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Today we have before us what preachers and scholars universally acknowledge as Jesus’ 
most difficult parable. 

 
You know Jesus. You know that he rarely gives straightforward answers, preferring 

instead to tell us stories and parables. He likes to get under our skin, shake us up, and make us 
think. When we’re lucky, we get a story like the Good Samaritan or the Prodigal Son in which 
it’s easy to figure out who God is, who we are, and what the lesson is supposed to be. On days 
like today, though, we’re left scratching our heads. 

 
Here’s the story. A guy owns a company; we’ll call him the Boss-Man. Now, the Boss-

Man owns the company, but he doesn’t run it. Instead, he likes to play golf, so he has a manager 
run the place for him. We’ll call that guy Mr. Manager. One day, the Boss-Man is out playing 
golf when one of his golf buddies says, “Friend, you need to know that Mr. Manager has been 
doing a horrible job. Your books are a mess. Your profits are down. Nobody knows which end is 
up.” Hearing this, the Boss-Man tells Mr. Manager, “You’re about to be out of a job.” And this is 
where the story starts to get good. 

 
Mr. Manager—a lowdown, no good, dirty scoundrel—thinks to himself, “What should I 

do? I’m about to lose my job! I’m too delicate for manual labor, and I sure as heck don’t want to 
sit on the street and beg.” So he thinks and thinks until he gets an idea. Like the Grinch who stole 
Christmas, he got a wonderful, awful idea. 

 
“I know just what I’ll do!” he says. “I’ll go to every person who owes the Boss-Man 

money, and I’ll cancel their debts. If they owe 100 bushels of wheat, I’ll tell them, ‘Take out 
your bill! Mark it down to 80!’ If they owe 100 jars of oil, I’ll tell them, ‘Take out your bill! 
Mark it down to 50!’ Then I’ll cook the books to make it look like everything’s on the up-and-
up. That way, when I get fired, those guys will remember what I’ve done for them, and they’ll 
have to return the favor by giving me a job and a place to stay.” (Isn’t it nice to know that 
corporate corruption has been with us even since the time of Jesus?) 

 
At this point you and I would expect Jesus to break in and say, “Whoa, whoa, whoa. 

Don’t be like that guy. Don’t be Mr. Manager. Be honest. Be fair. Own up to your mistakes. Put 
right what you have made wrong.” But instead, the story ends with the Boss-Man praising Mr. 
Manager’s corruption and with Jesus saying, “Yep. Be like that.” It makes no sense. 

 
I joke that corporate corruption has always been with us, but really, you and I currently 

live in a moment when trust in leadership is extraordinarily low. Corporate leadership. 
Government leadership. Civic leadership. Religious leadership. There’s just no trust, and it’s in 
large part because the Boss-Men and the Managers have always been in collusion. The books 
have been cooked to a carbon-crusted crisp, and we’ve all been burned too many times in the 
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process. Let’s face it: the only time anyone’s debts ever get cancelled is when the canceller is 
looking for a favor.  

 
Even when someone tries to cancel others’ debts for the right reasons, it comes back to 

bite them. Take, for instance, John Oliver, whose HBO show Last Week Tonight recently aired 
an episode in which they investigated the practices of predatory debt collectors. To prove a point, 
his show created a company that legally purchased nearly $15 million worth of people’s overdue 
medical debt for a mere $60,000. “If I wanted to,” he said, “I could legally have . . . employees 
start calling people, turning their lives upside down over medical debt they no longer have to 
pay. There would be absolutely nothing wrong with that, except for the fact that absolutely 
everything is wrong with that! And that is why we actually decided to go another way. We 
thought, ‘Instead of collecting on the money, why not forgive it?’”1 And so, at the end of the 
episode, Oliver pushed a big red button and automatically forgave the debt of 9,000 people to the 
tune of $15 million. 

 
Yet, as awesome as that is, just days later a group of debt cancellation activists called 

Rolling Jubilee claimed that Oliver’s producers had patterned their stunt after Rolling Jubilee’s 
debt cancellation model without crediting them fully for the idea.2 In other words, a group 
dedicated to cancelling debt got angry because someone else cancelled debt without giving them 
enough credit. You see the multiple layers of irony, right? 

 
So, if that’s the society we live in, what are we supposed to do with this parable? Who 

does Jesus want us to be? 
 
Well, I think this is one of those times when Jesus is trying to show us a perfect picture of 

God by showing us an imperfect picture of ourselves. It’s like when he asks earlier in Luke’s 
Gospel, “Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for a fish, will give a snake instead 
of a fish? Or if the child asks for an egg, will give a scorpion?”3 Then he delivers the punch line: 
“If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the 
heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”4 

 
That’s the zinger. That’s the key to understanding what Jesus is saying today.  
 
If you, who are evil, would cancel the debts of others for your own selfish gain . . . 
 

. . . how much more will your heavenly Father give?  

. . . how much more will your heavenly Father provide?  

. . . how much more will your heavenly Father cancel your debts?  
 

																																																								
1 “Episode 14.” Last Week Tonight with John Oliver. HBO. June 5, 2016. Television. 
 View the full segment at https://youtu.be/hxUAntt1z2c. 
2 Berman, Jillian. “The Controversy Brewing Over John Oliver’s Debt Buy.” MarketWatch. 7 June 2016. 
www.marketwatch.com/story/the-controversy-brewing-over-john-olivers-debt-buy-2016-06-07. Accessed 12 Sept. 
2016. 

3 Luke 11:11-12 
4 Luke 11:13 
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Mr. Manager is worried about losing his own skin, so he cancels others’ debt for all the 
wrong and most selfish reasons. “Take out your bill!” he says, “Mark it down!” If that’s how we 
do it, just imagine how God does it. If we, who are evil, are willing to cancel others’ debts in 
order to save our own skin, think about how much more willing our Father is to cancel ours, and 
all for the right reasons. And let’s be clear: for God and Jesus, it’s never about saving their own 
skin. It’s about saving ours, which means Jesus loses his in the process. 

 
This may not be new news, but it is Good News. Today, Jesus—the real Mr. Manager to 

beat all managers—steps up on behalf of God—the real Mr. Boss-Man to beat all boss-men—
and looks at you and says, “Take out your bill. Mark it down.” It’s like that episode of Oprah 
when she gave away free cars to everyone in the audience. “You’re getting forgiveness! You’re 
getting forgiveness! EVERYONE’S GETTING FORGIVENESS!” (The difference is that the 
people in her studio audience lost their minds that day, while we somehow sit here calm, cool, 
and collected.) 

 
Folks, your debts are cancelled. You are forgiven. You are free. That’s the best news 

you’re going to hear all week. And unlike the creditors of this world, there’s no catch with this 
kind of debt cancellation. But there is a response you can make. 
 

Jesus taught us to pray, “Forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors.” If our God 
really is in the debt cancellation business, then shouldn’t we be, too? If our God, who is good, is 
going to tell us today, “Take out your bill. Mark it down,” then shouldn’t we be willing to do the 
same for others? In some ways I mean this quite literally. Financial debt is a strong power to 
hold over another human being, and sometimes the godly thing is to let our debtors go. But more 
than that, I mean it in the spiritual sense. We all have someone who owes us something. We all 
have someone with whom we are angry. We all have debtors whom we need to forgive. 

 
So if you are at all convinced today that God has cancelled your debts . . . if you are at all 

convinced that Jesus has taken your bill and marked it down to zero . . . if you feel any of the 
grace or joy in knowing that your heavenly book has been cooked never to weigh against you 
again . . . then it’s time to ask yourself, “Whom do I need to forgive? What debt do I need to 
cancel? What anger do I need to release? Of what grudge do I need to let go?” For if we are 
Christians, then we, too, are in the debt cancellation business. 

 
They say this is Jesus’ hardest parable to understand, but I say it’s insanely simple:  
 
We are forgiven. Period. Full stop.  
 
And that’s enough to make us laugh all the way to the bank. 
 
Amen. 


