Keller, who’s part of a group that each week discusses the upcoming Sunday’s lectionary gospel reading, asked if I were planning to preach from the Luke passage. When I said that I was, Gwen asked, “Well, what are you going to do with that?”


What makes today’s passage from Luke so difficult? Well, according to commentators and scholars, there are some big questions that make interpreting this passage tricky at best. Before we turn to those questions, let’s revisit the parable.

A very wealthy man lives in a big city. His lifestyle is due, in part, to income from land he owns in the countryside. Since he lives a distance from that property, he’s hired a manager to run the operation.

The manager oversees all the work of planting and harvesting that’s done by folks whose grandparents may have once owned the land but lost it as payment for a debt. Now these folks work the land as tenant farmers. Like so many tenant farmers, they never earn quite enough to pay off what they owe to the landowner. They end up deeper and deeper in debt.

Rumors get back to the rich guy that his manger hasn’t been doing such a great job. In fact, word is that the manager has been squandering the boss’ resources. So the axe falls, and the manager’s out of a job. The man who’s been the onsite face of the entire operation now has absolutely no authority to do anything in the owner’s name.

But this announcement hasn’t reached the workers. And this information gap gives the manager just enough room to take some action that could improve his future prospects. After all, he can’t imagine himself digging ditches or begging. And there’s really no chance that the folks he’s helped exploit are going to bail him out.

The manager takes his one shot—and it’s a clever shot. He gathers all the workers who owe money and gives them the amazing news that their debts have been reduced. Now what he fails to mention is that he’s been fired and that the landowner has no idea about this plan.
The workers—who don’t have the full story—see the landowner as the most generous boss they can imagine. And, by extension, the manager becomes a hero in their eyes.

When the landowner comes to pick up the money the manager was to collect for him, he gets the surprising news of the manager’s debt-reduction plan. He has a choice. He can tell the workers that it’s all been a terrible mistake, that the manager’s as crooked as the day is long, and that they’re all still up to their necks in debt. Or he can go along with the manager’s scheme—regardless of how angry he may be.

The surprise in the story is that not only doesn’t the landowner undo the manager’s plan, he actually praises the manager for devising it. He doesn’t commend the manager’s dishonesty—or, for that matter, rehire him. What he does is praise the manager’s shrewdness.

Well, commentators and scholars have examined this parable from every possible angle to try to make some sense of it. They’ve asked: Was the manager in the story falsely accused? Was he dishonest or only incompetent? What did his reducing the debts mean? What does the story have to say about money and how it can be used for one’s own self-interest? Who’s the master—or lord—in the story? And, above all, why does the master—the guy in charge—praise this shady manager?


In trying to sort through all those questions—and the answers offered in response—I came across a blog in which the author looked at this parable through the lens of a different question. She asked: What, precisely, does the manager do—albeit without authorization and with deception? And her answer to that question? He forgives debts.
The steward forgives. He forgives things that he had no right to forgive. He forgives for all the wrong reasons, for personal gain and to compensate for past misconduct. But that’s the decisive action that he undertakes to redeem himself from a position from which it seem he couldn’t be reconciled, to the landowner any more than to the farmers.
And so for the author of this blog the moral of this story—which is unique to Luke and captures one of the great emphases of that gospel—the moral is forgive.

Forgive it all. Forgive it now. Forgive it for any reason you want, or for no reason at all. . . .
Why forgive someone who’s sinned against us, or against our sense of what is obviously right? We don’t have to do it out of love for the other person, if we’re not there yet. We could forgive the other person because of that whole business of what we pray in Jesus’ name every Sunday morning, and because we know we’d like forgiveness ourselves. We could forgive because we’ve experienced what we’re like as unforgiving people, and so we know that refusing to forgive because we don’t want the other person to benefit is, as the saying goes, like eating rat poison hoping it will hurt the rat. We could forgive because we are, or we want to be, deeply in touch with a sense of Jesus’ power to forgive and free sinners like us. Or we could forgive because we think it will improve our odds of winning the lottery.

It boils down to the same thing: deluded or sane, selfish and/or unselfish, there is no bad reason to forgive. Extending the kind of grace God shows us in every possible arena . . . can only put us more deeply in touch with God’s grace.


It’s being in touch with God’s grace—paying attention to our experience with the divine hospitality of God’s welcome—that provides reason enough for us to forgive. It also provides us with a glimpse of how God’s gracious welcome can shape our lives and impact the lives of others.


Kate Braestrup is chaplain for the Maine Warden Service. Although it may sound as though she works with people confined within prison walls, nothing could be much further from the truth. She actually works with game wardens throughout the state of Maine. She accompanies them on search-and-rescue missions, rides with them on ordinary calls, and works alongside them in dealing with family members and friends whose loved ones have been lost or injured in the woods or other remote areas of Maine.


In her memoir Here If You Need Me, Kate offers thoughtful, sensitive, and entertaining essays about her life and work. Her essays mingle engaging and sometimes hilarious details about the game wardens’ work with insightful and often moving observations about life and death.


One of the stories Kate tells involves a woman named Betsy. This mother dropped her young son off at daycare and then drove to a secluded area in the Maine woods. She took what would prove to be a lethal dose of sleeping pills and then walked up a small hill where she fell asleep for the final time in a pile of autumn leaves.


When Betsy failed to pick up her son from the childcare facility and family members were unable to locate her, members of the warden service were summoned. Their search ultimately led to the discovery of Betsy’s body there among the leaves.


Kate was at the scene when Betsy’s brother, Dan, arrived. She listened as one of the wardens gave him the news of Betsy’s death. And then she sat with Dan inside his car as he began to process his grief over this tragic loss.


Dan explained that Betsy had been suffering for a long time. Their parents had died in a car accident when she was seventeen, and she’d really never gotten over it. She’d gone through a bad time after the birth of her child. Then her husband left, and a messy divorce followed. Dan added that Betsy had been really trying—going to therapy and taking medication—but she just couldn’t seem to get herself together. 


Dan’s attention then turned to what would happen next. Kate walked him through the steps.


Dan asked, “Can the church bury her?” Kate recalls that it actually took him a few rephrasings to get her to understand what he was asking since such an idea was so strange and alien to her way of thinking. He wanted to know whether a Christian church would do a funeral for a suicide victim.

Dan explained that Betsy had gone to a worship service at a church the previous Sunday. He wasn’t sure what the denomination was, but it was a new church. Anyway, the gist of the pastor’s sermon, according to Betsy, was that suicide was the one sin that God never, ever forgave.


“So,” Dan said, “it seems like, I mean, that the church wouldn’t, might not let Betsy have a funeral there or, you know, be buried in their graveyard.”


As Kate pictured Betsy sitting alone in a pew, she felt her chest tighten with a “harsh, disorienting anger.” She pictured Betsy at church with the blue diary that had been found in her car—with what must have felt like her “shameful, sinful despair exposed before the pastor and his pinched and stingy God.” 


After several deep and calming breaths, Kate told Dan: “I don’t know that pastor personally. I don’t know what he knows and doesn’t know about severe clinical depression, which is what your sister died of.”


She then placed her hand on the console between their bucket seats and said: “Dan, look around.”


He obediently peered through the rain-washed windshield up the road toward the blurry outlines of a half-dozen green warden service trucks.


Kate continued: “The game wardens have been walking in the rain all day—walking through the woods in the freezing rain trying to find your sister. They would have walked all day tomorrow, walked in the cold rain the rest of the week, searching for Betsy so they could bring her home to you.


“And if there is one thing I am sure of, one thing I am very, very sure of, Dan, it is that God is not less kind, less committed, or less merciful than a Maine game warden. . . .


“So I want you to know today, Dan, that there is no doubt in my mind, no doubt at all, about where Betsy is right now. God is holding your sister close to his tender heart. Betsy is safe. She is forgiven. She is free at last from all her pain.”


After she and Dan had both taken a few deep breaths, Kate asked if he’d like her to pray with him. He eagerly said yes as he gripped her hands.


So the two people whose lives had intersected on a road in the woods of Maine sat in a car and together said the twenty-third psalm:

Love is my shepherd. I shall not want.

Love makes me lay down in green pastures.

Love leads me beside still waters.

Love restores my soul.


May those words become our prayer. And may their promise of the gracious welcome of a loving God become reason enough for us to forgive. Amen.

Kathryn Palen
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