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Luke 18.9-14  The Pharisee and the Tax Collector go to pray

This reading follows on from last week’s passage of the parable of the widow and the unjust judge

· They are parables/teachings about how to pray

Jesus is on his way to Jerusalem to die

When we talk about how to pray – we talk about technique – what we should do

· “Take the letters ACTS – adoration, confession, thanksgiving, and supplication”

· “Set aside a certain amount of time each day, or each week to spend in prayer, etc. etc.”

· “use so and so’s book of prayers and readings each day”

When Jesus talks about prayer he spends more time talking about our attitude than anything else

How are our hearts set?  
Turned more to judgement/anger/unforgiveness or acceptance/love/grace?

· Jesus does talk about going into a secret place to pray

· He does teach the Lord’s Prayer to his disciples when they ask

· And I’m sure he’d be more than please when we make an effort to structure our prayer lives

But foundational for Jesus for everything is attitude
[A lot of earnest prayers can be said from an unhealthy place]
· What is your stance?  What do you think and feel about God and other people?

· Because no meaningful prayer is made unless these things are right

And so in v.9 “He told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt”

The Parable is in a straightforward enough

Two men go to pray in the Temple – a Pharisee and a Tax Collector

Don’t our hearts go out to this poor Tax Collector

· Here he is in the corner of the Temple beating his breast because of how bad he is

· “have mercy on me a sinner”

· And overlooking him is a spiritual thorough bred – the Pharisee

· He not only is so good, he also looks good

· He acts the part and he dresses the part

Our hearts go out to the poor Tax Collector because he seems to have no defence

· He hasn’t been to church like he should have done, 
let alone been on the coffee rota, or served on the church council

· He doesn’t read his Bible or pray regularly

· His children have not grown up practising the faith – no they’re ‘Backsliders’ of course

· And he has never witnessed to his neighbour, 
been on an Alpha course, 
let alone read a good Christian book 
  – in fact he daren’t tell you what he was reading [sorry looking at] late last night

Oh, how he grovels behind the pillar

But of course, he was not poor – he was rich – probably quite nicely off

· He was an extortionist, collecting taxes from the Jews and giving them to the oppressor Romans

· selling the soul of the nation to a band of heathens

· Taking his cut along the way

· No, not poor – he did quite well out of it

· Nice house, plenty of servants, and maybe even a two horse family

· Paid for by his fellow country men

No, no-one felt sorry for a Tax Collector – he got everything that was coming to him

Conniving little thief!

e.g. I don’t know if you have ever been robbed or burgled, or had a car stolen?

· When you first find out it is very hard to think a blessing for the thief

· Sometimes the implication of what they have done can be far-reaching

There’s often little reason to feel sorry for a thief – especially this one

And then we have the Pharisee - well there’s no good press here either

· smug, pious, sanctimonious, religious freak

· Thinks he so smart, so good, so right, so holy

· And he prays, “God I thank you that I am not like other people”, as he eyes up the Tax Collector in the side aisle

And what prayer are we now praying . . . ?

“God I thank you that I am not like this smug Pharisee”

and Jesus says, “Gochya!”
This is the whole point of the parable – we operate on exactly the same basis

We become ‘pharisaic’ about the Pharisee, we become the pharisee


True prayer is not primarily down to technique or discipline

· but attitude and stance

e.g.  On the front of one of yesterday’s newspapers was a picture of Claire Verity – ¼ of the front page

· She is the celebrity nanny of a Channel 4 programme called ‘Bringing up Baby’

· her methods were outdated and worried and it turns out that there is 

· no record of her qualifications from ASET training

· no record of her qualifications from Maternity Nurse Training

· she is said to have a string of qualifications that do not exist

· True or not true, I don’t know -  but how we revel in the downfall of someone else

· “God I thank you that I am not like other people

We all play the game called ‘comparison’

There is a common tendency in us to define ourselves by defining other negatively

· we focus on what is bad, poor or a failure in others – to make us feel good and superior

We somehow imagine that by doing others down [called dissing others nowadays]  we somehow validate ourselves

· “You wouldn’t believe what so and so did this week!”

· we’ll invoke almost anything to put ourselves in a better light – so support our ego

· and this makes us feel more justified

· as if to say “You wouldn’t catch me doing that!”

“God I thank you that I am not like this smug Pharisee”

This is, of course, the basis of much of our gossip

Without such justification we feel vulnerable and weak

· but sadly, doing this is not enough, we need to do it repeatedly

“Thank God that we Christians are not like those Muslims”

It operates on the corporate level too – shoring up the group identity

Now if the message of the parable were to end here it would be not much more than a good moral telling off from Jesus

go home and try harder!!

back to living by what we ‘ought’ to do and ‘should’ do

But the gospel is not about living by ought and should, right and wrong

It is about ‘come’ – Come to the feast – “Come buy without money . . .”  Isa 55

The invitation here is not to avoid being like either of these men

· but to realise that you are like the Pharisee, 
and you can become like the Tax Collector

· that you are the worst of sinners

· and that is OK with Jesus 

“This is what I am, no better than anyone else, and probably far worse than many”

This is not to wallow in self-pity – just to be honest - realistic

The Tax Collector abandons himself into the hands of God and says:

“I know what I am . . . . Have mercy one me”

This is freedom

    no longer having to:

keep up appearances

be better than other people

look down on other people

be impressive, good, competent, smart, clever, holy, spiritual

play the game of contrasting and comparing ourselves with others

The Jesus Prayer

· after almost 2000 years it has become popular in the West

· roots in Palestine, Mt Athos and Russia, from Eastern Orthodox and Eastern Catholic churches

· Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me

Jesus said of the Tax Collector:

“I tell you, this man 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.”
Remember this, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God like a child will never enter it

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me 

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me 

Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me

This is freedom!  Amen.

