Luke 18: 9-14
October 24, 2010

Peace Lutheran Church
Grace be unto to you from God our Father, and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.

In today’s parable Jesus describes two men praying in the temple—a Pharisee and a tax collector.  It is important to note that by the standards of his own day, the Pharisee was considered to be righteous.
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He scrupulously kept the religious law of his day.  He gave a tenth of his income to the temple.  And he fasted two days a week.  This spiritual discipline was usually done by religious Jews six or seven times a year….yet this man did it twice a week.  So he was a model in terms of his life and conduct.
But then there are these words:  “God, I thank you that I am not like the other people:  thieves, rogues, adulterers or even like this tax collector…………..” 
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 It may sound like he is praying to God, but actually he is praying to himself about himself.  
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It appears that he held others who did not keep the religious law as he did in utter contempt.  From his perspective there are good people and bad people.  There are the just and the unjust.  And for sure he did not feel the need for God’s mercy or for that matter, he perhaps did not feel the need for other people.  Notice he is described as “standing by himself.”
Jesus contrasts this self righteous Pharisee with the tax collector.   
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This man was a traitor and cheat.  He made his living  by financially gouging his fellow Jews.  He collected taxes for the Romans and regularly overcharged and kept the difference for himself.  Tax collectors were the most despised persons in the community….perhaps not unlike child abusers or a drug cartel leaders of our day. 
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As described by Jesus, this man stood in the shadows and looked down at his feet while shamefully praying:  “God be merciful to me, a sinner!”  
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The contrast could not be more striking.  A modern day Pharisee might be a man who never misses church, is considered a success by his peers, gives generously to the church and works out at the health club without fail—choosing to avoid sweets, coffee, alcohol, and mostly eating a vegetarian diet.  He is a faithful father and husband.  As far as spiritual discipline, he spends hours a day in meditation.  
AND…..AND he takes total credit for his success.  He prides himself that is blessed beyond imagination.  And why shouldn’t he.  After all he is smart, works hard and deserves everything that he gets.  But it is clear by his words that he is filled with contempt for others who do not live by his standards.  And this is the dark side that he cannot see.  It is called “self-righteousness”.    

Jesus was particularly bothered by self-righteousness.  And this parable was aimed squarely at people who were contemptuous of others.  It is a malady that is deeply rooted in all of us.  It may be overt or subtle….but it is there.  This self-righteous, look down at other people, judgmental spirit can be seen in some degree in most of us.
Elections seem to bring out self-righteousness in spades. 
From every conceivable direction—right and left—we have heard loud and clear the Pharisee-like voices that fill the airwaves with attack ads which may say or infer:
     “God, I thank you that I am not a……….socialist/supporter of big government.
     “God, I thank you that I am not a…..liberal democrat.

     “God, I thank you that I am not a……right wing republican.
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      “God, I thank you that I am not a……tea party supporter.
                 ……and the list could go on an on………….

The amount of money being spent on nasty, self-righteous attack ads are at an all time high.  
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We human beings find it so easy to fall into the trap of self-righteousness and self-assurance.  And unchecked, it can easily turn into self-delusion.   And if we are honest with ourselves, most of us must admit to the ease with which we categorize others whose behavior falls short of what we think it should be.
This kind of self-righteousness and contempt for each other can be seen in all areas of life—from the school playground to the country club….from the health club to the casino.   And we certainly have not escaped this self-righteousness as a church.  
We so readily fall into the need to categorize each other as liberal or conservative.  We tend spend an undue amount of energy in being “right” or “correct.”  And what seems to be lost in this sea of self righteousness is what I think Jesus is driving at in this parable.

Luke introduces the parable with this explanation:  “He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.”

Jesus did not want self-righteousness to blind people to our common dilemma so aptly described in Paul’s letter to the Romans: “We have all sinned and fallen short of the Glory of God.”  I  think Jesus tells this parable so that we could recognize, like the tax collector, that our only hope for life and relationships comes from a God who seeks out the lost and the lonely, a God who rejoices at the repentance of a sinner, a God who justifies a sinner, a God who raises the dead, a God who does not give up on you and me.  
Jesus wanted to clarify that his mission was not to those that felt no need of God’s love but to those who were the objects of contempt.
As Lutheran Christians we take seriously this parable and its meaning for us.  Our worship liturgy is built around the truth of this parable.  The most important part of our worship is that time when we pause, at the beginning of the service, to acknowledge, like the tax collector, that we are all sinners in the need of God’s love and grace.  I would guess that hearing our confession is music to His ears.  

And then comes the frosting on the cake.  Then comes the declaration of Easter morning-- the good news of God’s love and forgiveness and promise of life.
Occasionally I am moved to goose bumps when I get to say:  “As a called and ordained minister of the church of Christ, and by his authority, I therefore declare to you the entire forgiveness of all your sins.” 
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When all of us are on our knees, 
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so to speak, it becomes much more difficult to look down on others; it is much more difficult to be judgmental and self-righteous. 
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When we are on our knees, it is much easier to see the needs of our neighbors and respond in love.  
Amen
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