
A House on Fire, September 22, 2019, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Jer 8:18-9:1; Ps 79:1-9; 1 Tim 2:1-7; Luke 16:1-13 

“First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for 

everyone, for kings and all who are in high positions, so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all 

godliness and dignity. This is right and is acceptable in the sight of God our Saviour, who desires 

everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth.” 

Prayer 

“…so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity.” This is the goal for the 

writer to Timothy. A quiet and peaceable life. How many people watched the news on Friday? Millions 

of people flooded the streets around the world. Our parallel protests have been scheduled for next 

Friday, September 27. I expect that just like this past Friday, the streets will be flooded with protestors. 

And just in case you missed it, they are protesting climate change and the necessity of doing something 

to change the way human beings have harmed our planet.  

Not particularly quiet and peaceable. And Greta Thunberg? Not quiet or peaceable. “Do you think they 

hear us?” She said about world leaders in her address to the crowds gathered in New York City. “We will 

make them hear us…We are doing this to wake the leaders up. We are doing this to get them to act… 

And if you belong to that small group of people that feel threatened by us, then we have some very bad 

news for you. Because this is only the beginning. Change is coming whether they like it or not.” 

This incredible girl, at 15 years old, started an international movement by protesting outside the 

parliament buildings in her native Sweden. Just over one year later millions of people in thousands of 

cities around the world were taking part in a climate strike.  

Nothing particularly quiet or peaceable about that. 

And sometimes that is how the world changes—sometimes people need to get upset and agitated. To 

do something other than just lead quiet and peaceable lives. One of the slogans of the climate strike was 

“the house is on fire.” It’s pretty hard to be quiet and peaceable when your house is on fire. 

And that is exactly what Jesus’ parable is about. At least, that’s what I think it’s about. I read lots of 

commentaries and sermons this week to try to make sense of what is one of the most challenging 

parables in all of scripture. “The Unjust Manager” or “The Unfaithful Steward” is one of the most 

difficult parables to understand. But it will be simpler when you think about the climate strike: it’s hard 

to live a quiet and peaceable life when the house is on fire. 

Last week I said that a parable is a story from everyday life with some weird twist to it—and a lesson (or 

a moral) of some kind. This parable is no different in that sense. But like we had to look at three parables 

last week to make sense of what Jesus was saying, today again we have to consider the place that this 

parable is found in Luke’s gospel.  

Just before this parable is the story of the Prodigal Son—a rich young man who squanders his wealth 

and returns home to beg for forgiveness. We heard that that parable was really about repentance even 

though the subject was a rich young man. After today’s parable, there’s another parable about a rich 

man—but that one also includes a poor beggar outside his door. Both that parable and this one have to 

do with how we use the wealth we have. 



Now, before we start to look at this parable in detail, it’s important for me to mention that the bible is 

full of stories—and not all of them are lessons for us to imitate! The central figure in this story is not a 

role model for us. We don’t know what he had been up to before the story begins, but his later actions 

suggest that he really was a dishonest steward as the title suggests. In their attempts to explain this 

story, many scholars and commentators have written about the monetary system around the time of 

Jesus. Just what was this man’s role? Was he a slave? A paid employee? How was he able to offer his 

master’s debtors such huge discounts? But the biggest mystery is always “why was he commended for 

his dishonesty?” Again, I remind you, this character is not a role model for us. 

…except where he is a role model for us. If the house is on fire, you can’t live a quiet and peaceable life. 

If his very livelihood was at stake, what did it matter that he was going to make his master upset? He 

was already about to lose his job.  

It is easy for us to forget just how many social programs are in place today. Today we have Employment 

Insurance, we have savings accounts, and we have laws set up to protect all citizens so that they might 

not be taken advantage of by others. And speaking of those being taken advantage of, have we stopped 

to consider the people who were in debt to this man’s master in this story? Have we thought about the 

burden of debt on people, even today? About how much like slavery this is? If you can’t pay your debts, 

what choice do you have? Also, when huge amounts of interest are added on to payments that are 

overdue, who is profiting? Perhaps it was the manager himself who was charging exorbitant interest and 

“fees” to these clients—and it was those rates that he reduced. 

But the lesson we learn is about how to deal with “unjust mammon” or “unjust wealth”. This man is one 

of the “children of this age” and has something to teach the “children of light” about being shrewd: if 

your house is on fire you aren’t going to live a quiet and peaceable life. If the world is burning down, as 

in the example Greta Thunberg gave, it doesn’t make sense to study for a job in environmental science 

so that in ten years you can start addressing the problem of climate change. If you are about to lose 

your job and can’t work elsewhere and have no other means of supporting yourself (because there is no 

welfare and you haven’t saved any money), then you had better find a way to make some friends, fast.  

The twist in this parable is that this dishonest steward is praised by his master for being shrewd! Even if 

he has only been reducing his own “cut” of the debts to the master, he has been acting dishonestly, and 

stealing from either the master or his customers.  

But at least he has his priorities straight. 

Honesty isn’t going to feed him. Maximizing his master’s profits on his last day of work before he gets 

fired isn’t going to get him a really good reference letter at another employer. He has burned all his 

bridges. He is on his way out. 

…unless… 

Remember what I said earlier. This man is not a role model. Jesus is not telling us to defraud people so 

that we will have rewards in heaven. 

But, Jesus is saying something about our attitude when it comes to wealth, or Mammon.  

We don’t have golden calves that we bow down and worship or offer incense to. Such an idea seems 

preposterous in our modern times.  



--but we do have a large graven image of a bull that lives on Wall Street. We do have Bay Street (the 

Canadian version). We do have the TSX and the Dow Jones Industrial Average and the Vancouver Stock 

Exchange and the S&P 500. 

 

And nothing in our stock portfolio will get us into the “eternal homes” we are awaiting. Not even the 

most ethical stocks on the market. 

Because the real question is what are we doing with this wealth? With this capital? With this “dishonest 

wealth” as it is described in the parable? Are we using it to further extort those who are already 

impoverished? Are we stockpiling so that we will be protected from future calamities? 

Or are we using it? Are we leveraging our wealth to help buy down the debts of those who are enslaved 

to crippling debt loads (either individuals or nations)? Are we using Mammon, the wealth of this world, 

to help those in need? To give them more of the essentials they need to live (like wheat and oil)?  

Does our devotion to Mammon benefit those who are already rich? Are we building the empires of the 

wealthy on the backs of the poor? Is that how our wealth is being used?  

Is “mammon” earning us “true riches”? 

Let me tell you a brief story. I met a man last night who told me about the path his life had taken. How 

one moment he had everything he thought he wanted: a well-paying job, a big house for him and his 

family, an important job title and lots of respect. But inside he felt as though he was losing his soul. He 

moved to a different country and lost all of that: his social position, his cultural caché, the high-paying 

job and the big house—and began working a lowly job starting from the bottom. He was badly injured 

and nearly lost his life, and as he was lying in his hospital bed he took stock of his life. What did he have 

left? The one thing that sustained him was his faith—his riches and his position could not save him. And 

the emptiness they brought him only highlighted his struggle: his house was on fire. The job title, the 

fancy house, the big paycheque, they didn’t mean anything if his soul was not at ease.  Shortly 

afterward, his health too counted for nothing without that which was most important in his life: his 

faith. This was his “true riches.” 

Just like the unjust steward, he was called to give an account of his life—and just like the unjust steward, 

he traded all of those things he didn’t actually need: the wealth, the social status, and the supposed 

“security” for the one thing he did need: his life-sustaining relationship with God. The rest was just 

details. 

And so, for us, as we leave this place today, may we all have the courage to ask ourselves: is my house 

on fire? Am I trying to live a quiet and peaceable life while the room is burning around me? Are there 

some steps I can take (or have already taken) to address what is really important—the “true riches” I’m 

seeking? 

And, “who am I serving? Am I serving God? Or wealth?” 

I pray that we may all have the things we need so that we may focus on the things of God—the things 

that truly sustain us. 


