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   Luke 18:9-14


My husband’s father died before I ever met him, but he lives on in our family in large part through his favorite jokes, which we tell and retell.  Most of them don’t make very good sermon illustrations, but here’s one that does:  On Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement, the synagogue is packed with people who are reflecting on their sins.  The President of the synagogue leads off one of the periods of reflection by standing in front of the congregation, beating his breast and declaring loudly, “Lord, have mercy on me, for I am nothing but dust and ashes.”  He sits down, and the chair of the Trustees stands.  He beats his breast and declares loudly, “Lord, have mercy on me, for I am nothing but dust and ashes.”  Then the President of the synagogues’ women’s group, the Sisterhood, stands up and likewise declares, “Lord, have mercy on me, for I am nothing but dust and ashes.”  Then, in the way back of the synagogue, old Schlomo stands up.  He’s the guy who no one likes, who can’t do anything right, who’s an embarrassment to his family.  He stumbles to the front, tears in his eyes, beating his breast.  He also declares, “Lord, have mercy on me, for I am nothing but dust and ashes.”  And the synagogue president snorts in contempt, leans over the chair of the trustees and says in a loud whisper, “Look at who’s calling himself dust and ashes!”


I love that joke, because I think it makes a really important spiritual point in a funny way, just like Jesus often did.  The joke points out just how easy it is to become self-righteous.  In fact, we can even be self-righteous about our humility!  And for that reason, we have to be careful about how we understand the story Jesus tells in today’s reading from Luke.  Clearly, we aren’t supposed to pray like the Pharisee who talks to God about his moral superiority.  But are we supposed to pray like the tax collector?  The story ends with the note that he went away from the temple “justified”.  But if it is his prayer that justified him, or his behavior, then we could just copy his behavior, beat our breasts, and feel really proud of ourselves for how we got it right and everyone else got it wrong.  And before long, we’d be the Pharisee.  Jesus would have to tell another story about the contemptuous tax collector who prayed, looking down on the Pharisee.


You see, as soon as we start focusing on praying the right way, or having the right attitude, and being justified on that basis, which is to say, being loved and accepted by God on that basis, we’re caught in a very sticky web.  It’s easy to get caught in that web, whether you’re a tax collector or whether you’re a Pharisee, which suggests that the danger is not in being a Pharisee or in being a tax collector.  The danger is in being religious—in praying or studying scripture or helping out poor people or doing anything that makes us feel like we such great people that God would be crazy not to love us.  In fact, the connection between self-righteousness and religious observance is so close that a case could certainly be made to post a warning label on every Bible, every devotional, and to hang a sign on every church door declaring:  “Warning:  the Surgeon General has determined that religious devotion puts the subject at extreme risk for self-righteous behavior and attitudes.  Engage with caution.”


What’s the way out of this mess?  Is it possible to have a faith that actually makes you more respectful of other people, more open to their goodness and their brokenness, more vulnerable, more honest?  We won’t get there by focusing on how good we are, and we won’t get there by focusing on how bad we are.  The only way to get there, it seems to me, is to shift our focus away from ourselves entirely, and to remember that the basis of our faith is not who we are, but rather, who God is.


So, who is God?  We dare to begin to answer that mind-blowing question because we believe that God’s nature has been revealed to us, most clearly in the birth and life, the healing and teaching, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  And because we know the Gospel story, we know that God all about GRACE, from the beginning of Jesus’ story until the end, and from the beginning of our story until the end.  To say that God is gracious is to say that God loves us and wants to be in relationship with us because that is who God is.  Our relationship with God is not built on who we are, and it’s not built despite whom we are.  It is built on the basis of who God is.


Now, that might sound like some pretty abstract theology, but it has some very real, very important implications for how we go about our lives.  It affects our behavior towards others; it affects our attitudes towards ourselves.  But today I want to look in particular at how it affects our prayer.  And here’s where the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector becomes quite instructive.


The tax collector came to the temple to pray, despite the fact that his life wasn’t right, his behavior was problematic, and his values were askew.  He came to pray because he trusted that God would be responsive to him, regardless of what he had done or said.  He came because he trusted that who God is, is more important that who he is.  He trusted that God’s identity was bigger and more important than his identity.  The tax collector came because he could say, “God, you know who I am.  I want to be in your presence anyways.”  The point of the story is not his opinion of himself—the point is his opinion of God.  He recognizes something the Pharisee doesn’t—that his identity can be subsumed in God’s love.  His prayer essentially diminishes his self-preoccupation.

“God, you know who I am.  I want to be in your presence anyways.”  That’s a powerful prayer, one that you can say if you’re not proud of yourself, your behavior, your life, and one that you can also say when you are proud of yourself.  It doesn’t require you to feel bad about yourself, to convince yourself that you’re a miserable worm undeserving of anything.  And it doesn’t require you to feel worthy of love either.  This prayer is one that shifts the focus from our current state, whatever it is, and helps us to focus on the gracious lover of our Soul, the almighty God.


Now, when we get together for worship, we say a lot of other prayers.  We say prayers of thanksgiving, and prayers of concern, prayers of confession, but in the end, all of those prayers serve the purpose of saying to God, “God, this is who I am.  I’m a person who is worried about someone, I’m a person who is scared about something, I’m a person is grateful for something, I am a person who is embarrassed about something, I’m a person who is struggling with something.  This is who I am.  I want to be in your presence anyways.  All of our prayers are, in the end, anyways prayers.


So, whether you’re a Pharisee or a tax collector, whether you’re feeling good about yourself or whether you’re feeling bad about yourself—pray anyways.  Whether you’ve been successful today, or whether you’ve failed—pray anyways.  Whether you’ve done what you’re supposed to do, or whether you haven’t—pray anyways.  Whether you lost your temper or whether you’ve been patient, whether you’ve been understanding and sympathetic, or whether you haven’t, whether you’ve been kept to your diet or whether you haven’t, whether you paid your debts or whether you haven’t.  Whatever your situation, God remains a God of grace.  And for that reason we can always pray, “God, you know who I am.  I want to be in your presence anyways, any way.”
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