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Today's Gospel is a parable of the greatest importance. It describes the basic story of the gospels in a nutshell, and it gives the simple and direct Christian answer to the most fundamental of all religious questions: "Assuming there is a God, how can I get myself into a proper relationship to him?"

A person who knows the New Testament gospels only casually is always in danger of shock when Holy Week rolls around. Here is that nice man who was always helping and comforting -- how could those horrible savages treat him that way?

If you read the gospels, you realize that the crucifixion of Jesus was the end of a long and nasty process which involved constant squabbling between him and the people with whom he disagreed. The people with whom he disagreed sniped at him and tried to outdebate him, and they kept doing that for a fairly long time. When they finally realized that they were never going to beat him at that game, they knew the only thing left to do was kill him.

What was the basic issue of conflict? One way to look at it is to say that they were fighting over the fundamental meaning of the Jewish religion. Was it a system of rules which allowed some people to lord it over others because they were better at keeping the rules? or was Judaism the way God's people could learn about his compassion and his power?

Religious disputes among first century Palestinian Jews have a special claim on our attention. They matter because they are in the New Testament, but they are in the New Testament because they have do do with fundamental conflicts which go on in all human organizations -- especially religious ones -- and which go on to one degree or another in the heart of every human being.

The parable makes all that a bit clearer. St. Luke tells us what the audience for the parable was: "certain which trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and despised others." That gives the game away.

"Righteous" in this context means "in a proper relationship with God." So the parable is directed at people whose certainty that they are ok with God makes them look down on other people. I am not giving away too much when I tell you that this is not the group Jesus prefers.

At any rate, two men are praying in the temple. One of them is a tax collector and the other is a Pharisee. The Pharisees were the Jewish group which took the most care to obey not only all of the laws in the Old Testament, but also all the laws the rabbis taught.

The Pharisee tells God that he is grateful that he is not a great sinner as so many other people are--like this tax collector, for example. Then he rattles off all of his religious accomplishments. The tax collector cannot even look up, as he beats his breast and says, "God be merciful to me a sinner." 

Now we know very well what is coming. But let us spend a moment admitting to ourselves that we have a certain sympathy with the Pharisee. We aren't such bad people ourselves when it comes to spiritual accomplishments -- and we would certainly have only a very little trouble pointing out people who are much worse. Why is all that so wrong? 

Jesus, of course, says that the tax collector went home in a good relationship to God and the Pharisee did not. Was it because the Pharisee had lied about his good deeds? No. Was it because the tax collector had really done a lot more good deeds that the Pharisee had so he was really a better person? There is no reason to think so. 

The tax collector was better off for a couple of reasons. First of all, he did not compare himself to other people, he compared himself to God. Compared to other people he might be better and he might be worse. So what? God is looking at how you handle what he has given you to do. 

The main thing God wants you to realize is that nobody is perfect, and because nobody is perfect, nobody has anything to brag about in front of God -- who is perfect. The difference between God and us is that his perfection doesn't make him look down on our imperfection. Instead, he wants to share his perfection with us. 

The way he shares his perfection with us is to get us to ask for it by admitting that we need it. We can't do it alone. We fail. We need forgiveness and help. The tax collector understood that, and the Pharisee did not. That is why the tax collector went home justified. 

The Epistle to the Hebrews has this to say, "He that cometh to God must believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of them that diligently seek him." In other words, if you are going to get serious about God, you have to think he is really there, and that he will help you if you seek him out.

The Pharisee and the publican both believed God was there, and they both wanted a reward. The problem was that one wanted congratulations and the other wanted forgiveness. God's word for those who want congratulation is, "They have their reward". For the rest of us, "This is a true saying, and worthy of all men to be received, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners."

The Collect: O God, who declarest thy almighty power chiefly in showing mercy and pity; Mercifully grant unto us such a measure of thy grace, that we, running the way of thy commandments, may obtain thy gracious promises, and be made partakers of thy heavenly treasure; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 

The Epistle: I Corinthians 15: 1-11 

The Gospel: St. Luke 18:9-14 
