September 23, 2007
Luke 16:1-13

Sermon: “Pay It Forward!” Rev. Bob Jack
Textt“No sl ave can serve two masters

weal t h."”

Did you see Steve Smith’s spectacular run for a touchdown
in last week’s game against The Houston Texans? Just about the
time you thought; “Oh No!lHe’' s d,armeeyf ore gonna
h i nhe Would shake off one defender and then another, and then
three or four more, running this way, then cutting the other way,
and finally going in a direction, and at a clip, you never expected.
What an amazing fete of athleticism!

Well, Jesus’ parables are a lot like Steve Smith’s touchdown
run. When you first read them, you think you know what direction
Jesus is taking you in. Then the darn thing fakes left and brakes
right and shakes off your defenses, until by the time it’s over, Jesus
scores a touchdown, and you’re left standing there, wondering,

how’d he do that? And what am | gonna do about it?

The parable for this morning is no exception.



We teach our children to be honest, and then Jesus seems to
be commending dishonesty. We train our children to be thrifty,
hard-working, and then Jesus seems to celebrate laziness and
waste.

Maybe Luke was daydreaming when he wrote the story, you
think? Maybe something got lost in the translation? Maybe — and
here’s a closer approximation — maybe Jesus or Luke or the Holy
Spirit put this one in here, just to see if we are paying attention
and, if so, making it just incomprehensible enough to keep us
humble, and on our toes, lest we trust too much in our own smarts,
our own ability to understand the word of God.

| think we can allow for those times in life when somebody
does something that appears to be bad, but then on further
inspection reveals that it may have been done with the noblest of
intentions, but it just came out wrong. And I think we can all
identify with the words of Robert Burns in this regard, when he

says, “The best laid plans of mice and men often go astray.”



Jesus’ parable is a reminder that try as we might to serve
God, we are always going to serve him imperfectly. We’re always
going to fail to live up to the calling to which we are called
because we are sinful and imperfect creatures. We make mistakes.

This doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try to serve God. Or that we
shouldn’t try to serve him with all our heart, soul, mind, and
strength. We should. And that’s what God expects from us. He
expects our best efforts.

But we can never pay back all that we owe to God — we owe
him too much. We can only pay it forward. Pay It Forward, just
like the title to that movie suggests, about the young boy who
wants to change his world, and comes up with an ingenious way to
do good for others, and to make them do good for many others,
too. The most you and | can hope for in serving God is to use our
ingenuity in such a way, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, that
God would be pleased with what we have to give him. Imperfect

people serving a perfect God.



You and I are called to take care of God’s world, to know
that our lives belong to God. The trouble is, most of the time I live
for me. Most of the time | can be pretty darned selfish, and self-
absorbed, and self-important. And even though | think I’m pretty
smart about doing the “Christian thing” most of the time — | know
I’m a downright genius at “doing the things I ought not to do, and
leaving undone those things I ought to have done.”

I’m a Rhodes scholar in this subject.

Now, you may hear a sermon preached in church one day and
think, “Gee! I’ll go home and be a Mother Teresa. I won’t be
materialistic any more. I’'ll pray five times a day for an hour each
time. I’'ll be God’s perfect servant.” But let me tell you something:
you won’t make it past lunchtime. And what’s more, God
understands. God understands that you and | constantly fall short
of his perfect intentions for us. God doesn’t expect a perfect
response from any of us. What God wants — and what | think | hear

Jesus saying in this parable — is that you and | show a little



ingenuity and imagination in coming up with ways that we can
indeed serve God more nearly in our day to day walk with him.

Maybe God is placing a thought in your head right now, as |
speak? | mean, face it, none of us is going to be a Mother Teresa —
at least, not anytime soon. We’re too materialistic. Materialism is
in the air we breathe. And you’ll probably be doing good if you get
10, 20, maybe 30 minutes of prayer in your schedule once a day.
Tops!

But do something. Use your minds; use your cleverness. If
you take that first step forward — if you pay it forward — if you just
seek to do a little bit more for God than you are doing for him now
— God is pleased. However feeble and fumbling your efforts, if you
seek to serve God and to serve others with all your “energy,
intelligence, imagination, and love” God will be pleased.

Pay it forward! Imagine the possibilities. Maybe you’ve
made a mess of your marriage. In your desperate state you try to
think of anything to save your relationship. In 1965, Linda Fuller

told her husband Millard that she was leaving him. He was a man



who was totally absorbed in his business, making lots and lots of
money, but compromising his principles at the same time. And he
hadn’t even noticed that his wife and kids were gradually slipping
away from him.

Panicked by her wake-up call, he piled his family into their
Lincoln Continental and set off for Florida. On the way they met
up with some friends in Georgia, who had moved to Clarence
Jordan’s Koinonia community. Millard agreed to have lunch with
Jordan, wound up staying a month, and started Habitat for
Humanity, a wild and crazy scheme by which many of God’s
children, poor and without a chance of making it, have been given
new hope and a chance at life by buying a new house at bargain
basement prices. Pay it forward!

An alcoholic mother has lied and cheated and ruined the lives
of those she once loved so dearly. Every day she pollutes her body
with deadly toxins and her liver is shot. But one day, in a moment
of rare lucidity, she thinks, “What am I doing? This is crazy! I’ve

got to get some help or I’'m gonna die.” So she works up the nerve



to walk into an AA meeting at a local church, and with God’s help
she begins the long, hard road to recovery. No pretensions to
sainthood, no turning back the clock — just a moment of
inspiration, some apologies, a few pleas for forgiveness, and a hint
of new life. That’s all.

You lose your job — just as the manager in Jesus’ parable
loses his — except you were probably more honest and more
diligent. Where is God in this job loss, you wonder? And how can
this bad situation somehow become God’s calling for you to move
into something new and exciting that God has prepared for the rest
of your life? You may bring in less money, but in the world of
Jesus’ parable, prices are being slashed!

Pay it forward! Use your imagination. We have a preschool,
here at Pleasant Hill, and a senior adult hot meals program, and a
YMCA facility, all meeting on our campus Monday through
Friday. They could all use you in some capacity to serve others in

Jesus’ name. Think: What can you do about it?



We are blessed with a large campus with (what will soon be)
spacious facilities. Use your imagination. How can we use these
things more effectively? More and more immigrants are flooding
into our area. Can we offer English as Second Language courses?
Are you a teacher, a homemaker, a retiree with some time on your
hands? Could this be a calling for you?

We have a growing gang problem in these parts, not just in
Charlotte but in smaller communities surrounding the city. Is God
calling you to employ your organizational skills to come up with a
program for pro-actively getting neighborhood kids into a positive
environment where they can learn skills that will benefit them for
the rest of their lives, rather than turn to gang violence? | know
there must be some creative thinkers in this church who can act
shrewdly to devise programs that will fill these buildings and serve
our community in Jesus’ name. Let’s put our heads together and
figure out how we can pay it forward.

Now for the toughest part of this parable. It’s the topic that

Jesus spends more time teaching about in his parables than any



other topic: Money. We’re about to assume the largest budget in
the history of this church, just so we can continue to offer these
ministries, and many more like them, to the people of this
community. And it’s easy to get scared about this fact, because
each of us is gonna be asked to step up our giving just so we can
meet that challenge.

But there’s gonna be more people carrying the load, too, as
we grow. And we are growing. Now is not the time for fiscal
small-mindedness. Now is the time for fiscal shrewdness. Now is
the time to really listen to what Jesus is asking of us: To be wise
and shrewd and imaginative in employing our money in service to
God’s kingdom.

How about you? Is God putting an idea in your hear right
now about how you can faithfully support this church at this time?

Regrettably, you and | are often unfaithful managers of our
God-given wealth. We spend thoughtlessly on grand vacations and
useless trinkets that lie around the house gathering dust. We pile up

mountains of presents for our families at Christmas, and pile



mountains of food into refrigerators and freezers that are already
chock full. And then we pile gobs of food into our mouths that
adds harmful pounds to our torsos, and subtracts precious years
from our lives.

And what else do we do? We dole out a little money to the
poor, maybe just at holiday season when our consciences our
tweaked. And we feel so satisfied in what little we give, don’t we?

Please consider paying it forward.

The Bible makes it clear that the manager was wrong — he
was fired for using company funds to pad his own bank account.
Jesus doesn’t try to sugarcoat the situation. He doesn’t try to
excuse the man for his dishonesty. But the parable also makes it
clear that God can use even our sins to good affect. Remember,
Jesus never spent much time with the squeaky-clean. He preferred
contact with sinners, even to the point of sullying his own
reputation. A motley crew of men and women became his

followers. And they changed the world.
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Remember Jacob, one of our ancestors in the faith? He was a
conniver who stole from his parents and his brother.

Or, how about the Hebrew midwives in Egypt? They defied
Pharaoh’s command to kill baby boys, lied to the authorities, and
that allowed Moses’ life to be spared. What about King Saul, the
paranoid schizophrenic who envied David his popularity? Or,
David himself as king, adulterer, and murderer? Or, Solomon, the
polygamist? The list goes on and on.

God uses only flawed and imperfect people to carry out his
perfect plans. It’s not our native goodness or righteousness that
God wants — it’s our brokenness. Because only when we are aware
of our brokenness, only then can God fix us with his holiness,
righteousness, goodness, and truth. Only then. Our righteousness,
as the Bible declares, is nothing but filthy rags.

So, in the end, what can we take from the punch line of this
parable? Listen, as | read the story once again, this time from

Eugene Peterson’ translation The MessagdgRead Luke 16:1-13).
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Friends, you and | can be absolutely certain of one thing: the
world will act shrewdly, OK? The people you and | deal with on a
daily basis will be shrewd and calculating. Maybe we can make the
best of a bad situation by being shrewd and calculating ourselves,
Jesus says. Not worrying about adhering rigidly to every little rule
and regulation, but daring to think outside the box, daring to color
outside the lines, daring to boldly go where others are too timid or
afraid to go. Knowing that we’re not saints. Knowing that we’re
not perfect. Knowing that we’re often unfaithful. But knowing,
too, that we are forgiven and restored and sanctified in Jesus’ holy
name. That’s what Jesus calls us to.

May we all run like Steve Smith!
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