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“The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other 
people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector.”  

You all remember the old song “O Lord it’s hard to be humble” by Mac Davis. Well, it seems we’ve 
had a bit of humbleness to deal with as communities in recent weeks and it also seems that we’re not 
good at handling true humility either. I chaired a meeting of candidates for the West Ward and one 
questioner aimed at Councillor Wilson. His response was interesting. It was one of quiet humility, 
admitting his mistakes and acknowledging his faults. Two things happened – the questioner got more 
angry, but the rest of the people took that and sided with Ewan in that they were more interested in 
what he was going to do as a councillor. A similar thing is playing out in Auckland with the Mayor, 
Len Brown. Once again there is a humble acknowledgement of what he has done which has disarmed 
much of the media. In both settings, one of the issues is the place of grace, and the gracelessness with 
which some in our society respond. Neither man came across as insincere, and yet others try to push 
the idea that they are just saying what they say in order to save their political skins. There is a lack of 
grace there which makes whatever is said later, insincere and self-promoting.  

Now I’ve spoken before about the idea of exclusion that being a Pharisee represented, but the more 
I’ve thought about that the more it has sounded like a way of minimising how this particular charac-
ter is acting. In the same way the self-loathing that seems to be being expressed by the tax-collector is 
also not representative of all such men. They are almost caricatures of figures accentuated by Jesus to 
make a serious point. 

The context is worship, worship in the temple and the object of all worship is supposed to be God. 
Even more it is couched in the language of prayer, that place where we begin our communion with 
God. Prayer is properly an expression of an often suppressed desire to live a life that is more than skin 
deep. It is a refusal to live only on the surface, to live an exterior only life. Here are two men then with 
a lot in common – they both go to the same temple or church, they both pray and they are both sin-
ners. Interesting too is the fact that this is the only one of Jesus’ stories that is set in a place of worship. 
Worship is that act of giving honour to the one for whom nothing can be given – to God. It is ex-
pressing that which is deepest and most important in our lives to one who knows who we are. 

Going to the temple, going to church, to pray is normally seen as a good thing. That’s what churches 
and temples are for. That is where we find our way to a place, a sacred space, where we can get in 
touch with God. But then, we all know that’s not the only reason we come to church. We come to 
meet our friends, we come for comfort and solace, we come for answers, we come because it looks 
good, we come out of habit, and we come to be part of a community of faith, men and women who 
are convinced that cultivating an attentive listening and speaking relationship with God is at the very 
heart of what it means to be human. All that and more. Prayer, while it may have some visible and 
audible shape is predominantly an interior act, possibly the most interior act we as humans can en-
gage in. 

The prayer of the Pharisee starts promisingly. “God, I thank you…” but then we find who the prayer is 
actually directed at. Instead of thanking God for the gifts of life and the bounty of God’s providence. 
Such a prayer would go: “God, I thank you that You have…” The second part of a prayer acknow-
ledges the active subject. Instead we find “God, I thank you that I am…”  For the Pharisee, God 
seems to live right inside him. His prayer is more of a Shakespearean soliloquy, praising himself and 
his works and his own goodness. He has it all figured out, and things add up rather nicely for him. 
Perhaps he comes out looking better than even God does! 



There is his true god. It helps us see also how easy it is to “pray” without actually praying, to kid 
ourselves about how we are on such good terms with God and at the same time not really bothering 
to pay attention to God, and how we can use a setting like this along with the forms and words of 
prayer to avoid the real work of dealing with God, with God’s people, with God’s creation. 

What it also shows is a lack of grace and generosity. When we recognise ourselves as created beings 
we ought to have a real sense of thankfulness. Hey! I’m alive! Will you look at that, isn’t that some-
thing to be truly grateful about? The gift of life that comes from a loving Creator is the starting point 
for our sense of self-worth and value. But the true measure of how much we treasure the gift is how 
we are able to pass it on. 

Once we buy into this Pharisee’s (note I’m not saying all Pharisees, just this one!) approach, then we 
realise that he has claimed everything he has is his work alone. In this he is no different from the 
farmer who built the barns and debated with himself. Dear God, I have made myself, and I am not 
like anyone else, especially not like these or those or even that one over there. He interprets the pos-
ture and the mumblings of the tax collector through his own stereotype of the man – a thief, a rogue, 
why I can even throw in adultery because that’s the nature of such people. In that stereotyping he 
pushes himself away from those around him. 

Martin Luther clarified the situation when he wrote “To trust in works, which one ought to do in 
fear, is equivalent to giving oneself the honour and taking it from God… But it is completely wrong… 
to enjoy oneself in one’s works, and to adore oneself as an idol.” It’s fine to enjoy our works as we 
might a fine meal or a striking landscape, but it is not fine to adore ourselves on account of what we’ve 
done. At that point we take away the honour and gratitude that belongs to God. It also leads us to 
give, not for the benefit of others, but to receive praise from others or ourselves. 

There’s a second man in the story, equally a sinner, and he too comes to pray. His prayer is often cari-
catured as the words of someone who is struck by self-loathing. When we cast such an interpretation 
onto them, then we are really secretly siding with the Pharisee here.  

“God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” Who knows what triggered off his need to go to the temple that 
day? Having got there and stood and listened to the words of the priests and the rituals, when it 
comes time for private prayer, he moves to one side, into the shadows. He doesn’t stand with his fel-
low worshippers but moves away. He doesn’t thank God for anything but simply throws himself onto 
the mercy of God. “Be merciful, be gracious, make reconciliation for me.” The Greek word used carries 
each of those meanings and as I use them one at a time I invite you to think of the deeper under-
standing. 

“Be merciful” – asks the judge image of God to not carry out the sentence he feels he deserves from 
God. “Be gracious” – asks the giver of life to continue to give him that measure of life where it is able 
to be welcomed and celebrated. “Make reconciliation” – asks God the reconciler to mend the relation-
ships not only between the tax collector and God, but also with those around him, the ones he has 
been cut off from by his occupation, by the attitudes of those like the Pharisee. 

This is the one who received mercy, who was treated graciously, was reconciled with God and himself. 
His prayer came from the depths of the heart. He recognised how he had not treated the gift of life. 
What is he going to do with that gracious reconciliation now? He may still continue as a tax collector, 
but it is what comes from the heart that will be what counts. As for me, I recognise times when I tend 
towards the Pharisee, and am aware of times when I am in need of mercy and grace. I suspect we all 
move somewhere between the two ends. It is in the coming together of the community that draws me 
out when I recognise my need, and draws me out also to recognise the need in others. Then and only 
then can I respond truly with grace in my actions and in my heart. 

The Word of Jesus is among us. Hear that Word.


