Debts and Debtors
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Back in the last days of August Joe Biden the American President announced, what he called a ‘life-changing’ student loan relief for millions of university students. This forgiveness of debts was a substantial one amounting to some $10.000 per student and it was aiming at helping the lower income families in society. Debt forgiveness is the central theme of our Gospel reading for today. But there is a problem with it, the forgiveness comes from one of the negative characters of the story. Christine has just read to us one of Jesus’ most confusing and challenging parables, which has troubled preachers and congregations from the very beginning. 

It may have been due to its surprising twists and mixed messages, but also to the fact that it is quite easy to domesticate and misunderstand the parables in general. This is regrettable, because parables were Jesus’ most often used way of teaching. But if we think of them as fully worked out theological answers to our problems in all their detail, then we may miss their true purpose. It seems Jesus used them as challenging stories of everyday characters, which invited his audience to reflect, to discuss and work out their own solutions. A bit like what happened, say in the medieval theatre productions in the Globe Theatre, where Shakespeare’s plays were first introduced. Apparently, the audience virtually lived the plays along with the actors. They expressed their opinions loudly, they laughed and cried and cheered as the play went along and even argued with each other about what they heard.  

So let’s hear an alternative retelling of the story keeping in mind that poverty and wealth, planning for a threatening future and trying to lead a Christian life in all this, is very much a current problem for us too in the here and now.


There was once a rich and powerful man who treated his workforce ruthlessly and kept squeezing them harder and harder in order to maximise his profits. It was the job of his steward to carry out his master’s instructions and understandably he wasn’t very popular. Being the middle-man everyone vented their anger and frustration on him. Some envied him because of his reflected ‘power’ and spread malicious rumours about him. Others feared and detested him, because he was the one knocking on their doors reminding them of their debts.


But the steward himself had to live in the same environment as the rest of the tenants, in a system, where material wealth ruled and the majority of the population was forced to live near or below the poverty line. Though he had plenty of enemies, he was not a bad person. He had a wife, five children and his aged parents to look after, so he couldn’t afford to put his head above the parapet, yet he well understood the pressures the tenants had to work under and felt for their misery. He was also a man who could see the bigger picture and his foresight told him things could not go on much longer as they were. The tenants would soon reach rock-bottom when they would have no hope of ever repaying their debts. His worldly master would go bankrupt and he himself would find himself on the streets with no home, no income and no friends. 


Something had to be done. He had already tried to put a word in to the master to ease the burden of the tenants, but the master wouldn’t listen, in fact, he threatened the steward with dismissal. So the steward kept thinking long and hard about what else he could do. Then, in the middle of a sleepless night the idea came to him he could write off some of the debts the tenants owed. With the improvement of their credit score they might be able to start repaying their debts bit by bit without going under. Of course, this would be a high-risk-strategy. It could all backfire and he could be the one going under and someone else might get his job. But it was worth a try. So, that’s what he did.


Needless to say, the story of his action has soon reached the master and those, who bent his ears with their gossip, expected him to blow his top. But, not a bit of it! By that time the debt repayments started to come in and the master, who only cared for his profits, was happy and praised his steward for his cleverness and foresight. 


So, why the re-telling? You may have noticed that the alternative story has not changed any of the actions or the outcome of the original story, simply put a different light/interpretation on it. After all, the original story never actually says the steward was dishonest, merely that he was said to be dishonest. Then again, this parable only appears in Luke’s Gospel, so there is no way of comparing it with the other Gospel writers’ take on it. The huge amount of different interpretations over the centuries shows that there isn’t a definitive way of understanding its message. 

The usual way of making sense of Jesus’ parables tends to identify the authoritative figures with God. But that certainly does not apply here. This master is ruthless, who has no idea of what’s going on in his business, he hires and fires employees on a whim; he punishes people on others’ say-so and rewards them for crooked deals. What the retelling of the story allows us to imagine though, is the possibility of seeing echoes of the divine grace in the action of the debatable character of the steward, who writes off the debts of the tenants. There are some grounds for this understanding. In Jesus’ stories God-like behaviour is often attributed to unlikely characters, like the grumpy man woken from his sleep, who satisfies his friend’s need for bread, the unjust judge who does justice to a desperate widow from not the purest of motifs or the unfair vineyard owner who rewards desperation rather than achievement. 

And perhaps the strongest argument is that in Jesus’ teaching writing off of debts is often synonymous with forgiving sins (as in Matthew’s version of the Lord’s Prayer) and forgiveness – wherever it comes from, is a divine attribute. So, whether we approve of the steward’s motivation or not, there is no doubting of the effects of his action. And although the story expresses these in monetary terms, they equally true of the effects that forgiveness has in the Christian understanding.

Firstly, the story indicates that the relationship between the tenants and the steward has been mended. The way of forgiveness is a hard and gradual process, but when it happens the door opens for picking up the pieces of broken relationships. We may recall the Truth and Reconciliation Council in South Africa, set up by Nelson Mandela and Desmond Tutu, which achieved not only healing for individuals, but, in fact, for a whole nation after the devastating years of apartheid. Or the more recent events, when the late Queen has shaken hands with those who, even if indirectly, had caused grievous harm to her own family. A highly visible symbolic sign of forgiveness, for as Indira Ghandi, the first female Prime Minister of India said: “You cannot shake hands with a clenched fist”.  Instead, this open-handed handshake has served to cement the peace process in Northern Ireland. And we can only guess what it costs emotionally to the Queen.

Secondly, release from debt/forgiveness makes it possible to have a new start. With all its pressure and burden the past may be left behind and a clean sheet be opened. I know of a family where there was a lot of problem between two siblings. It went on for years. It spoilt every family gathering not just for the two involved, but for the rest of the family as well. Until, that is, one of them came to their senses and offered and olive branch to the other. What a joy it was to see them together once the block has been removed! It turned out they had far more in common, than things that divided them and now, as they began a new chapter in their lives, they were free to do things differently.

And finally, it seems, as the steward realised in our story, that forgiveness really is the only possible way to get to the future. Not just the future in the sense of ‘the eternal home’, but also in the sense of our own tomorrows. Jesus’ teaching and his life have taught us that the unforgiving heart is a frozen heart, which is tied to the past, indelibly marks the present and makes it impossible to create a hopeful future. Would there have been a future for the Jesus movement if he died with hatred for his enemies and instructions to his disciples to avenge his death? No, it would have disappeared as so many other ill-fated attempts to change the world. 

As we now come to our Lord’s Table we give thanks that he showed us the way to the future by dying rather than hitting back. And as we give thanks for his example of forgiveness, we also give thanks for all the great figures of history, like the late Queen and the nameless others who followed his path and now dwell in their eternal home. May we learn from them and in the power of Jesus’ spirit follow him in opening up the future, our future and God’s future. Let it be so.
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