What God Does

“All who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.”  If this sounds familiar it is because we just heard this exact quote just a few weeks ago from chapter 14 in Luke where Jesus warns about not placing oneself in a seat of honor. That is exactly what happens to the Pharisee in this parable. He assumes his own righteousness. He assumes he is in right relationship with God because of his accomplishments. He puts himself in a seat of honor. 
On the face of the parable it seems simple. We know how this is going to turn out it is predictable. We know that in Luke’s Gospel Jesus is ridiculed and criticized because he is friend of sinners and tax collectors. The opening of this parable telegraphs this: “Jesus told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt”. Well this sounds like it a description of the unjust judge in last week’s Gospel who neither feared God nor cared about people. Remember last week’s Gospel was about prayer and this week is a continuation of that theme. So if last week was about praying without giving up then this week’s lesson is about praying with humility and that all seems so simple, but wait there is more here that we are missing. 
There is an old Scottish saying: “Never trust a man with a sword until you have seen him dance” the same could be said about prayer. That a great deal about a person is revealed by his/ her prayer. So we find out a lot about this Pharisee who on the outside would have been seen by the community as a holy man; he does all the right things, he goes to temple, he prays, he tithes,  but he has lost his perspective. He has followed all the rules. He has forgotten who God is and who his neighbor is.
 Human goodness doing the right thing can not reconcile the world, only the saving power of God through Christ can reconcile the world.  His prayer is not one to God so much as it is about his self perceived  righteousness. It could be described as the prayer of our culture. It is the prayer of I, I, I me, me, me, Look at what I have done. This is the great prayer of self sufficiency. Where is God in all of this? The Pharisee needs nothing from God. It is easy to fall into the trap of judging the Pharisee and then becoming just like him in our judgment. Only instead of saying “thank you God I am not like this tax collector” we say “I thank you God I am not like this Pharisee”. We fall into the trap and in our speed to condemn him we become just like him. We can do this as individuals. We can also do this as a family, or even a parish. As we celebrate 25 years of shared ministry it is easy to look at our accomplishments and forget God’s role and then we become the Pharisee saying thank goodness we are not like that parish or that community.   Look at what we have done.  No--look at what God has done.
  
So it is easy to demonize the Pharisee and canonize the tax collector.  Remember that tax collectors in Christ’s time are seen as traitors and collaborators with the occupying forces of the empire of Rome. He is selling out his own people and doing so in an extortionist fashion. Tax collectors had to pay a flat fee to Rome and anything else they could get was theirs. So they were known to prey upon the poor and the widowed. He was no saint, but he has enough self awareness to recognize the sinner that he is. He comes before the Lord with a prayer of humility asking only for mercy. So the great reversal that occurs often in parables is not such a shock to us. It is telegraphed to us so we are not that surprised. We are so quick to figure out the two characters and that the Pharisee is bad and the tax collector is good. However, we fail to see that the most important character is Christ. In comparing and contrasting the characters we miss out on what God is able to do in this parable. We miss the Grace all together. Maybe that comes from being Christians for so long that we have lost the amazement. We have become so comfortable that the power of being baptized into Christ’s resurrection has lost its jaw-dropping amazement. In the words of William Willimon: “It is hard to let Jesus startle us with Grace”. 
If you talk to someone who has recently converted or has had a profound spiritual experience we tend to think that kind of spiritual fervor is not the real world. We see them as being adorable, but it will wear off and then they can get down to being unexcitable Episcopalians. When some one wants to share the power of Christ’s redeeming love we often want to run in the opposite direction. In our complacency we lose sight of the most incredible reality. The incredible part of the story is that the tax collector, who humbly prayed out of a sense of his own sinfulness, was forgiven and was found to be righteous. Our God is a God who welcomes sinners and who in his mercy and compassion raises us up. 
What excites me about this parable is that, I a sinner and as I recall being preached at my ordination:   remember Reverend is a title it is not a descriptive adjective. Anyone who knows would be only too happy to tell,  you just how human I am. The startling thing is that I a sinner am loved so much by God that I need only come before him in my sinfulness and he will rejoice and continue to love me even when I turn away. And so we humbly pray to have the capacity to be startled by the Grace that Christ gives us as we come before the table to receive the Risen Christ.  May we pray that simple prayer of humility:   Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on me, a sinner.
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