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I think most of us know this story.  We have a smug, righteous Pharisee complaining about the riff raff all about  him, especially the tax collector – a thankless job since taxes were invented.   It’s easy to figure out the villain in this story.  If you voted the Pharisee off the island, or more specifically, out of the Temple, we’d better talk.

Some of you may be asking, “How could we possibly see anything positive about this charlatan Pharisee?  He and his ilk have long been the target of scriptural bludgeoning.    After all, didn’t the Pharisees always challenge Jesus, falsely accusing him of wrongdoing at every possible opportunity?  Let’s remember that the writer of the Gospel of Luke never missed an opportunity to depict the Pharisees as corrupt and hoarding political power.  The other gospel writers tempered their criticisms -- somewhat.

Let’s turn to the scripture itself.  Perhaps the first line gives us a clue: “He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt…”  Aha, another  Jesus twist once again. Jesus doesn’t say who, just “some” trusted in themselves that they were righteous and considered others less so. Or possibly trusting in our own righteousness happens more often than not.  Heavens, could it even happen to “us?!?”

Let’s see how the story evolves.  The Pharisee addresses God, not in a prayerful way, but ticking off his religious resume.  In fact, we’re not sure that he needs God at all.

· He fasts twice a week.  Check!
· He gives the temple a tenth of his income.  Check!
· He apparently prays a lot.  Check!
· He doesn’t follow the crowd – he’s not a thief, rogue or an adulterer.  Check!

So far, he sounds like a model parishioner.   Although, he does seem to have a bit of an attitude problem:  loving others is not on the resume.  In fact, he seems to not tolerate anyone but himself.

Let’s be careful here.  The Pharisees were Jewish leaders.  They were keepers of the religious oral history.  As a whole, the Jewish faithful regarded them as vital servants.  They usually shunned the limelight, choosing instead to diligently work at preserving scripture while living simply.  Of course, some took advantage of their positions as we read in this passage.  But we also know that Jesus chose to dine with Pharisees from time to time, too.

The problem lies in casting this wayward Pharisee as typically Jewish.  Unfortunately, many Christians have read these stories casting blame on all Jews.  We know the results of blaming Jews for all sorts of social ills: pogroms where Jewish people were routinely killed or run out of their homes, all sorts of false stories about their financial power and control, eventually the Holocaust of World War 2.  Even today we hear shouts of “Jews will not replace us!”

No one understood this better than Jesus, a consummate Jew of his day.  He believed every word of the Torah, although he interpreted it far differently than his contemporary Jewish leaders.  Certainly, many stories describe how Jewish leaders tried to discredit Jesus.  But Jesus drew crowds of Jews and Gentiles alike.  Jesus died a Jew; the early Christian church began only after his death.  We ourselves, proudly claim Judeo-Christian roots in our faith traditions.

So if we’re going to pile on the Pharisee, we must recognize that the world has a bad habit of doing exactly that.  We certainly do not want to follow in those footsteps, blaming Jews for the world’s problems.

Let’s check out the tax collector.  He miserably breaks down on the temple steps.  Everyone hated tax collectors, some for their dishonesty, some were “just shooting the Roman messenger” as we would say today.  Our tax collector knows the effects he has on his fellow countrymen, whether he treated them fairly or not.  He does not name his sins but asks for God’s mercy instead.  He recognizes that he is nothing without God’s love and mercy.
 
The Pharisee strides confidently through the Temple; the tax collector can only plead from the outer steps, not worthy to enter.  He doesn’t claim to be any better than anyone else.  He doesn’t need to list his many failures.  He simply knows he’s far from perfect, asking for God’s mercy.  

Here is our dilemma:
One man justifies himself and disregards all others.  He has no need for God’s approval, just those around him.  The other sees himself as no better than anyone else and asks for mercy from God.  Jesus ends the parable with “I tell you; the tax collector went down to his home justified rather than the other, for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted."

The purpose of the parable is not who is better – the Pharisee or tax collector.  They are simply easy to contrast – one is wealthy, a leader of the temple, checks off all the religious boxes.  The other serves at the bottom of society; everyone heaps scorn upon him.  He may deal unfairly with people or not.  He unwillingly works for the Roman empire.  He rarely attends temple where he is not welcome nor can he afford it.  He does not vilify anyone else.  Yet he gains Jesus’ approval for his honesty and seeking out God.  

The story could be told with many characters.  It could be a film star vs. a parking meter maid.  It could be the Secretary of Homeland Security vs. a refugee mother with three kids in tow.  It could be you and me.  The story does not depend on our personal backgrounds; that’s to simply heighten the drama.  The point is that the Pharisee or film star or Secretary may rattle off their accolades to prove their credentials.  Then they may attack others to further convince themselves of their personal virtues.  The parking meter maid, the refugee mom or any of us may not denigrate others to raise our own value.  We know that we depend upon God’s love and mercy.

Some people name this behavior “virtue signaling.”  We see it frequently in the news:  someone, perhaps a politician, claims outrage at another’s actions, suggesting the perpetrator causes such mayhem, unlike the so-called virtuous speaker.  But it usually ends there.  The speaker need not do anything after claiming the moral high ground.  He or she does not need to work toward finding a just resolution.  Simply expressing indignation at others speaks for itself.  The speaker need not examine their own lives to ask forgiveness or seek redemption.  They simply need to find another victim.  And they will.

Do I stand before you as a master of this lesson?  Hardly.  It’s as difficult for me as it is for you.  When I worship at Union, Pastor Bridget asks for a moment of silence for us to consider our short falls of the past week.  First of all, remembering anything on a moment’s notice is becoming harder.  I usually pray for forgiveness of all the wrongs I’ve done, even those I am not aware of.  I pray with others for forgiveness, but not with the passion of the tax collector.

Like everyone else, I can probably remember some “Pharisee moments,” of which I am not particularly proud.  My home church, Union Congregational in Green Bay, voted to become “open and affirming,” meaning that we accept anyone walking through our doors as you do as well.  As a result, we have a particularly large LGBTQ population.  Many are families with children; some are older same-sex couples; many have come simply seeking a safe congregation.  All of us welcome new members but also recognize we had some learning to do.

One Christmas Eve, as I walked out after a late candlelight service, I noticed a woman approaching the exit.  She wore an off-white gown, somewhat frayed and worn.  I welcomed this stranger who desperately wanted to make a good impression, even with her obviously limited means.  I wished her a “Merry Christmas;” his baritone voice boomed back a similar greeting.  

My smile dropped as I suddenly recognized the man from our congregation.  His smile also disappeared with my obvious disdain.  I silently fumed that he would use Christmas as a chance to dress up like Halloween.  In the past, he had previously spoken of cross-dressing.  

It’s not a moral failing, but not uncommon among LGBTQ men.  Usually, men choose private or safe places to express themselves rather than a public event.  I suspect this man may have felt so comfortable  that he chose church as the place of love and peace, especially at Christmas time.

None the less, the damage was done.  Whether a reflex response, he registered my disdain and it hurt him.  My pharisee reaction let him know I felt superior and he escaped into the night.  I still remember his embarrassed expression; it colored our interactions that followed.

The story is not a generous one.  It reminds us of the all too familiar disappointment the LGBTQ community faces daily for any number of reasons. Yet learning what other cultures value helps us to understand, not fear, each other.  We can overcome the “us vs them” attitude that easily traps us.  

Is it hard to give up the Pharisee life?  It can be. We have to be willing to engage with others, perhaps very unlike ourselves.  It may be learning to speak another language; it may be attending a culture fair where people from other countries dress, dance, cook and speak far differently.  At the same time, we may find we love the food they offer us; we admire their handcrafts, wondering if we can do that too?  Where would we be without tacos, Asian stir fries or the dance “La Macarena?”

It may be learning the ways of our gay community.  What blessings do they bring to us?  How do they want the same things that we want – a community that loves them, accepts them for who they are, not trying to change them into our perceived “us.”  

It occurs on grander scales too.  Our obsession with purging undocumented people from our country, shipping them anywhere out the US, simply underscores the “us vs them” attitude.  Do we need reform in immigration?  Perhaps, but our policies now obliterate anyone that is different from the “perceived” us.  Certainly, many leaders, regardless of their political stripes, see half of the nation as “the other” which must be eliminated.

We must practice humility to let others shine forth.  St. John’s regularly seeks out others:  Soles 4 Souls, the Community Café, School Supply Kids, Project Angel Hugs, meeting the public as Salvation Army Bell Ringers.  You leave the pews behind to serve God’s people.  It takes learning and effort to seek out others, understand their needs and plunge in when it may seem unfamiliar.  Your work inspires the rest of us to do the same.

Perhaps we can take a lesson from a tax collector in today’s scripture.  It’s not about being right, ticking off our religious accolades, but looking to God for love and mercy.  Let’s not vote anyone off the island but keep them right here with us.
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