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Sept. 23rd 2007 

Make Friends with Your Money  

Luke 16: 1-13

20 years ago we went as a family on holiday to Norfolk. We were part of a House Party and one of the organised activities was a long walk. On the walk I got chatting to a man in his late 50s. He asked me where I lived.

“Oh, you won’t have heard of it,” I said. “I live near a village called Bures”.

“Bures, Bures,” he replied. “I know Bures very well”. 

“How do you know it?” I asked. “Have you visited? Have you got friends there?”

“Oh no,” he said. “I live in Lancashire and Norfolk is the furthest south I go. I’ve never been to Bures. But I work for the Inland Revenue. And I deal with the top 1% of taxpayers in the country. And ‘Bures’ is an address I’ve come across many times.”
I thought of asking him for a list of his Bures clientele, but then I thought better of it…
So, from that conversation I can only assume this morning that I’m talking to some of the wealthier people in the country. And in our New Testament passage Jesus is teaching about money. In fact, in the gospels he teaches more about money than any other subject – more than prayer, more than heaven, more even than salvation. 

Here Jesus tells us about a manager who handled the accounts for a very rich man. Let’s call the manager Manny.

One day the rich man asked Manny to come into his office. “Manny, Manny, I’ve been hearing bad reports about you. They tell me you’ve been wasting my possessions. Is this true? By tomorrow morning I want you to give me a full written account of the way you’ve managed my portfolio. Then you’ll have to clear your desk and leave my employment.”

Manny knew the reports were true and a shudder went down his spine. He didn’t sleep a wink. “This is a disaster,” he said to himself. “I’m getting the sack in the morning. I’m too old to dig and too ashamed to beg. What am I going to do?”
As Manny was tossing and turning in bed he suddenly had a brilliant idea – a Eureka moment! 

“I know what I’ll do. If nothing else, I can make friends out of this mess. At least a couple of people will welcome me into their homes when I’m starving.” 

So this is what he did. Two men owed his master a large quantity of goods. Let’s call these debtors Desmond and Dennis. 

First thing in the morning he got on the phone to Desmond. “’Ere Des. ‘Ave I got a deal for you. You know that 800 gallons of olive oil you owe the boss? Make that 400 hundred.” “Hey, Manny. That’s great. I’ll be round with it right away.” 

Manny got on the phone again. “’Ere, Den. I’ve got an offer you can’t refuse. Remember that thousand bushels of wheat you owe the old man. Make that 800”. “Manny, my friend. I’ll be round with it right away.”

Manny wrote down what he’d done and sat back in his chair. “Well, at least I’ve made two people happy,” he thought. “Now I’ll have to tell the boss what I’ve done, then clear my desk and go.”

He went to the boss’s office. “Sir, here’s my report. I did deals with Desmond and Dennis and they’re coming round right away with the goods. Now I’ll just clear my desk and go”.

“No, no. Wait a minute, Manny. You’ve been very clever. You did right to make those deals. I was probably asking too much interest on those goods anyway. Because of the shrewd thing you’ve done I’d like you to keep your job.”

That evening Manny went home a happy man and told his wife all about it. 

Jesus finishes the parable. And you’d think he’d conclude by warning, “Don’t be like Manny who’d already been dishonest and then did deals behind his master’s back. Don’t be like Desmond and Dennis who all too quickly accepted these mouth-wateringly tempting discounts. Don’t be like the rich man who was squeezing the very most out of people less fortunate than him.” 

But not a bit of it. He points to Manny and says, “How clever he was”.

So what is Jesus getting at in this parable? He doesn’t comment on the dubious nature of any of these characters. He simply congratulates Manny on finding a brilliant way out of an “impossible” situation. And look at what Manny was facing:- 

· Punishment for his own stupidity in wasting his master’s goods.

· Zero cooperation from Desmond and Dennis who stubbornly refused to pay the full amount they owed.

· Destitution for him and his family when he was given the sack.

But by his action look what he achieved:-

· Congratulations from his master for bringing in a large part of the goods that were owed.

· Delight from Desmond and Dennis in cutting their debts.

· Reinstatement of his job so that he can continue to feed his family.

But above all, Jesus says, Manny managed to make friends by use of possessions. Desmond and Dennis, after months of annoying calls demanding payment are now his friends. His master, after months of mistrust, is now his friend. And, after months of worry, there is certainly a friendlier attitude in his family. 

The message of this parable is that we should make friends out of our possessions, our money. Manny, through his brilliant scheme, did that in spades.

Interestingly, Jesus tells this parable immediately after the well-known story of the Prodigal Son. In that story we meet 2 sons who have money but no friends. In our story this morning Manny had no money but he made lots of friends.

So what should our attitude to money be? Jesus famously says we can’t serve two masters. Which one is it to be, money or God?

A few years ago a woman died after refusing to pay for a taxi to take her to hospital. It was later discovered that she was worth over £25 million. Her god was her money. She loved it. She couldn’t bear to be parted from it. And the worship of it even cost her her life.

In the Sixties London’s underworld was ruled by the Kray twins. At the height of their powers they were worth over £30 million. But even with this wealth all they wanted was more money. Their god was money. They were ruled by it.

By hoarding money or by ambitiously making it purely to spend on ourselves, it becomes our god. I once heard a great preacher say “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to make a million: as long as you give most of it away”. Do we call ourselves Christians? If we do, and our faith hasn’t touched the money in our pockets, then we must question the validity of our faith.

Last Monday I was walking to my office from Liverpool St Station at 7.30 in the morning. All was quiet until I rounded a corner and saw a long queue of people standing on the pavement. I looked up at the sign over the office building – “Northern Rock”. Here is a building Society with assets of over £25 billion and people were worried about their savings in it.

So if we can’t trust a massive building society with our money where can we invest it? We need a place where our treasures can’t be destroyed by moths or rust or even by the American mortgage system.

Three weeks ago we gave, as a church, over £4,000 to renovate 2 flats in Russe for adult, homeless orphans. Imagine you’ve just died and a stranger comes up to you with a big smile and says “You don’t know me but I used to live in Russe and I want to thank you so much for that money you sent me when we were both on earth. It changed my life.”  By what we’ve done for Daniel and Emelia and their community we’ve made friends for life. That’s a great long-term investment. The best sort of investment; an investment for eternity. It can never be affected in any way by the world financial markets.

Conversely, just imagine after death running into someone who says, “You remember that money you decided to leave in the bank for a rainy day. A large chunk of it has gone in tax and the rest is being frittered away by your family. That money could have bought medicine for our whole town and we wouldn’t have all died of disease.” How would we feel then? No friends made there. An opportunity to invest in eternity is lost forever.

In our Old Testament reading Amos puts it much more strongly than this. He says there will be a severe reckoning for those have wealth and ignore or mistreat the poor.

It’s a frightening thought that, however rich we are now, the minute after we die we’ll be bankrupt. Even Bill Gates with all his billions will be bankrupt a minute after he dies. He won’t be able to write a cheque. He won’t be able to use a credit card. It’s the same with us. We’ve only got this life to make our investments. And Jesus says the way is to invest for eternity; to use our money to make friends.

Many of us might say, “I often give dinner parties to make friends and entertain others.” That’s great and we should do that if we can. But how much better, and how much more appreciated our generosity will be if we give it to those who can’t afford to return it. Alison is doing that as she goes out to South Africa to help special needs children.

The man in the street might say, “It was easy for Jesus to tell us to give our money away to make friends. He didn’t have any money anyway. No problem for him.” But it only takes a moment’s thought to see how generous Jesus was; how he used the huge gifts and possessions he had for our maximum benefit. He could have stayed in heaven controlling the universe with his Father. But he chose to give that up and come to earth, to be born in a dirty stable; to grow up in an occupied land; to serve the people round him by teaching and healing them; to die an excruciating death so that anyone could receive forgiveness and to leave his Holy Spirit so that through him we might continue his work on earth.

Jesus may not have had any money but he gave and he gave and he gave.

And how did he refer to us who are the beneficiaries of all his generosity? Referring to his death he said, “Greater love has no-one than this, that he lays down his life for his FRIENDS. You are my FRIENDS if you do what I command. I no longer call you servants. Instead I call you FRIENDS.”

Jesus used his possessions, his gifts, his life to make us his friends. And now he has millions of friends across the world. I heard the other day that the growth in the number of Christians in South America is outstripping the population growth by 2.5 times to one!

If my friend from the Inland Revenue was right, and I’m sure he was, that here, in this corner of East Anglia, we live in area of great wealth, then our potential to make friends is correspondingly great.  I hope none of us will ever face the problems Manny had to deal with  in Jesus’ parable. But the same principle that he put into effect must govern our lives too. We must use our money to make friends.

Every time we give money to a project such as Russe we are investing in the heavenly building society. The one whose assets will never have to be propped up. The one which gives by far the best long-term return. The one which gives us by far the biggest profits. By investing there we make friends, not only here on earth but in eternity.  
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