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I’ve been thinking about you and me.  I’ve been thinking about the ministers, members, visitors who together are this church family, every Sunday morning welcoming each other home.  And don’t we come home from all over the place, literally and figuratively?  We are a bundle, sometimes a tangle, of diversity, some might say, a motley crew.  And yet, when I think about us, I see, despite all our diversity, three things which I believe are true about every single one of us.


One:  each of us sincerely wants to be and is trying hard to be a good person, whose thoughts, words and actions reflect the good way of Jesus Christ.  Two:  despite our sincerity and no matter how hard we try, each of us falls short of constant and consistent goodness.  And three:  we know we have these shortcomings, but we don’t want to be confronted about them.  Not a one of us takes kindly to that person, however well-intentioned he or she may be, none of us takes kindly to that person who points out our faults and failures.  Moreover, we don’t want to confront ourselves.  Not a one of us wants to look in the mirror with gut-level honesty and see the face of a person who is not the good person we really want to be.


If what I see about us is correct, if it is true of you as it is of me, that you want to be good, but aren’t always good, yet don’t want to be confronted about your shortcomings, then you can identify as I can with the Pharisee in this morning’s parable.  But don’t misunderstand.  The Pharisee, as he is presented in the parable, is like the one-dimensional caricatures of political cartoons, in which one feature of a person receives highlighted status.  In this case, it’s the Pharisee’s arrogance:  he is presented as if “Arrogance” were his whole identity, his name, he nothing but arrogance with legs.  That one-dimensional caricature is not what you and I can identity with.  We aren’t all the time puffed up and patting ourselves on the back, aren’t all the time congratulating ourselves for how good we are, how smart we are, how right we are, how faithful we are, aren’t always looking down our noses to see others as “less than.”  But then, most of the ancient Pharisees weren’t just arrogance with legs either.

Look around the one-dimensional caricature, what you see is a man not all that different from us.  Like us, he wants to be and is trying hard to be a good person, and he’s doing it quite well, really.  In his home life, in his life in the community, in his faith life as he walks the sacred path, he’s really a pretty good guy.  But apparently he feels a need to point that out to God, to make sure that God recognizes his diligence and his success, how much better he’s done than others.


Why is he feeling this need to present himself to God as better than somebody else?  Well, some people do that when they’re afraid of God, when the image of God they carry around is of a punitive parent who is utterly intolerant of the children’s misbehavior and will punish it mightily.  It could be that this Pharisee was just as human as we and was well aware of his faults and failures and was desperately trying to avoid punishment or at least lessen it – “See, God, I’m not perfect, but at least I’m a whole lot better than him or her.”

You and I, though, aren’t afraid of God.  If our image of God is parental, it’s of a parent who loves us and understands us and knows we can’t be perfect.  So, that need of ours sometimes to gloss over our faults and failures, to see the faults and failures of others as worse than ours and we, therefore, better people than they are, that arrogance we sometimes slip into isn’t an attempt to justify ourselves in God’s eyes in hope of avoiding divine punishment.  I think it’s mostly an attempt to justify ourselves in the eyes of other human beings or in our own eyes, in hope of avoiding what feels like punishment to us:  shame.  If I can see myself at least better than you, maybe I won’t be so ashamed of my own shortcomings.


That arrogance which we, like the Pharisee, sometimes slip into, in our case usually just trying to make ourselves feel better about ourselves, we can understand it, how it happens.  But to understand it is not to proclaim it good and right.  To look down our noses at anybody for any reason, well, arrogant behavior just isn’t the way we are to live in God’s kingdom.  But then, what are we to do about the shame we carry around?  If the way to lift ourselves up from shame is not by putting others down, how can we get there, to that place where we feel okay about who we are, might even see the face of a good person in the mirror?
Well, that takes us to the other character in the story, the tax collector.  But watch out here:  the tax collector also is presented as a one-dimensional caricature, his sinfulness and abject misery the highlighted feature.  If the Pharisee is arrogance with legs, the tax collector is wretchedness with legs.  At the opposite end of the spectrum from the Pharisee, the tax collector presents himself as worse than anybody else.  And again, we are invited to identify with this story character, not with the caricature, to see ourselves as nothing but sinner, but to recognize that, like him, we, too, have some darkness inside.

Anyway, we hear Jesus commending him, but what exactly is Jesus commending?  Is he commending this man for beating his breast or, as we might say, for beating himself up?  Is it that, instead of God punishing us, we are to exact punitive justice on ourselves, thereby to put things right?

No way; as many of us well know, self-flagellation, continually telling ourselves how bad we are, doesn’t put things right – it just makes you feel worse.  But if Jesus isn’t commending this man for denigrating himself and putting himself down, what is he commending?

Let’s take another look at what the tax collector is doing.  What he’s doing is being honest.  He hasn’t shied away from confrontation with his own faults and failures, hasn’t tried to gloss over them.  He’s looking honestly at the face he sees in the mirror, and that’s not only commendable, it’s a necessity toward becoming the good person you really want to be.  For one thing, that honesty stops you in your tracks when you’re walking the wrong path, that of arrogance.  When you look honestly at yourself, it’s pretty hard to look down your nose at somebody else, isn’t it?  But honesty does something else, too:  it’s a necessary step toward fixing whatever is making you feel bad.
See, honesty is what enables you to get it out into the light, whatever’s amiss in you, out into the light where you can see it, because if you refuse to see it, can’t see it, don’t see it, won’t see it, however can you do anything about it?  The tax collector is being honest about what he sees in himself that needs fixing.  And he’s being honest about something else, too, that the fixing is not something he himself can do.

Instead of stubbornly hanging on to self-sufficiency, instead of stubbornly hanging onto his pride, in humility he confesses neediness.  He prays, “Lord, have mercy.”

Now, some people, hearing him pray that, might think he’s begging God not to punish him.  Some people define mercy like that, mercy as God’s decision to withhold punishment.  But that’s not what mercy is.  Mercy isn’t what you get if you beg enough, plead enough, make enough promises; mercy isn’t what you get by convincing God that you’re worth another chance.  Mercy is what you get when God is just being God.  Mercy is who God is; mercy is the way God always is toward us; mercy is God loving us, God always offering help.  Mercy is what you get simply by opening yourself to receive God’s help, when the face you see in the mirror isn’t the face you want to see.

Faces in the mirror:  who we see in the mirror, it varies, doesn’t it, depending on what we’ve done or haven’t done, or on what we’re doing or are about to do?  Of course, the face we want to see in the mirror is that of a good person, whose thoughts, words and actions reflect the good way of Jesus Christ.  Chances are, though, we won’t ever see that face perfectly mirrored.  Chances are, when we look in the mirror, we’ll continue to be confronted with our shortcomings.  But, what this parable suggests, I think, is that the more often we are honest about our shortcomings, honest about something in us that needs fixing, the more often we turn to God and open ourselves to receive help, the more often we see in the mirror the face of humility, the more we’ll grow toward being the good person we sincerely want and are trying so hard to be.
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