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THE DISHONEST MANAGER: LUKE 16.1-8(A)
Introduction
Where the parables ends is debated but v.8a is probably its ending as v.8b is a generalizing comment common in the oral tradition. Via argues that 8b attempts to make the conclusion of 8a more acceptable, which is why it was added.

The economic background is important. The steward of an absentee landlord acted as his master’s agent, capable of making binding agreements. Customarily, he made a profit for himself by adding an amount to debts owed his master. Since loans were often usurious and thus against Jewish law debts were customarily stated in terms of some commodity. Thus, when the steward reduces the debts he is not cheating his master but foregoing his own profit. This is why the master praises him. However, this doesn’t explain why the steward is called ‘unjust’ (dishonest) – in Greek adikias, a very heftily-loaded word. In terms of this explanation his dishonesty seems to have to do with actions prior to the parable, apparently to his “squandering” of his master’s property. However, what kills this interpretation is that vv. 5 & 7 make it clear that the debt was owed to his master.

Genre
The parable is a trickster tale in its sub-plot but its overall genre is the accounting tale. It has the following structure:

· The initial accounting

· The servant’s response (The trickster sub-plot)

· A situation evolves which enables a rascal (steward) to play a trick on a dupe (master)

· The rascal plans a trick

· The rascal plays a trick

· The dupe reacts as the rascal wants him to (unused here)

· The rascal wins (unused here)

· The master’s response

The Social Map
The master is rich – the adjective is redundant here. It is likely that Jesus’ hearers would have been alienated from him because of his wealth, and expected him to behave with animosity toward his steward. This hostility is captured in the word dieblēthē (was accused) which is related to diabolos (devil or accuser). Commonly a master would dismiss a steward by heaping up reproaches and blackening his character. This is what is implied by “was accused…”. So the master behaves with the expected hostility and the audience would expect the steward to defend himself.

However, this expectation is disappointed for there is no trial but the parable jumps straight to punishment (2b). This confirms the impression of the behaviour of the rich and what it is to be poor(er) and creates sympathy for the steward who is punished with no opportunity to defend himself.

The parable then shifts its perspective to take us into the steward’s mind as he contemplates the removal of his position – the Greek word is aphairetai which means to tear off with the implication of violence. However, now a shifts in our response occurs for the steward behaves like one of the rich (v.3) and so loses the sympathy that has been created so far. On the other hand, as he continues to reflect on the course of action possible to him he behaves like a typical rascal; and as the readers have been distanced from his master they identify with him now and feel that through him they are getting even. If we assume that Jesus’ audience was largely poor then they would have enjoyed the roguery here so the distancing possible when he starts to indicate his identification with the world of the rich is turned on its head.

The audience would now anticipate an angry response from the master at being duped, but v8a frustrates that expectation as the master praises his steward for his shrewd actions. This is an uncomfortable ending because it frustrates the expectation that justice will be restored by conventional condemnation of the steward’s dishonesty. Further, during the story a number of conventional expectations of masters and stewards have been subverted. At the beginning the master is presented as a typical rich man but at the end he doesn’t at all behave like one. In fact his generosity completely subverts the stereotype. At the beginning the steward appears sympathetically as a typical poor victim of the rich. This is momentarily subverted by his rich-like behaviour, before sympathy for his artful roguishness surfaces. The end (v.8a) subverts this sympathy for as the master praises the steward so generously he also reminds us that the steward is dishonest, which is the final impression of him, leaving the audience unable to sympathize with him. Finally, then, a rich man appears as the bearer of the kingdom of God by behaving in a way that treats the steward as his equal! In a sense the master gives up his power over the steward; and this happens in a double sense for his reaction casts doubt on his earlier actions – is he now admitting that he had no case against the steward? Does his reaction suggest that the steward’s response was correct? If so, then we sanction immorality. Thus the parable questions justice as we understand it and order, for the master’s reaction is a refusal to restore the expected order to the world.

At every turn the parable provokes questions and answers none of them. Its question all centre around the issue of justice, what it is and how it operates. It also dislocates the stereotypes associated with the rich and the poor by constantly subverting those stereotypes in the telling of the story and finally leaving them without the expected moorings. Perhaps the parable suggests that the kingdom of God is for the vulnerable, whether they be rich or poor. Put differently, respectability has no place in the kingdom of God.

The Biblical Interpretation
As I said earlier v.8b attempts to remove the acute discomfort left by the parable. However, in subsequent reflection (v9), which is so odd, that discomfort re-surfaces. It’s hard to know how this comment relates to the parable as it isn’t the people he lets off the hook that determine his fate at all. It is the master who becomes his friend. The parable subverts itself in this sense. Where the steward acts to protect himself and secure friendship and acceptance it is not the recipients of his ‘generosity’ that provide it but the master whom he has duped. Thus the parable questions his whole strategy and shows that his acceptance comes where he is vulnerable, not where he has looked after himself. Indeed, taking this further, the master’s action may suggest the way the steward should deal with all the other debtors, so that what begins at the top goes, chainlike, down to the bottom and infuses the entire network. In this sense the parable looks like another version of the forgiven servant. On the other hand, it may be (Capon) that the process begins with the steward with his forgiveness of the debts owed to him, setting the example for the master to follow. Capon sees the steward as Christ, precisely because both were crooks and thoroughly disrespectable. 

Similarly, the odd reflections of vv.10-13 also underline the discomfort created by the parable without being in any sense an adequate interpretation of it.

