
Good Writers Borrow; Great Writers Steal 
The Sunday of the Steward 

When I was still a deacon-on the path to becoming an ordained priest-I was extended the honor to guest preach in several 

churches.  I thought it was a coincidence that on three occasions I was asked to preach about today’s parable of the unjust 

steward. Now, as a priest myself, I realize I was given this Sunday to preach three times, because no priest wants to preach 

it. It is widely regarded as Jesus’ hardest parable, and the church has always struggled with it. Yet this year, something 

clicked for me that justified why this difficult parable is assigned every year on the third week of Lent.  

The details of the story are complex, let me simplify them here for you.  A steward (what we’d call a manager) mismanages 

his boss’ affairs, and then lies and steals from him.  Now here comes the part which makes this parable so hard to figure out 

and preach.  When the master finds out what his steward did, rather than condemn him, he commends him for being 

shrewd.  And then Jesus apparently holds him up as an example for his disciples to follow! 

What is going on here? What moral lesson is Jesus teaching his audience here?  It was then that it dawned on me that 

Jesus’ audience is always an audience of one, namely me. Maybe this story wasn’t just about some other people from 

sometime, maybe it was about me and you right now. Maybe it wasn’t so important how an unjust steward once stole from 

his master and why, maybe the real story is about how Hovnan the unjust steward steals from his heavenly master even 

now.  Think about it from God’s view. He has made everything and everyone.  If you are breathing right now, you are 

breathing God’s air.  If you are sitting right now you sit in God’s chair (not just the wood, the metal and the fabric, but the 

brain which assembled it and, gravity which holds it down).  We come into this world with nothing, and leave it the same, 

anything we have is begged, borrowed or stolen. 

And though we would feel much better to say we are borrowers and not stealers in our journey through this world, the 

Sunday of the unjust steward invites us to reexamine this? After all, when we borrow something it implies that we can pay 

it back.  Does anyone have it in their power to pay God back for the air we breathe, for our heart that beats for the time 

and talents we’re given?  Though it is hard to admit, we are more like the unjust steward than we think.  And though Jesus 

would never encourage us stealing from each other, the hard truth remains that everyone always steals from God.  That is 

the hard news, but the good news is that the Gospel of Jesus has a way of turning everything on its head; such that being a 

thief might not be the worst thing in the world; it might even turn out to be the best.  

The words of T.S. Eliot may be helpful here; “Good Writers Borrow; Great Writers Steal.” I think what Eliot is saying here is 

that in the creative life, everyone plagiarizes, if not from each other, then certainly from God and his creation.  No one has 

ever wrote, spoke or done anything totally original, because as our scriptures tell us, “there is nothing new under the sun.”   

Everything good we ‘create’ is borrowed from those around us or before us who were good.  Anything great we ‘create’ has 

been stolen from those few great ones who best copied from God’s great creation. 

So maybe this is the humbling point that Jesus reminds us of each Lent in the parable of the unjust steward, that “Good 

Christians Borrow; Great Christian Steal.” Most of us are content being good Christians. We borrow from Christianity all of 

the respectable and comfortable parts, like slipping on a comfortable sweater on Sunday that we then take off for the rest 

of the week.  We borrow what we like of God and the church-as it fits into our lives-and then return all the unused portion.  

But don’t we realize that borrowing implies we are on equal footing with the almighty Lord? 

If we are to be great Christians, however, we must take a more honest look at ourselves this Lent. We must admit we are 

thieves, and in doing so engage with the great paradox of Christianity; that in knocking ourselves down we find the way up.  

In admitting our lowness as thieves, we rise closer to the One from whom we have all stolen. For it seems that it pleased 

our Lord to keep company with the sinners, the broken, the thieves, even unto his final hour.  And in his great love for 

mankind, as Jesus hung from the cross, there were two thieves who were being crucified beside him.  One did not realize 

that he was a thief and from whom he had stolen. The other did, and recognized in Jesus Christ the One from whom all of 

creation lives, moves and has their being.  ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom,” begged the thief; and 

Jesus replied, ‘Truly I tell you, today you will be with me in Paradise’ (Lk 23:43). May each of us find the grace to be this kind 

of thief; now and always and unto the ages of ages, amen. 


