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“You can’t take anything with you when you die!” How many of us have heard that saying a 

time or two in our lives? From a young age, we’re reminded that we enter this world with 

nothing, except what others give to us, and we will one day leave while our worldly possessions 

will remain here long after we’ve gone. They will transfer hands no matter how tightly we might 

hold on to them. 

 

Well, it seems that one day there was a man wanted to disprove that theory. He was quite miserly 

and didn’t have any friends as he came to the end of his life. Before he passed, however, he 

called for his doctor, his pastor, and his banker to come to his bedside. 

 

Wanting to prove that he could take his money with him, he told them that he had hidden 

$90,000 under his mattress. He told them that at his funeral, before they shovel in the dirt on top 

of his casket, he’d like each of them to toss in an envelope with $30,000 in it. 

 

A few days later, the lonely old miser passed away. As the dirt was about to be shoveled into the 

grave, each of the three trusted confidants tossed in an envelope. As they were walking back to 

their cars, the pastor was feeling a little remorseful and told the other two, “I must confess to you 

both. I needed $10,000 for some repairs we’re doing at the church, so I only tossed in $20,000.” 

 

Hearing his confession, the doctor was beginning to feel a little guilty as well and said, “I, too, 

have a confession to make. I needed $20,000 for a new piece of diagnostic equipment for the 

office, so I only tossed in $10,000.” 

 

The banker was astounded by their confessions. In fact, he couldn’t hold in his feelings as he let 

them have it. “Gentlemen, I’m surprised. I’m shocked. In fact, I’m ashamed of you both. I 

thought you were better than that. Here we are, pillars within our community, and you couldn’t 

honor that man’s dying wish. Whatever happened to honesty and integrity? I can’t even imagine 

doing what you’ve done. Why, I threw in my personal check for the full amount.”1 

 

In our scripture lesson this morning, Jesus says, “And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by 

means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome you into the eternal 
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homes.”2 That line…in fact, this whole parable…seems to leave us scratching our heads each 

time we hear it. In fact, many of us preachers try to avoid this one because we’re not so sure 

what Jesus is getting at here. 

 

We often approach the parables like a story with a moral at the end of it. We want to know what 

the message of the story is so that we’ll know how to live our lives in a way that is more pleasing 

to God. Just before this is the parable of the prodigal son. It’s about a young man who receives 

all of his inheritance before his father dies and goes out and squanders it on lavish and lustful 

living. When he finds out he has nothing left, he returns home and is welcomed with honor by 

the father. 

 

Before we hear it, we’ve figured out the meaning of that parable. Most would say that parable is 

about forgiveness and God’s lavish love. The father is more like God who is always ready to 

welcome us home like the prodigal son. Sometimes we may even be like the faithful son who is 

jealous of the great reception for the one who has run away and is found again. 

 

In any case, we like to simplify the parables and get to the heart of their meaning. We want to 

know the moral of the story. But that is not the intention of a parable, and being faithful isn’t 

about following a list of rules. Parables are stories that are filled with layers of meaning. It’s like 

peeling back the layers of an onion to find something deeper inside. Faithfulness is about our 

relationship with God, one another, and all of creation. Today’s parable seems to be more like a 

really big onion that’s leading us to something deeper. 

 

In the parable of the prodigal son, we hear about a son who squanders his inheritance. Yet, in 

what we have come to know as the parable of the dishonest manager, or the shrewd steward, we 

hear this story about a man who has squandered the wealth of his master. Today, however, is the 

day of reckoning for this man. The rich man has found out what he’s been doing and he wants to 

see the books. He’s not devising a 30-day employee improvement plan. He was to see the books 

right now. 

 

Knowing that he was not strong enough to be put to work digging and he was too ashamed to 

beg, he had already devised a plan should the day ever come that he gets fired. He had 

summoned the people who owed his master money and gave them all a reprieve on their debts. 

He lowered the amount they owed so that they’d be more gracious to him in his time of need. 

When the rich man saw the accounting, he couldn’t believe his eyes. In fact, he commended the 

manager for acting so shrewdly. 

 

The money didn’t belong to the manager. The debt was owed to the rich man. Some scholars say 

that the manager gave up his commission. Others say that he gave up what he cheated them out 

of, which is how he made his own money. In any case, the rich man could not go and collect 

anything more that the debtors owed because then he would be seen as unjust. And the manager 

would have a place to lay his head among friends. 

 

We often want to jump to the conclusion that this parable is about forgiveness and the rich man 

is God. I’m not so sure that’s the point of the story. Moreover, following this story is the one 

about the rich man and poor Lazarus, who both die. Lazarus goes to heaven is and comforted 
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with Abraham while Lazarus discovers a great divide between the two of them. Their fortunes 

are suddenly reversed. It could easily be a “You can’t take it with you” message in that story. 

 

I don’t think, however, that our parable this morning is so much about the difference between the 

rich man, the manager, and those who were living in debt. Remember that Jesus said, “And I tell 

you, make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may 

welcome you into the eternal homes.” What in the world was he getting at here? Why would God 

want us to make friends for ourselves by means of “dishonest wealth”? 

 

The word here in Aramaic is actually mammona or mammon. Mammon has the sense of 

“unrighteous wealth” or “profit.” It has more of a worldly sense of wealth. We tend to make it 

sound like wealth itself is evil when we incorrectly say, “Money is the root of all evil.” That’s 

not what the scriptures say. They say, “The love of money is the root of all evil.” If we’re to read 

on just a little bit, Jesus reminds his listeners that they cannot serve two masters. He says, “You 

cannot serve God and wealth (mammon). 

 

Jesus understood that there are times in our lives when we let our wealth, our possessions, or the 

pursuit of possessions and wealth have a place of control in our lives. In that moment, we find 

ourselves serving mammon, and it’s not the healthiest way for us to live. Those who encounter so 

much debt that they can’t get out from under it understand how debt and the lack of monetary 

resources control life in those moments. It leads to anxiety, depression, and broken relationships. 

 

Mammon can be a powerful force in our lives. This past week, many of us heard the story of a 

20-year-old young man named Alex Kearns, who was using the stock-trading app Robin Hood in 

order to enter into the stock market. Last June, however, young Alex received a notice and 

mistakenly believed that he had lost $750,000 in a risky trade. Not knowing what to do and 

worried he’d never be able to pay what he owed, Alex reached out to Robin Hood, but he 

received no response. Investment professionals criticize the app for complex trading without 

enough information for inexperienced investors like Alex. When Alex couldn’t get a response, 

he ended up taking his own life, not knowing any other way out of what appeared to be a debt 

that he couldn’t handle. What’s even worse is that he would have been just fine, but he didn’t 

understand what he had gotten himself into. Mammon. 

 

John Wesley once preached a sermon on money where he encouraged early Methodists to “gain 

all you can,” “save all you can,” and “give all you can.” Yes, friends, John Wesley, the founding 

preacher of Methodism, encouraged us to “earn all we can.” Money, mammon, wealth, our 

possessions are a part of the reality of living in this world. While he encourages us to earn all we 

can and to be successful at it, he’s quick to remind us that it shouldn’t be at the risk of our own 

health or lives. In fact, he also says that it shouldn’t be at the expense of our neighbor’s lives and 

well-being, either. Don’t let mammon control you! Don’t pursue mammon over God. 

 

Jesus encourages his followers, saying, “Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in 

much; and whoever is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much. If then you have not 

been faithful with the dishonest wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches?” For Jesus, it’s 

about how we use what has been entrusted to us to invest in something greater. How do our 

possessions, our wealth, our achievements, who we are and what we have, go to giving witness 
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to the lavish love and grace of God at work in the world? That’s how “children of the light” 

make use of mammon, but give glory to God. 

 

Pursuing God and detaching ourselves from the control that money can have in our lives is why 

we offer classes like Financial Peace University for high school seniors as well as adults. Time 

and time again, we’ve heard how they’ve made a difference for others to get out of debt and 

grow in generosity. 

 

Generosity is a practice that helps us to keep our proper perspective in life, as well. Each year, 

Dawn and I pray, “God, what are you asking us to give for the work of your kingdom through 

Birmingham and Berkley First?” When we write our check each week or fill in our donations 

online, it’s a spiritual act. When we review our monthly checking account, it reminds us where 

our priorities are and calls us to think about how we’re using mammon, what we have, to give 

witness to God’s love for others. 

 

At our Berkley Campus, there is a Little Food Pantry that sits outside the building. People donate 

food items and others are invited to simply take what they need. Last month, Pastor Zack heard 

from a woman named Karin, who said, “As an unemployed, single mom, these little pantries are 

making a huge difference for me and my son. Thank you.” Days before that, Peggy told him how 

she had discovered them online and how much she appreciated their services. She said, “I also 

love the food pantry and contribute to it frequently.” 

 

I’ve never known what it’s like to be hungry. I’ve not had to wonder where or how I would get 

my next meal. When we live generously, what we have becomes a tool to give witness to the 

generous love and grace of God in the life of someone else. Sometimes, like Peggy, we’re filling 

a pantry, or putting a gift in the offering plate, or making a donation online. In each moment, we 

become more free as we turn to God. And with each gift, we bring hope, and light, and love to 

someone else who needs to know that they are not alone in this time. 

 

The question is not whether we should earn all we can. It’s how will we use it to transform the 

lives of others in the world around us and let them know that God is with them, as well? 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Adapted from: http://www.cleanjokeoftheday.com/jokes-lawyerspersonalcheck.html 
2 Luke 16:9, NRSV. 


