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Luke 18:9-14


Do you ever read the Bible or hear it being read and the words just fly right over your head?  Ancient words!  For one reason or another, sometimes the words sink in deep; they go right to our heart.  At other times, not so much.  I know some see that it is time for Scripture to be read and they do their grocery list in their head, or read the bulletin announcements and just wait it out!


I wonder when you heard the parable being read today what you thought.  There are some passages, and I think this is one of them, that can play out like a movie or a TV show inside your head.


It is very clear that this story was told to those who thought they were righteous and holy, without sin.  But these people regarded everyone else as outcasts.


Remember, it is a parable, a story Jesus made up to teach, to make a point.  But he does it so well that we believe it really happened.


Here is the opening scene.  Two men are praying.  One of them is a Pharisee.  A Pharisee was not a priest, but he was someone who knew the Torah or the law well.  The Pharisee prayed to God.  He looked heavenward and proclaimed, “Thank you God that I am not like those others- you know the ones, the no goods, the thieves, the down and outers...certainly not like this tax collector over there.”  (He had seen that also in the temple, some distance from him, there was a tax collector who was praying.)


“I fast. Not once, but twice a week,   I give 10% of everything that I earn to you”


Then the camera shifts, for scene 2 to the other man who had come to the temple to pray.  The tax collector!  He was standing as far away from the Pharisee as possible....the Pharisee's choice probably.  The tax collector was hiding in the shadows.  He prayed beating his breasts in shame and anguish, refraining from even daring to look up to the heavens to God.  And then the tax collector prayed the prayer which we now refer to as the sinner's prayer, “Lord have mercy upon me a sinner”.


And then I am sure that Jesus, telling this story, just fell silent.  He wanted his listeners to drink in this scene -  The Pharisee boasting about his righteousness. -  The tax collector acknowledging his sin.  He humbled himself, and he went home justified, forgiven, redeemed.


And then Jesus turned to the crowd and told them the point of the story.  All who exalt themselves, all who think themselves to be better than others, they will be humbled, and they will fall.  On the other hand, all who humble themselves will be exalted.


What do you make of this?  If you were asked to play a part in this story as a theatrical production, which role best suits you - The Pharisee or the tax collector?


A few weeks ago I brought in a large window and various members of the congregation came forward and taped certain words to the window....the words were; married, single, divorced, rich, poor, gay, straight, etc.  Whenever we hear words like that, immediately certain images come to mind or certain feelings or attitudes come to mind.  We have a psychological/emotional response.


The horrors of the actions of a man named Russell Williams monopolized the airwaves and the newspapers this week.  In finer print, there are the names of all sorts of God's people who have behaved badly, to varying degrees.  These are the people we know about.  These are the secrets that are no longer secrets.


A couple of weeks ago I attended a conference in Waterloo called Pastor to Pastor.  The room was filled with ministers from a variety of denominations.  The speaker was from a seminary in the US.  At the beginning of an afternoon session on the topic of sin and repentance, the speaker began his talk by declaring that without knowing any of us, he knew that each one of us had a dirty little secret, at least one!    I was taken aback. Did he know he was speaking to a bunch of ministers?  And then he dared to go on to say that when we look out onto the congregation every Sunday morning, we should know that everyone there, also has at least one dirty little secret.  Now I do not know if his thesis is true or not.  But this I do know.  When we learn about the dirty little secrets of others, we immediately exalt ourselves.  Even if our own sin is staring us right in the eye.  You know that verse about planks and specks of sawdust getting in your eye?  Perhaps we go around sizing one another up and deciding if that person is righteous enough, or holy enough, or worth my time or not...based simply on what we see, or hear.  And perhaps it is ok to have my dirty little secret because that was long ago and far away, but woe betide you when I find out that you may not be as lily white as I suspected.  And you know what?  I don't want to find out, because that destroys the myth, that destroys the perception, or rather misperception that you are holy and without sin, and it is much easier for me to love you and accept you and to be in fellowship with you, if I live in the naiveté and blissful ignorance of any of your shortcomings and missteps.  So let's just pretend that you and I are pure and spotless shall we...it is just easier that way.


The more I learn about Jesus, the more confused I get.  Remember that story when he came into town and one of those evil, filthy, lying tax collectors, for some reason or another, wanted to see him!  Tax collectors were, as this Pharisee knew only too well, the dregs of society.  They were rotten cheats, as dishonest as they come, and here was Jesus, the holy of holies, noticing this man, speaking to him, and then, shockingly, when he had so many other possibilities, asked if he could stay at his house that night!!  The gathered crowd was aghast!  His dirty little secrets were no secret to anyone!!  He was a scoundrel!  This is a conundrum.


What does Jesus want us to do- hang out with liars, and crooks, and child molesters, and thieves, and murderers?  The song, whose words comes from Scripture tell us that God wants us to seek justice, love kindness, and walk humbly with God.  He wants us to know that all have sinned....all....and all of us fall short of God's glory, but are saved by the grace of God through our faith in God. 


God does want us to have every reason to feel good about ourselves, positive self worth, to feel loved to feel forgiven.  So how do we grow that and cultivate those good things in our life? -  By following Jesus – his example, his teaching, his way!  Christ is not about continually beating ourselves up, and putting ourselves down.  Jesus sees this in the tax collector when he went into the temple to pray.  But Jesus sees the bigger picture.  He wants all of us to treat others fairly, justly, and with integrity.  He wants to see this tax collector be able to come to the temple to give thanks to God for the joys of life, for the blessings, to seek God's direction in prayer....Contrition and confession and seeking forgiveness are essential parts of this, but they are not the whole story anymore than the Pharisees celebration of his own self-righteousness is.   As with the tax collector, Jesus wants the Pharisee to come back to the temple to pray – to talk to and listen to God- not to boast, not to declare himself better than others, not to live with this interior perspective of where everyone is positioned on some imaginary social ladder with him at the top and everyone else somewhere beneath him.


So where are you in this scene?  Are you in the temple as the Pharisee...probably near the front, in the best light, big and bold for all to see and admire?  Or you the tax collector, hiding way in the back, in the shadows?  Where are you in this scene?  Where do you want to be?   

Grace and peace to you.
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