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Luke 18:9-14

“Haughty Righteousness”

There’s an old tale I can’t resist telling. It’s probably fiction, but still true to human nature. 
Once upon a time there was a monk, perhaps of the Carmelite order, who was comparing the various Roman Catholic monastic orders, noting their peculiar strengths and weaknesses. He said that those of the Dominican order in fact did more preaching than his order. And, he allowed that the Jesuits had greater intellectual accomplishments than any other monastic order.

But, he concluded, “Nobody, absolutely nobody, can beat us at humility.”

A second story; it’s fresher perhaps, but probably just as legendary. One May at the end of his fraternity pledge year, a college sophomore is reputed to have offered the following confession to his brothers: “When I came here I was very conceited. But I got cut down a peg. I listened. I got into activities, and now I’m one of the best guys around here.”

“The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector....’”

The tax collector, on the other hand, “would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me a sinner!’”

A simple parable this one, short and to the point. The puffed-up Pharisee is easy to dislike; and the humble tax collector is just as easy to like. This is one of those Jesus parables that go down easy – way too easy. 
We all identify with the humble tax collector.  He knows he’s bad, knows it so well that he’s actually good. And it’s easy to throw mental rotten tomatoes at the goody-two-shoes Pharisee. He’s so good he’s bad.

But I don’t think the parable is that black and white.  Jesus’ parables shouldn’t go down so easy.  If they do, we’ve missed the point.  If we walk away from the parable thanking God that we aren’t like the self-righteous Pharisee, well-not only have we missed the point but we’ve become the Pharisee!

So I think it’s important to say a few words about what this parable is not about.  First, it’s not about good people versus bad people.  The Pharisees, you might be surprised to hear me say, were not the arrogant, legalistic, prudish cartoons of self righteousness that we’ve made them out to be. Pharisees were good religious folks who were just trying to take their religion seriously. They were honest to a fault and they were dependable. Pharisees were upstanding; Pharisees were responsible and accountable. They served on the committees, they went to the board meetings, they raked their leaves, they picked up after their dogs, and they drove 35 when the speed limit was 35. They ran the PTA. Good grief, they were probably Presbyterians!
And this Pharisee is especially pious.  He fasts twice a week, when the Scriptures only require him to fast once a year.  He tithes (gives away) 10% of everything he has even though the scriptures only require that he give away some of his possessions and income.  He is a very strict Jew who goes way beyond what is required of his religion.  He’s doing everything and more that is required of him.  By all standards of the law, a law which Jesus affirms, he is righteous.  He is good!  
Honestly, the only reason we don’t side with the Pharisee is because we know we’re not supposed to.  If it weren’t for that, most of us would probably choose to be the Pharisee over the tax collector.  And, truth be told, most of us have probably uttered words similar to the Pharisee’s at some point in our lives, thanking God that we aren’t like that guy-whether it’s the latest politician caught in a scandal, or our neighbor who’s having a really rough time, or the homeless guy on the street.  We’ve all uttered words to the effect of “Thank God I’m not him or her.”
And then there’s the tax collector.  Ancient Palestinian tax collectors were not the modern day equivalent of IRS agents paid to enforce the law.  They were exactly what the Pharisee said they were: thieves and rogues.  They were in cahoots with the Roman government and extorted money from people by whatever means was necessary. They were known for extortion and preying on the defenseless and were notorious perpetrators of fraud.  The modern day equivalent of the tax collector would be Bernie Madoff.  So before you start extolling the goodness of the tax collector because you think that’s what Jesus wants you to do, I suggest you think twice.
Because this parable, like life, isn’t that black and white.  It’s sort of like all those political ads we’re hearing right now that aim to put one’s opponent in the most negative light possible. Most people don’t fall to such extremes, both today and back then.

My guess is none of us find ourselves in the place of the Pharisee or the tax collector, but instead find ourselves somewhere in the continuum.  If we were to line up 8-10 people in the aisle, with the 1st one being the Pharisee and the 10th being the tax collector, we’d find ourselves somewhere in the middle-behind the saintliest saint but ahead of the worst of the sinners.

There have probably been times in all of our lives when we’ve stood tall and proud of our adherence to certain moral values, or secretly felt that our credentials and education and good intentions made us better than other people and more deserving of God's attention and salvation.  Likewise, there are probably moments in our lives that we look back on with great shame, just like the tax collector did.

So I really don’t think this parable is about choosing one side over the other.

Nor do I think it’s about extolling the virtues of humbleness and naming the sin of self-righteousness.  Granted, the Pharisee is self-righteous and that is a problem, and the tax collector is made right in the eyes of God because of his humble prayer, but again-I think there’s more to it than that.  If the only thing you get out of this story is to pray to God every day saying, “O, be merciful to me a sinner,” you’ve missed the point.

The Pharisee may need a dose of humility, but the tax collector needs a self esteem boost.

Christian theology has spent a lot of time and ink trying to convince us of the evils of pride.  And it has largely been successful, perhaps too successful.  One strand of theology holds that pride is the basis of all sinfulness, starting from the Genesis story about Adam and Eve being tempted to be like God.  And yet this emphasis on pride, when taken to extremes, can (and has) communicated to people that they should be ashamed of themselves.  

And yet we are told in the Creation story that we are created in the Image of God, and that all Creation is very good.  Being ashamed of ourselves is not what God calls for anymore than God calls for overbearing pride.  There is a role for being proud of ourselves, as long as that is based on a realistic picture.  Likewise, there are times when feeling guilty about something is honest and true.  But if we are allowed to slide into a sense of shame about our very being then we have gone too far.

Extreme shame is dangerous and can have crippling effects.  And for some, shame is fatal.  Some people hear so often that they are no good, that they are flawed, that they are wrong, that they start to believe they are worthless and it kills them.  Just think about the recent onslaught of bullying and teen suicide, and you’ll understand what I’m talking about.
And so I think there is a real danger in this story if we turn it into one that extols the virtues of extreme humility and calls all pride sin.

William Muehl, Emeritus Professor at Yale Divinity School, once preached a sermon on this parable in which he made a very good point, a point that I think we often miss in our traditional interpretations of it. 

Muehl said that, “If this prayer was the only one the tax collector ever recited for the rest of his life, if the sense of unworthiness invaded and dominated all his thoughts and self-perception for the rest of his life, then he is the last person with whom we would want to identify. 

There comes a time when we need to trust that we are forgiven and accept divine grace to move beyond regret, remorse, and acknowledgment of our sins into the arena of sanctification, of believing that we are blessed so that we may be a blessing to others. We certainly can't do that if we are arrogant like the Pharisee. But, as Muehl helpfully points out, neither can we do it if we remain habitually mired in a sense of our unworthiness.”

Those who felt unworthy may not have been the original audience of this parable, but it does have a message, not only for the puffed up, but also for any of us today who have used humbleness as an excuse for inaction.  

We have no idea if the tax collector’s prayer before God resulted in changed behavior.  I’d like to think that it did; otherwise, I’m not sure I understand what the point is.  I understand and believe that God extends grace and mercy to whomever God pleases, but I’d like to think that after the grace and mercy one is prompted to share that grace and mercy with others through one’s words and deeds.  I realize that God doesn’t require someone like Bernie Madoff to pay back his clients, but I’d like to believe that if he lives as one forgiven by God, he couldn’t live with himself if he didn’t.  You know what I mean?

William Sloane Coffin, that great Protestant leader of the twentieth-century, describes true religion as “that which strives to convert people from self-preoccupation to the wholehearted giving of oneself in love for God and for others.” 
I’d like to think the tax collector left the temple not only justified, but resolved to do something different.  To imagine how he might make a life that was just and fair and good, rather than continuing in the practices that brought ill to himself and others.
And likewise, I’d like to think that the Pharisee grew to learn that one can be righteous without being self righteous and grew to believe that we are all counted equal when we stand before the Lord.

And so friends, in this story, you really don’t need to choose to be one or the other, but instead can choose to be neither of them, and believe that in the eyes of the Lord, we all stand equal as merciful recipients of God’s grace who don’t take for that granted.

Amen.
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