
Prayer of the Righteous

Joel 2:23-32; Psalm 84:1-7; 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18; Luke 18:9-14*

Once again, Luke gives us a parable that’s–once again–a challenge to interpret well.  The

great Old Testament interpreter, James Sanders, said that when one is interpreting a biblical

passage, the great challenge is to take the right seat in the story. With which character do we

identify? Who is the “good guy” in this story?

We are right to ask ourselves such questions and to take care in how we answer them,

particularly with this particular parable. The moment we hear talk about a “Pharisee,” we are right to

be on our guard. We all know that the Pharisees receive bad press in the Gospels, including, even

especially, the Gospel of Luke. The Pharisees are always the opposition party to Jesus, a foil for all

of Jesus’s arguments. They are invariably cast as self-righteous hypocrites. Knowing this, we jump to

the assumption that this parable, featuring the Pharisee as a “bad guy,” must be a story about

humility. We ought to be humble just like the penitent tax collector rather than be smug and pridefully

self-righteous like the Pharisee.

But to interpret the parable this way is to cast ourselves into a decidedly smug, self-righteous

position that leads us to pray, “Lord, thank you that I’m not like other people: hypocritical, smug,

self-righteous, modern-day Pharisees. Look at how humble I can be!”

Jesus told this parable to certain people who had convinced themselves that they were

righteous and who looked on everyone else with disgust: “Two people went up to the temple to pray.

One was a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood and prayed about himself with

these words,…” Let’s listen in on their prayers:

Pharisee:     It’s good to be in church today. I’m thankful that I manage my affairs so well that

I’m able to take time off on Sundays to fulfill my religious obligations. And doesn’t our church look
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wonderful today? The thanksgiving display looks great. I wonder what the music will be like?

Publican:    God, I don’t know if I’m supposed to even be here. Everybody’s looking at me.

They know me. The mess I’ve made of things. God, show mercy to me, a sinner.

Pharisee:     I’m glad to see the Jones today. Maybe that means that things are getting back

on track in their lives. Church will do them good. I’m thankful that in my marriage I’ve had the church

backing me up, keeping me on course. The Jones wouldn’t be in their marital mess if they had been

more faithful in their church attendance.

Publican:    I don’t know if I’m supposed to be standing or sitting right now. And what page did

the minister say to turn to in the hymnal?

Jesus said: ‘God, I thank you that I’m not like everyone else—crooks, evildoers, adulterers—or

even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week. I give a tenth of everything I receive.’

Pharisee:     I’m just so grateful. It’s good to be in church and have the time just to count my

blessings. I give thanks that I was fortunate enough to have been born into a good Christian home

with loving parents. They set me a good example. We were blessed with a good neighbourhood to

live in. When I see the way that some people are brought up, I just want to say, “Thank you Lord.”

Publican:    Lord, everybody here looks so good, like they belong here in church. And I don’t

blame them for all looking down on me.

Pharisee:     It’s been years since I’ve seen him in church. I thought we had cleaned his name

off the rolls years ago. I wonder what ever happened to his wife and family. I always felt sorry for

them. They didn’t deserve a husband and father like him. How long ago was it that he ran into trouble

with the law? He was young then, of course. But that didn’t excuse the second time. Some people

blame his behaviour then on his messed-up family background. But is that a good excuse for the

things he has done?
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Jesus said: But the tax collector stood at a distance. He wouldn’t even lift his eyes to look

toward heaven. Rather, he struck his chest and said, ‘God, show mercy to me, a sinner.’

Publican:    Lord, have mercy. I don’t know the right words. I’m just going to sit here at the

back of the sanctuary and try to blend in. But I’m sure I stick out like a sore thumb.

Pharisee:     God knows, I’m not the best person in the world. Sure, I’ve made my mistakes.

But I’ve tried to profit from my stumbling. I’ve never stolen money, even though in my work, I’ve had

the opportunity. In all my life, with all the things I’ve done and the places I’ve gone, I’ve never lied, at

least never knowingly. I’ve learned in business that just about everybody lies. But I believe in

personal integrity. My word is my bond. Oh, there have been times when I’ve wondered if my morality

has gotten in the way of my success. Still, I held firm to the faith. I did what was right.

Publican:    Lord, have mercy.

Pharisee:     I sure hope that his f irst visit to church in ages does him some good. He really

needs some kind of anchor in his life. At least it’s progress if he’s decided to change his ways. I

expect that there are some people–people not as broad minded and accepting as I am–who don’t

appreciate his showing up here this morning. I bet he has jilted more than one person here out of

money some time or another. We’ve all heard the rumours, I’m sure. I’m thankful that I’ve lived the

sort of life where there have never been rumours about me or my morality.

Publican:    God, I’ve got no right to say anything to you….

Pharisee:    I’ve always heard things like, “the church is not a haven for the saints but a

hospital for sinners.” I know that Jesus forgives our sins if we are truly repentant. I can’t say if he’s

repentant or not. From what I can see, he looks that way. But as everybody in town knows, he’s good

at putting on a false front. Maybe his coming to church today is just part of his act? Who can say for

sure? I know that I’m sincere when I’m in church. My religion isn’t just a Sunday morning show; I try
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to live my faith all week long by what I do and what I say.

Publican:    Lord, I….

Jesus said: I tell you, this person went down to his home justified rather than the Pharisee. All

who lift themselves up will be brought low, and those who make themselves low will be lifted up.”

Before the altar of God on any given Sunday, you’ve got basically two kinds of people, said

Jesus. Some are good, upstanding, well behaving, moral people–Pharisees. Their behaviour is

impeccable, and they know it. Their prayers tend to be eloquent and genuinely thankful. After all they

have lots to be thankful for. They have been good at being good and they are grateful. Their prayers

are mostly prayers of thanksgiving. Because they’ve been so good at being good, they don’t need to

ask God for much in their prayers. They’ve been so successful in loving God that there’s little that

they need God to do for them: they’ve done it for themselves.

Others, like this tax-collector, have failed to do the good that they would do. Church seems

strange to them. They feel out of place. Failures. They don’t pray many prayers of thanksgiving. In

fact, they don’t do much praying at all. About all they can do, when they come before God is barely to

get out the words, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.”

And Jesus says one of these people leaves worship justified, that is, made right with God.

Surprise. It was the tax-collector, the one who needed a gift in the worst sort of way, who returned

home after church made right with God. He needed a gift so badly that he didn’t know how to ask for

a gift but, surprise, he received a gift from God.

The other, the Pharisee, gave God the gift of his gratitude for his good life. He was so good at

being good he didn’t need to ask for God to do anything for him; he had done it all for himself. He

didn’t need a gift, and so he got none.

It seems to me that some of us are Pharisees some of the time and some of us are
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tax-collectors some of the time but maybe most of us are some of both all of the time. And for all of

us, Pharisee and publican alike, whether we know it or not, whether we ask for it or not, there is a

merciful God.

The one who told this story about a person who didn’t think he needed mercy and another

person who desperately needed mercy is the one who, in his life, death, and resurrection embodied

mercy. Therein is our hope. Therein is our mercy. God, be merciful to us sinners—sinners who know

our sin and sinners whose sin is in not knowing our sin—all sinners and only sinners in desperate

need of a saviour who saves only sinners. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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