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Sermon Preached by The Reverend Jonathon W. Jensen, Rector 

Calvary Episcopal Church, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
The Fifteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Proper 20, Year C 

September 22, 2019 
 
Luke 16:1-13 
 
 
“What is the Rector doing?” That was asked more than once last Sunday after coffee hour.  
Some people followed me to the driveway in front of the church to watch while others peered 
through the parish hall windows. They saw a fully vested priest with a bucket and a long shaving 
brush splashing water all over a freshly washed SUV. I was blessing Francis’s new car. 
 
He is the Francis for whom we prayed for two years, every Sunday, at church. He was away 
serving his country and is now back in Pittsburgh as a student at a local university. Two weeks 
ago, he asked me to bless his new car… a gift from his grandmother in Korea.  
 
I have blessed animals, houses, crosses, buildings, benches, rings, meals, and occasionally, 
people. We bless money each week as a sign of our offering to God. We bless bread and wine as 
symbols of the presence of Christ. I have blessed a lot of things, but never a car before. 
 
Francis told me his grandparents and parents had all their cars blessed by the Dean of the 
Cathedral in South Korea. It is a family tradition. There is even a prayer for it in the Korean 
prayer book. There isn’t one in ours so I made it up borrowing from other sources. The best part 
was a litany that was practical. Imagine if we made all new drivers promise to God they would 
do the following: 
     “Will you remain attentive, forgoing eating or texting while driving?   
       Will you drive safely at the speed of traffic?  
       Will you drive soberly, and offer your keys when asked?  
       Will you relax when other drivers show bad judgment?”  
To each he responded, “I will, with God’s help.” 

After the prayers, I doused the car, and all the people, with holy water as a sign of blessing.  
We took photos to send his grandmother to accompany his really nice thank you note. Why did 
we do that? It’s just a car, and it’s still under warranty. A blessing is a sign of God’s presence.  
It is a symbol of value. The act means this thing or person matters to God and to us. Most of all, 
a blessing is a sign of inclusion and acceptance. Withhold a blessing and see how it feels. 
 
Several years ago, we tried an experiment about inclusion in church. We are not doing that 
today. The people there had ample notice, multiple times beforehand. The purpose was to 
experience and then discuss what it feels like to be left out of a blessing, not to be included.  
 
At the distribution of communion, on a planned Sunday, the clergy deliberately skipped people  
at the Altar Rail. Most received bread and wine but many did not.  They stood or knelt there with 
their hands outstretched but received nothing. After a time or two of the priest ignoring them, 
they went back to the pews. At the end of Communion, we invited everyone forward who had 
been left out… to offer the bread and wine to another…. and then shared a feast together. 
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After the service, we discussed the experiment.  How did you feel if you were passed over? 
People offered responses like hurt, rejected, or angry. Some thought they were passed over 
because of the way they held their hands or a color they might be wearing. I did not skip  
any children, only teenagers and older. I did it by prime numbers moving down the rail.  
The 2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, and 17th person were skipped. It was a simple rule but quite effective. 
 
How did you feel when you received Communion but others did not? People said things like 
good I was included but then guilty others were not. It was my idea but it felt really awful to 
leave people out, to pass by them deliberately. I could see their faces. Strangers would have  
been bad enough but these were friends. 
 
With a little effort, an experiment like that could be the basis for a discussion on anti-Semitism, 
sexism, racism, homophobia, economic injustice, or a host of things. Some people are included 
and some left out by chance or design. Keep those two stories in mind as we approach this 
strange parable in the Gospel of Luke. 
 
A parable is a story, drawn from everyday life, with flawed, human characters that is intended to 
provoke, instruct, or encourage. The disciples, first century Jews who followed Jesus as their 
teacher, would know immediately what a master and steward story was about. The rich man in 
the story represents God. The manager represents the people of Israel. The manager is caught in 
bad business dealings and will be fired. To the first hearers, this was interpreted as God’s chosen 
people were not doing their job keeping the covenant so they would be replaced. The Gospel of 
Luke has this as a recurring theme. Their job was to keep the commandments and be a blessing 
to other people, a light to the world. He wasn’t strong enough to dig and was too proud to beg.  
The manager went to the debtors and forgave part of their bills. The rich man commended him 
for his shrewd dealings and, presumably, he kept his job. Weird story.  
 
Jesus told three parables before this to set the context. Each reveals what God is like and what 
the followers of God are called to be like. They reveal the job the hearers were failing to do.  
A man had 100 sheep but lost one. The shepherd left the 99 other sheep to find the lost one. 
When he found it, he gave a party for everyone. A woman had ten silver coins. In that culture, 
the coins on a chain were a gift from her husband, a type of wedding ring and nest egg all in one. 
She lost one of the coins and kept searching until she found it and hosted a party that cost more 
than the lost coin. A father had two sons. One demanded his inheritance while his father was  
still alive. The son squandered all the money. When the wayward son finally returned home,  
the prodigal or extravagantly generous father hosted a party to celebrate the reunion.  
 
All three point to what God is like... seeking the lost person and people until they are found. 
Even when the people neglect their side of the covenant, God is still faithful. All were forgiven 
whether they deserved it or not. A generous feast was given to celebrate the reunion.  
Back to the parable of the rich landowner and the manager. Those who first heard it had to 
discern if they were fulfilling their side of the covenant. The response of some people, the 
Pharisees, was to add even more rules. It was curse rather than a blessing. That had the result of 
further excluding the very people Jesus was seeking to reach, those on the margins or left out.  
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Instead of becoming more strict with the rules, Jesus suggests we become more generous and 
more forgiving… that’s what the manager got right. God is like the one who seeks the lost sheep, 
the lost coin, and the lost son and restores relationships and thereby the world. God is not 
withholding a blessing from you. Share that with other people and reach beyond boundaries, to 
welcome the stranger and serve our neighbors. We bless people and things because they are 
invested with meaning through the relationships they represent. 
 
It’s only a car. For Francis, that car is a symbol of his grandmother and the family whom he 
loves but is separated from around the world. Of course, we will bless that. 
 
It’s only bread and wine. For us, the sacrament is the presence of Christ that binds us together 
and reminds us we are accepted and loved by God. Of course, we will bless that. 
 
We are called to be a blessing in an alienated and fractured world. It’s only people, who may  
be quite different than us, that God is seeking to restore, to forgive, to accept, and to love.  
Of course, we will bless them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Litany adapted from The Divine Latitude 
https://gawainfdeleeuw.org/2013/03/28/a-litany-for-the-blessing-of-a-car/ 


