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“Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much, and whoever is dishonest in a 

very little is dishonest also in much…no one can serve two masters, for you will either hate the 

one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other.  You cannot serve God 

and wealth.”  These seem like straightforward words, easily pointing the way for what we are to 

do when it comes to choosing between financial gain or the values that we claim to hold dear 

.But, like so much in life, actually living this truth is much more complicated than we initially 

think.  We like to think that we have ourselves together.  When we hear of blatant, illegal 

breaches of the social contract, we are in disbelief.   Just “for instance” – say if a prominent 

elected official uses the power of his or her office to increase their personal wealth.  It seems 

beyond comprehension to us.  How could anyone think that this is okay?

Let we get too far up on our high horse, though, Jesus’ words are cautionary for all of us. 

He forced me to think about the truth that most people don’t start out doing the “big things” – 

murder, extortion, bribery or other corruption – the things that we think we would “never do.” 

However, we probably all have breaking smaller, less visible rules.  We can rationalize that our 

actions do no real harm, and who will know anyway?  With his initial words, Jesus is cautioning 

us that once we take a step on the road to dishonestly or disregard for the laws that govern our 

society, it is easy to take the next step, and the one after that.  Having integrity in the small things 

of life is important training ground for having integrity in the larger, more public ethical 

dilemmas that we inevitably face at some point in life.

 Not long ago, I read a lengthy article about the college admissions scandal that broke in 
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the news about six months ago, dubbed by the press as “Operation Varsity Blues.”  If you picked 

up a newspaper or a checked your favorite news app or flipped on your television at any point 

last March, you will remember something about this.

After a lengthy investigation by the FBI, it was revealed on March 12 that 51 people had 

been arrested and indicted on charges of conspiracy to commit fraud.  The issue was college 

admissions – specifically of wealthy people paying huge amounts of money to get their own 

children into universities that are perceived as “elite.”  There were two scams going on at one 

time.  In one, parents would pay someone else to take the college admissions exams in their 

children’s places.  Star test -takers would be paid to take the test under a rich kid’s name, would 

score well, and BOOM, the child of wealth and privilege would then have a huge edge in the 

admissions process. 

The other scheme was maybe even more egregious – the person at the center of the web of 

deceit, a guy named Rick Singer, had contacts in the athletic departments of a number of these 

universities.  Parents would pay different coaches a bribe to “recruit” their children for various 

sports teams, thereby getting them admitted to those schools as athletes.  It didn’t matter if the 

kids were gifted athletes or not.  One young woman was admitted to Yale to play soccer. 

Apparently she did actually play soccer, but was not considered a college caliber player. 

Another young man was admitted to University of Southern California to play water polo.  His 

father claimed that he played the sport for his private Los Angeles High School, and actually 

photoshopped a picture to make it look like the kid was playing water polo.  They got busted 

when it turned out his school didn’t even have a water polo team.

This whole thing ended up involving hundreds of thousands of dollars changing hands – 
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the people at the universities were making money, the test takers and the administrators of the 

educational testing services, were too, and of course the mastermind of all the plots, Rick Singer, 

was doing very well for himself.   All told, more than $25 million changed hands between 2011 

and 2018.  That is astonishing.

 Now the criminal prosecutions are playing out and people are dealing with the 

consequences of their actions.  Well known actress Felicity Huffman, one of the highest profile 

people involved, was sentenced a week or so ago to 14 days in jail, a $30,000 fine, and 250 hours 

of community service.  She pled guilty so probably received a lighter sentence for her newfound 

honesty.  Other parents have pled guilty and cooperated with the prosecution with the hope of 

scaling back their punishment.  Many (maybe all) of the university coaches and administrators 

who participated have been fired.  Rick Singer will serve years, maybe even decades, in prison. I 

watched all this play out last spring with a mixture of horror, disgust, and fascination.  It’s 

astounding to me that this many of people could be doing something so blatantly dishonest and 

wrong and not be troubled about it.  Now, maybe in the privacy of their own homes or in the 

crevices of their own hearts they had some misgivings…but they wanted those college spots for 

their children badly enough that if their consciences bothered them at all they ignored it. I have 

to ask myself how things get to this point.  When in someone’s journey do the markers of 

prestige and power (such as admission to an elite university) become more important than 

teaching our children to be kind and compassionate and responsible people? 

There was one thing I read about this whole mess that led me to think maybe, as far as the 

kids go, the apples are not falling far from the trees.  One of the young men was admitted to 

Georgetown University under fraudulent circumstances.  When the scandal broke, he withdrew 
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from Georgetown and he claims that he knew nothing about his father’s submission of false 

information to Georgetown that got him admitted as an athlete.  His withdrawing from the school 

is to his credit, except that now he is suing Georgetown because (even though he supposedly had 

no idea his father was falsifying his application) he claims that Georgetown should have known, 

and that their lack of clairvoyance is jeopardizing his chances to continue his education 

elsewhere.  Really?  But I digress – the question I really am raising is “Who are these people?”

And, if I answer that question truthfully, I have to say they are us – with a little more 

money.  Or, they COULD be us, with a little more money.  Or, we could be them.  That’s not to 

say that every one of us would participate in scams to get our kids into the colleges of their 

(our?) choice – I hope and believe that we would not.  What I mean is that we are all capable of 

sinful behavior.  We are all capable of the kind of idolatry that makes cheating and bribery the 

next logical step to getting what we want.  I am sure we could tell ourselves some story about the 

end justifying the means, but ultimately we have to have some moral framework in which we 

live.  I can’t know what it’s like to be someone who would pay tens of thousands of dollars to 

someone to take a test for my kid, but I suspect that they worked up to these egregious offenses. 

Perhaps their privilege and sense of entitlement had led them to cut corners in other areas of life. 

Just little things that seemed harmless.  Maybe there were regulations related to business or home 

ownership or taxes that seemed pointless, and they just blew them off.  We can see how if we 

start down that path, we might end up in a place we never intended to be. 

And, I do think that much of the bending and eventual breaking of rules comes from the 

excessive love of money and power.  We all want good things for our kids, but some of these 

parents have admitted that they wanted to social recognition that comes from having a child in a 
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school that is hard to get into.  They pointed out the alumni networks that pave the way for future 

jobs, club memberships, and all those things that lead into being on the privileged track in our 

society.  Jesus was speaking the truth when he said we cannot serve both God and wealth. 

Just for the sake of today’s conversation, which is focused on living with honesty and 

integrity, I want to put extraordinary circumstances aside.  We can all think of historical 

circumstances when people spoke untruthfully or broke laws for a greater good – the civil rights 

movement is a prime example – people openly flouted unjust laws to bring down the Jim Crow 

system of segregation in the American South.  Or people who sheltered Jewish people in Nazi 

Germany – they were breaking laws, and for good reason.  That’s not what we’re talking about 

today.  We have pondered before, and will again, where civil disobedience fits into a life of 

discipleship.  Jesus himself pushed back against laws related to Sabbath keeping, for example, 

and healed people on the holy day.

But Jesus also said “I came not to abolish the law, but to fulfill it.”  He was speaking 

about the Torah, the Hebrew law, the foundation of life together in a covenant community.  He 

understood that the human family has to have a framework within which we live together and 

organize ourselves.  Some rules are intended to level the playing field and give everyone equal 

opportunity to become who God created them to be.  Living with integrity can sometimes be a 

pain, but it is part of our commitment to God and to each other.

Many years ago, when my kids were small, I had taken them grocery shopping with me. 

That was never my favorite activity to do with them.  If you have ever been the parent of young 

children, you’ll know exactly what I’m talking about.  So I was eager to get my stuff and get out 

of there.  We got out to the car after buying our groceries and I noticed that one tiny item had 
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escaped the checker’s notice (and mine).  A tube of Chapstick was wedged down in the corner of 

my cart.  Dang it!  I needed that Chapstick, and I hadn’t paid for it.  The kids were young, too 

young to be left alone in the car, but they were old enough to be aware of what was going on.  I 

did NOT want to take them back into the store and fight the candy fight while I paid about $1.00 

for a tube of Chapstick.  I could so easily have slipped it into my pocket and driven away.  But 

there was this voice that said to me “Your children are watching you.”  I unbuckled the booster 

seats, got the kids out, and schlepped them back into the store to pay for the Chapstick.  I still 

wonder what I would have done if the kids hadn’t been with me.  I like to hope I would still have 

gone back in to pay, but I know how insidious the temptation to cut corners can be.

There are no guarantees here – staying faithful in small things doesn’t automatically 

presume that we won’t at some point have a colossal screw-up.  I do believe, though, that the 

moral life is constructed (or destroyed) brick by brick.  It’s an ongoing challenge to live the lives 

God intends for us.  But the hopeful piece of this whole picture is that we are each of us created 

for good and beloved by God.  It’s never too late to develop the integrity muscle, and God will 

help us do so.  For that truth, and for so much else, we can only say thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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