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Friends in Low Places 

Lately I’ve been thinking about friendship with my 
Christian Ethics students. We’ve spent a little time 
with Aristotle and his views on the nature of 
friendship and his classic theory of the three 
types: friendships of pleasure, friendships of 
utility,friendships of goodness. 

Students are always intrigued by these types since 
they are able to recognize them in their own lives — 
the Friday night drinking buddy who’s always good 
for a laugh (pleasure); the study partner who helps 
you get through organic chemistry (utility); the long-
time confidant who desires your well-being and 
whose pursuit of moral excellence you share 
(goodness). 

The third type of friendship is, of course, genuine and 
rare. Dominican theologian Timothy 
Radcliffe describes its origins this way: 

“Often the first sign of friendship is that we are 
delighted to discover that we see the world in a 
similar way. We find ourselves laughing at the same 
jokes, enjoying the same novels, sharing other 
friends. We treasure the same things. Friends do not 
primarily look at each other, like lovers. They look at 
the world together.” 

In the Gospels, Jesus is always modeling the kinds of 
friendship we generally like to avoid: friendship with 
the lowly, the lonely, the loser, the misfit. Another 
favorite quote from another favorite pastor/
theologian, Peter Storey, puts the challenge like this:  

“Some tell us that following Jesus is a simple matter 
of inviting him into our hearts. But when we do that, 

Jesus always asks, “May I bring my friends?” And 
when we look at them, we see that they are not the 
kind of company we like to keep. The friends of Jesus 
are the outcasts, the marginalized, the poor, the 
homeless, the rejected — the lepers of life. 

We hesitate and ask, “Jesus, must we really have 
them too?” 

Jesus replies, “Love me, love my friends!” 

The appointed Gospel lesson for this Sunday is 
Luke’s story of the dishonest manager, the 
most perplexing of all Jesus’ parables. 
Hermeneutical gymnastics seem required to make 
any sense of this strange narrative that has Jesus (or 
is it only the “master” in the story?) commending the 
kind of accounting shenanigans we’ve come to 
expect from shady Wall Street types.     

But within the odd parable is a reference to 
“friendship” which might help explain what seems 
inexplicable. The dishonest manager who has cut 
shrewd deals with all his master’s creditors knows 
that the jig will soon be up for him. How to survive 
when the bubble bursts? when his cushy job in 
middle management is gone? when easy street is 
only a memory? “I am not strong enough to dig, and 
I am ashamed to beg,” he admits in a moment of rare 
honesty. 

So he makes some new friends. He decides to 
practice a different kind of economics. He has 
squandered his master’s wealth and like the 
squanderer in the parable immediately proceeding 
this one — the famous prodigal son — he has no 
where to go but up. He has — also like the prodigal 
— “come to his senses.” What will save him is 
friendship, relationship, community with others who 
will “welcome him into their homes.” The 
generosity he has shown in forgiving debts is 
unorthodox, yes, but the rabbi telling the parable 
made similarly wild, offensive gestures and 
claims (another “meaning” of the parable, perhaps, 
that Luke is keen to suggest?).   

In a strange, startling way, the dishonest steward’s 
actions mirror divine grace: the generosity of a God 
who forgives, who desires our friendship, and who 
wants to make his home in us. 
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Reflecting on the Word 
 

____1st Reading: Jeremiah 8:18 - 9:1 
 

What was the cry of Jeremiah’s heart as he contemplated 
the judgments he was announcing?   What was God’s 
answer to Jeremiah’s pleading?  What was Jeremiah’s 
fervent wish for Israel?  Why did Jeremiah want to 
separate himself from his people, in spite of his sadness 
for them?  The prophet Jeremiah and the poet Asaph can 
see that exile is looming because it is too late for 
repentance.  Now they are asking, "How long, O 
Jehovah? Will You be angry forever?" Have you ever felt 
God was angry at you?  Through Christ, God has 
promised us forgiveness, how do you see that forgiveness 
play out in your life?  My-ccm.com, Daily Bible Study 

 
____Psalm Reading: Psalm 79:1-9   

 
Jeremiah 8:18—9:1 and Psalm 79:1–9 are laments that 
express the emotions that come from grief and suffering.  
What words or phrases stand out for you?  Do you think 
lament has a valid place in the spiritual life? Why or why 
not?  When have you entered a spirit of lament with God?  
How can lament help us connect with God or enrich our 
relationship with Christ?  Seasons of the Spirit 

____3rd Reading: 1 Timothy 2:1-7 
 

Consider the significant events happening around the 

world. Take a few moments to scan a newspaper or online 
news source if you need an update.  After reading 1 
Timothy 2:1–7, what new perspective does this reading 

bring to current events?  How might prayer shape your 
responses?  How might praying for our leaders help us live 
with the political tension that surrounds us?  For whom in 

our world might we pray today? What might be our 
requests?  In what ways might we – as individuals and as 
the church – work for justice as we pray for peace?  
Seasons of the Spirit 

____4th Reading: Luke 16:1-13  

Why do you like money?  Jesus' parable in this reading is 
quite straightforward. His application, however, seems not 
as clear. At first reading, how does he seem to be applying 
the parable to his disciples?  Where in the context could 
you show that Jesus is not condoning greed and 
dishonesty?  According to Jesus, what does our 
management of money have to do with our standing before 
God?  How should this parable affect your present use of 
money?  What practical actions would help you to use your 
money more effectively?  Quiet Time Bible Study, InterVarsity 

Praying Toward Sunday 
 

Renewing Spirit,  
as open windows let fresh air in,  
so prayer is like an opening into our soul 
through which you can flow.  
Blow through each one of us  
and through this community.  
Stir our stale places.  
Ruffle our status quo.  
Be like a breeze gently unsettling our religious 
certainties.  
May we be wholly shaped by you through 
prayer.   

Seasons of the Spirit 

Starting over. It almost always means change, 
rethinking, turning in a different direction. 
It usually comes from a rousing jolt of failure—a firing, 
like that of the unfaithful manager; a relationship that’s 
turned cold and hard at the core; a clear-eyed, shocking 
glimpse that we’ve become the very demon we’ve been 
running from. Often, our cognizance wounds us at the 
source of pride: a dancer with rheumatoid arthritis, a 
teacher whose knowledge is being ravaged by 
Alzheimer’s, a devoted parent whose child retreats into 
self-destruction, an athlete with a spinal cord injury. 
Our life will not be what we thought. What now, if the 
achievements in which we have invested our lives, day 
after day, year after year, bring no satisfaction or 
security? 
Perhaps we, like the manager, can start over—this time 
investing our well-being in the lives of others. We cut 
people some slack and welcome the tumbling and 
tossing of life with others, which smooths, rounds, 
reveals, and reinforces us. We can begin to follow the 
path of yielding ourselves generously—the way small 
springs trickle into tributaries, yield to rivers, and push 
rivers toward the sea. 
Our lives have never been simply our own to facet and 
polish into gemstones. This time we can start over less 
anxiously. This time we offer our ashes, our dust, our 
water for the common feast. And the Spirit, hovering, 
turns them into prodigal variety, turns them into lives 
that are fruitful and multiply. 

Claire Keene 

Evelyn Williams, Lament 2: Then the Trouble Came,  
2004. Oil on canvas  

http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=280
http://my-ccm.com/old-testament-questions/questions-about-the-book-of-jeremiah/
http://www.daily-bible-study-tips.com/Website%206%202%20Prophets%20Miscellaneous
http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=280
http://www.seasonsonline.ca/files/RCL-16-Sep18.pdf
http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=280
http://www.seasonsonline.ca/files/RCL-16-Sep18.pdf
http://lectionary.library.vanderbilt.edu/texts.php?id=280
http://www.ivpress.com/bible/study.php?study=427
http://www.seasonsonline.ca/files/RCL-16-Sep18.pdf
http://books.upperroom.org/2013/09/16/starting-over/

