
Older siblings. Elder brothers, elder sisters. Older siblings. Mentors, protectors and comrades-in-
arms of the newer arrivals in the brood, and yet however exemplary, never quite fully trusted by 
the younger. Because, because it will always be the case that the older one got there first, always be 
the case that they were the one who had the head start, always be the case that you are the 
Johnny come lately, always be the case that those protestations of maternal equality and neutrality 
are not quite true, always be the case that  your older brothers and sisters will always have had all 
those months of being the centre of attention before you gatecrashed the cosy creche, and those 
are the months which you will never get. Always chronologically challenged, younger siblings 
inevitably have to fall back on other ways to be superior, other ways to escape from the 
dominating, domineering overshadowing of the elder child. You’ll never be older, but you will be 
more creative, smarter, better read and of course better looking. It’s hard work, and seeing the 
reward for your efforts is rare, especially if the older sibling has randomly hit it mega-rich, but 
there are moments when you can sit back and enjoy the fruits of your labours and find proof 
positive that what the birth order effect does is make you superior; moments when you can cock 
the snook at Cain and score a triumphant one-up for team Abel.

Occasions such as when a visiting elder brother peruses the outside of your fridge (don’t look 
inside it please you might disturb the delicate evolutionary experiment going on in there). On the 
outside of the fridge are the usual magnetic mementos of days out and weeks away arguing. Also 
there are various pieces of paper attached with magnets, blu-tac and spittle: the nursery class’s 
charming portraits of teacher Wei; my gold stars and black mark chart of the congregation’s church 
attendance; the cartoons clipped from magazines and newspapers that particularly tickled my 
humour and which inadvertently but amazingly satisfyingly show up the elder for the uncultured 
bean counter he is. Yes, there was a hilarious but cultured cartoon snipped out of a broadsheet 
newspaper, and he didn’t get it. Said cartoon is titled Schrodinger’s Christmas Present, and is 
everything you want a lampoon to be: smart, knowing and funny. A we don’t yet have a PowerPoint 
projector in the pulpit I’m going to describe it to you: don’t worry if you don’t get it either. It 
doesn’t make you an accountant. It’s difficult to describe a visual joke in words,  but if  it doesn’t 
strike a chord with you, worry not cos I’m going to explain it and thus in common with all jokes 
that need to be explained, render it entirely unfunny. 

Schrodinger’s Christmas Present. It shows a man handing  a clearly excited little girl a gaudy 
christmas box, with a sceptical mother looking on saying ‘it’s not another dead kitten is it?’

In order to get the joke, you need to have heard of Schrodinger’s Cat, which is not a famous real 
world kitty like Dworkins the Magnificat or Larry the Downing Street Mouser, but instead a 
famous thought experiment from said Mr Schrodinger which was set up to satirise a particular 
explanation of indeterminacy in quantum physics (Benny Hill humour it is not). A thought 
experiment is something you think about rather than do: it might be too difficult to do or, as in this 
case, too unethical. It goes something like this. A cat is placed in a box for an hour. Also in this 
container is a small amount of a radioactive substance which may or may not emit a particle. If it 
does emit a particle it will trigger the release of a poison into the box and the cat will die. If not, 
the cat will live. We can’t see inside the box, so for the duration of the experiment , we do not 
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know whether the cat is alive or dead. If you hold to indeterminacy theory, which this experiment 
is designed to show the absurdity of, the cat is thus both alive and dead. Which despite what you 
might think by looking at the delegates at a Brexit Party rally is a logical impossibility. So, 
Schrodinger’s Cat. Until we open the box we do not know whether the cat is chucking up fur-balls 
in heaven, or still alive and very, very annoyed at being put in the box. No animals were harmed in 
this thought experiment.

Like many highly technical snippets that have moved from specialism into popular culture 
Schrodinger’s cat has long since left it’s very limited specific moorings in impossible-to-understand 
science and is now frequently used to illustrate the unknowability of life, the random nature of all 
the stuff that happens to us, our inability to truly know what is going to happen next or indeed 
where the cat goes when you can’t see it. Is the cat alive or dead? You don’t know till you open the 
box. So, life is one long surprise. 

And it certainly is. From the smallest to the greatest of us, about all we can say with confidence 
about life, the universe and everything is ‘Well, I wasn’t expecting that! ‘

Story of my life. Yours too. Don’t kid yourself you’re in the know. Recall any time you’ve  heard the 
news since June 2016 and you’ll realise you’ve been living the experience of ‘Well I wasn’t 
expecting that.’

If you were listening to what was coming from this pulpit a couple of weeks ago- and I won’t hold 
it against you if you weren’t- I was saying that life is boring. And now I’m saying it’s full of the 
unexpected. Can’t make his mind up eh? Well,  despite appearances these two assertions are not 
imcompatible: life is unexpectedly and surprisingly boring. Squared that circle.

So, boring as they are, with predictable regularity things turn out to be not what we were 
expecting, they blowup in our faces, fall to pieces in our hands, turn out to be completely the 
opposite to what we expected,turned out differently, pleasant or more often unpleasant, life is full 
of surprises. It’s never what you expect it to be. You think you’ve got the handle on it, but as soon 
as you put your finger on it, away it slips. You just can’t guarantee that anything you confidently 
predict will be the case, will be.

You will sometimes hear it suggested that if there is something that we want to know about and 
Jesus isn’t recorded as having said anything about then we should assume he held the typical 
opinions of a religious Jewish man in the first century. So, it’s generally acknowledged that Jesus said 
nothing about, say equal marraige, online trolling or no-deal Brexit. However, we can guess what he 
would have said as a 1st century religious Jew, which would be respectively, no, I’m sorry I don’t 
understand the question and silence accompanied by the indescribable contorted face of a goldfish 
who’s stung on the mouth by a jellyfish that one adopts when you hear somebody says something 
so amazingly stupid you’re not sure whether they’ve taken leave of their senses, you’ve taken leave 
of  your senses or both. And then, no. 
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Now on the surface this sounds like a sensible way to fill in the gaps, because there was a lot that 
is important to us that Jesus didn’t- indeed couldn’t -talk about. It sounds like a good way to know, 
but it’s wrong because what we do have recorded as Jesus sayings we hear anything but the 
teaching of a typically pious first century Palestinian. He’d have been unlikely to have been harassed 
to the point of crucifixion otherwise. On the contrary, Jesus‘s words they turn the world upside 
down, turn the world on its head, give a completely radical take on God, life, the universe, our 
brothers and sisters (elder or younger) and everything. Jesus is not going to do or say what we 
expect him to say, We’re never going to be able to predict what comes next. We’re all wise in 
retrospect, but there is nothing Jesus said that was what his first hearers expected to hear. If we 
want to know what Jesus would have said about something he didn’t, we need to look at what he 
did actually say rather that what his contemporaries would have said.

So, to today’s Gospel reading. This is not standard religious teaching from AD 30. It’s anything but 
conventional pious platitudes. Nobody would have been expecting Jesus to say it. Hearing the 
parable of the dishonest steward now, even after two thousand years, it’s a bit of a shock. It still 
sounds scandalous. If it doesn’t sound scandalous to you, you’re really not listening. Here is Jesus, 
apparently commending dishonesty and cheating. Do what this steward did. If you’re gonna get the 
sack, diddle your boss. Because if you haven’t got it in you to do that,  how are you going to cope 
with the Kingdom of Heaven? And then Jesus tells his listeners, you can’t love money and God, you 
can’t serve two masters.

This last bit about serving masters is the key to the  parable of the dishonest steward. There is 
something more important than money. There is something more important than anything and 
everything else. God. Use what you have, everything you have to serve him. Even money- the cause 
of so much that is wrong in our world- even that can be used for what is right.  But be careful: 
money quickly makes you its servant. Choose. If you serve money, you will be like Schrodinger’s 
impossible Cat, alive and dead; if you serve God you will have real life. That might not sound 
unconventional to you. Think again. Look at how the world lives and see how at odds it is.

That is not the end of the scandal of this teaching because 
what Jesus is demanding of his followers is that they think outside the box. That they understand 
that God can be served in ways that are not only not the conventional religious ones, but he can 
be served in ways that will offend against conventional religious practice, conventional moral codes, 
by people who are beyond the societal pale and polite society. That you will find holiness where 
you least expect it, in places where you would never expect to find it. That everyone and anyone 
can be doing God’s work in ways we will never expect or sometimes understand. To all intents and 
purposes, for us the box is sealed. We can guess what the situation is: we may be right, we may be 
wrong: we cannot know for certain the reality of what is happening. All we can do is trust 
unswervingly the one person who can.
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