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Shrew(d) 

15th Sunday after Pentecost C, 9/18/22 

The more I preach, and the longer I earn my daily bread in robes of silk, satin, and 

poly, the more I think that Jesus of Nazareth would’ve made a good writer. He has 

the necessary insight, impatience, and ear for the telling detail. He stays at one or two 

steps ahead of his audience, but not three, and knows how to turn a phrase to make 

the truth sting but not wound.  

That’s difficult to do. Tell a truth too directly or with too much insistence behind it, 

and one can cause blunt-force trauma with it. “The truth hurts, doesn’t it?” says 

many a meanie when they’re telling you something they claim to mean ‘in love’, 

though it doesn’t feel like it. As one or two of my teachers might’ve mentioned to 

me in my youth, “Yes, you may know the truth – perhaps better than most people. 

But what you don’t know yet is when, and when not, to use truth as a weapon.” 

Arrogance is as arrogance does, one might have responded to this, but the truth in it 

wounded then, and still stings now. Perhaps I did not – yet I feared those who knew 

less than me, and that they might act on what they didn’t know in ways that made 

my life, and theirs, worse. I find that I am still quite afraid, and often disgusted by, 

how blithely people can ignore inconvenient or unpleasant truths, and how easily we 

can allow ourselves to be manipulated by flattering, ignorant liars. “You will know 

the truth, and the truth will set you free,” says Jesus at one point. Yet, as Moses 

learned time and again in the wilderness with the people he’d help free from slavery 

in Egypt, many people do not to want to know the truth, and far too many of them 

do not really want to be set free.  

“Tell all the truth, but tell it slant,” as Emily Dickinson recommends in one of her 

poems (if not in all of her poems) may be a better choice than being blunt and pointed 

with what no honest person could deny. Tell the truth too slant, though – be too 
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subtle by half – and people might miss it, or affect to. How often have I begun a 

story, “I knew someone once who…” only to have the person of whom I was 

actually speaking, present for the story and by all indications attentive, not realize that 

I actually meant them. Ah, well. Being direct can be, as with airplane flights, the 

better path – even if some demons only come out by prayer and fasting, as Jesus also 

says.  

Good writers, like good monarchs and clerics, tend to be funny, too, even if their 

words and actions can be deadly serious. That’s because the detachment and self-

possession necessary to survive in those roles requires honest insight into oneself and 

others that, if it does not find an outlet in humor, drives you bats. Jesus has that 

insight in spades, as the parable he tells this morning, as Luke relays it, shows. I forget 

how he got onto the topic or what larger point he had been going on about, but he 

tells a story that it very funny, painfully human, and likely as not happens all the time. 

A manager has been caught “squandering” his boss’s stuff – living large on his expense 

account, embezzling, stealing, with his hand in the till or his pockets full of the family 

silver – and so on his way out the door helps people steal from the guy he stole from. 

The boss finds out about it and praises the guy, because he acted shrewdly. “I like 

this kid,” you can hear him saying in his best Joe Pesci or Al Pacino mob voice, with 

his arm around the man’s shoulders, “He gets things done.” Jesus appears to praise 

the fella, too – a character of his own imagining, let us not forget. What on earth are 

we to make of all this?  

Well, the first thing is to admit that “being shrewd” or even “being a shrewd” is 

behavior that is often praised in biblical texts. Whether it is Abram, shrewdly figuring 

out how not to get killed by people who want to steal his wife; Jacob and his mother, 

shrewdly figuring out how to steal his father’s blessing from his brother; David 

shrewdly gaming his fight with Goliath so as to neutralize the big man’s greatest 

weapon; or Deborah, Judith, Esther et al., shrewdly manipulating men’s lust for them 



© 2022 Christopher Wilkins. All Rights Reserved.   
3 

 

into ways to destroy those men and the murderous hordes they command, biblical 

characters who get what they want by cunning are often praised. Those who use the 

power selfishly – here’s looking at you, David, watching another man’s wife bathing 

on the roof – get zapped for it, or at least their children do; more about that another 

day. But they are the exception, not the rule.  

The trick, to take Jesus’s words from elsewhere, is to be shrewd, but not only shrewd. 

One must be shrewd in a good cause. The ends, that is, have to justify the means 

used to get to them; what else could? His followers, Jesus says, are to be “as shrewd 

as snakes, but as innocent as doves.” 

Easier said than done, you might say. So would I. Being “shrewd” has not ever been 

a wholly good thing in English, and in the earliest centuries of our language was quite 

bad, indeed. “Depraved, wicked, ill-disposed” is how it started, as a 14th century 

author, the first we know of to have used the adjective, wrote: “Rich men have 

shrewd sons” and as Wyclif used in his New Testament, Luke 3:5, in which Jesus 

reads from Isaiah: “…shrewd things [shall be made] into dressed things, and sharp 

things into plain ways.” (The Geneva and King James Bibles have “the crooked made 

straight, and the rough places plain” for this.) Archbishop Cranmer captured much 

of this spirit in his 1548 Catechism (165), naming “Our own evil works and shrewd 

wills,” as among the things that separate us from the love and mercy of God and from 

which we need to be saved.1 “To shrew,” the archaic present tense of the verb of 

which “shrewd” was once a participle – we now say “beshrew” – fared no better. It 

meant “to curse” and then “to deprave,” and only latterly “to scold,” as in a certain 

Miss Braddon’s 1833 novel Golden Calf. “She shrewed me so abominably,” remarks 

a character who may or may not have deserved it, “that my pride was roused” (OED 

“shrew” v.obs. 3). Poor thing – and still stuck in someone else’s novel. Ah, me. 

 
1 Preceding: “Shrewd” a. 1.a and 3.a.OED, quoting R. Brunne (1303), Wyclif (1382) and Cranmer (1548). 
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I must say that this seems a lot of wickedness to have derived from a noun that started 

out as the term for a sharp-nosed, mousy insect eater (“Shrew” sb.1. OED), though 

its bite some said could kill a horse, and it was, after all, “restless and excitable” 

(Millais, 1904, quoted op. cit.). Any people who have ever eaten grains to stave off 

starvation hate small rodents, even if the rodent in question is part of the solution, 

not the problem. Whether shrews carried the plague mosquitos the way rats did I do 

not know, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d been accused of it.  

What began as a mouse, sadly, ends in misogyny. A “shrew” now is either said sharp-

snouted bee-biter or “a scolding or turbulent wife” (see Shakespeare, “Shrew, 

Taming of the,” comedy) with the quite useful midpoint of “A thing of evil nature 

or influence” now as obsolete as a washboard. Granted, not all was well even there; 

one writer c. 1500, to make a point, says “Take three shrews [a wasp, a weasel, a 

woman],” though I was not able to work out where, or as what. No doubt there is 

quite a story there, or three; what say ye, wasp, weasel, and woman of he who has 

written thus? Shrew is as shrew does; now be the time for ‘plaining. 

It is far better in English to be “a shrewd,” one who “shrewd and cunning,” and, to 

one writer, exquisitely “not an American by-product” but “home-bred and 

thoroughly English.”2. Emily Dickinson appears to have cut this use out of whole 

cloth, writing in an early poem to her beloved, “Could a shrewd advise me / We 

might e’en divide – / Should a shrewd betray me – Atropos decide!”3  

Luck, be a Lady tonight; Dickinson’s beloved is the “shrewd” here. Will she keep 

their lovers’ secret, dividing between them the metaphorical buried gold they’ve 

found with another in a form of love that, in 1858, dare not speak its name? Or will 

she betray her, letting that eldest of the three Greek Fates, Atropos, the inflexible 

daughter of night, decide when to cut the thread and end them? Even the wisest 

 
22“Shrewd” sb. OED, and quoting Picture Post 2. Jan 1934. 
3 E. Dickinson, “I never told the buried gold”. 
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cannot tell, though the principle remains: what God has joined together in love under 

the golden sun, especially in defiance of hateful, homophobic cultural mores, let no 

man, or shrew, put asunder. 

To sum up: be a shrewd, never a shrew. Act shrewdly, because love and life are worth 

it. One cannot love both God and money, as Jesus somewhat bizarrely adds as a moral 

to a story in which his protagonist manipulates other people’s money to save his life 

and gets away with it. But one can love either, and those who love money have 

something to teach those who would love God: do it shrewdly, and never take your 

eyes off the prize. Who is faithful in little will be faithful in much, Jesus shrewdly 

says. Who is faithful with what is another’s might just well be given their own. If you 

are clever enough not to be wicked, but smart enough to start thinking with your 

head when you get caught being foolish, you might just make it to tomorrow. If 

you’re clever enough to be good, and smart enough to anticipate and counter those 

who could do you wrong, you just might win.  

Better that than the behavior condemned in Amos: trampling on the needy, bringing 

ruin to the poor, debasing the money supply, falsifying scales, and then “buying the 

poor for silver and the needy for a pair of sandals, and selling the sweepings of the 

wheat” when you did so. That is the opposite of shrewdness, in the good sense, and 

the definition of being a “shrew” in the sense of depraved, wicked, and ill-disposed. 

Getting rich by schemes that make people poor and destroy trust and the common 

good ends badly – and your gold will not save you from the hate you roused. The 

Lord, the power that made all life, will have the last word. He forgets not the cries 

of the poor, but raises them from the dust, and the needy from the ash heap, saving 

everyone by knowledge of the truth.  

All of this leads me to conclude thus: good must be as cunning as evil in order for 

good and that truth to thrive, yet not let itself become evil by its cunning. I think 

that is an important lesson both of this gospel passage and of the etymological history 
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of the words “shrew” and “shrewd.” Being cunning and being depraved are two very 

different things. One must learn to be the first while never becoming the second. Be 

like Jesus: tell the truth cunningly, so that it has maximum effect. Use a story if you 

have to. Surprise people with the power of your insight and the skill and grace with 

which you use it. Be not afraid – not of them, not of the future, and not of anything 

that is true. It will out, after all – so get ahead of it, bend its curve to your own good 

ends, never let them see you sweat, and never let them get one up on you. Write 

your own story, lest someone write their own on you instead.  

Or if, like Jesus, you have other people write your stories for you, give them all you 

can so that whenever they tell the truth they tell it slant, letting you shine through 

with words wiser than they were ware of, a little bit of humor where it counts, and 

in all things the overwhelming, undeniable, unstoppable love and grace of God. 

Amen. 

 


