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Luke 18:9-14; Pentecost 22C; 10/23/16                   Pastor Ellen Schoepf 

Most of you know that the vocation of Lutheran pastor is a second 

career calling for me.  Most of my life I spent working as a musician.  At 

different points in time, I served as Music Director in various churches, I 

served as Education Director for the West Shore Symphony and I was also 

Principal Keyboard Player for the Symphony.  I think I did some pretty good 

work in those positions.  And, yet, as I think back over my career, I must 

confess to you there were times when I would attend various functions 

where other people would be playing or directing a musical project and, as I 

listened, I would find myself becoming frustrated and downright agitated.  I 

would find myself thinking, “Oh, I know I could have done a much better 

job on that piece of music!”  My brain would be secretly mulling over the 

thought, “If only they would do it the way I think it should be done.”  I 

wanted to hear the music interpreted the way I would have performed it.  

After all, I am a good musician and I invest a great deal of time into learning 

a piece of music.  I am always on time and prepared for rehearsals.  I am 

passionate about my work.  I am conscientious, extremely studious, well 

disciplined, and responsible.  You see, I know I would have done a better 

job.  I would leave a performance feeling and thinking this way. I left feeling 
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justified about my work, my efforts and my abilities.  I left working on my 

own self-justification project. 

Well, that is what it looks like to use our self-named virtues to try and 

justify ourselves before God and others.  And, this morning, Jesus is 

calling my name as we confront today’s gospel reading.  Today, Jesus tells 

a story to some who were complacently pleased with themselves over their 

moral performance and looked down their noses at the common people.  

Listen to the way this story is told in The Message Bible: 

“Two men went up to the Temple to pray, one a Pharisee, the other a 
tax man.  The Pharisee posed and prayed like this: ‘Oh, God, I thank 
you that I am not like other people – robbers, crooks, adulterers, or, 
heaven forbid, like this tax man.  I fast twice a week and tithe on all 
my income.’   
 
Meanwhile the tax man, slumped in the shadows, his face in his 
hands, not daring to look up, said, ‘God, have mercy on me, a 
sinner.’” 
 
Jesus commented, “This tax man, not the other, went home made 
right with God.  If you walk around with your nose in the air, you’re 
going to end up flat on your face, but if you’re content to be simply 
yourself, you will become more than yourself.” (The Message) 

  

This parable seems pretty straight forward and to the point.  We can 

discern that the moral of the story is probably, Don’t think too highly of 

yourself like this hypocritical Pharisee; rather, be like the self-abasing tax 

collector, the publican.  Be humble.  But, beware and don’t be fooled by 
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the seeming simplicity of this story.  As Professor Marjorie Procter-Smith 

says, “Jesus’ stories are like fishing lures:  they are full of attractive 

features – feathers, bright colors – and they end with a sharp little barb!”  In 

fact, here's one test of whether we're reading one of Jesus' parables 

correctly: if it doesn't surprise, shock, and challenge us, then we should 

probably go back to the drawing board.    

As we take another look at Jesus’ story while considering how these 

characters were probably viewed in the first century, John Dominic Crossan 

has suggested that we use a modern interesting equivalent to better 

understand the level of shock this story would have created when Jesus 

originally told it.  Crossan suggests we tell it this way: "A pope and a pimp 

went into St. Peter's to pray."  Crossan says this picture is closer to the 

original understanding of a Pharisee and a publican -- especially in 

relationship to the temple. "A pope and a pimp went into St. Peter's to 

pray."  When you hear those words do you, in your wildest imaginations, 

think that the pimp would be the one who leaves justified?  Crossan says 

he doesn’t want to give the impression that the pope's prayers are not 

heard by God, nor that he leaves the cathedral unjustified.  But, does that 

give you the sense of shock Jesus’ first audience would have experienced? 
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With that stance in mind, we really do need to take a closer look at 

what is going on.  First, let’s take a look at the super-duper religious guy, 

the Pharisee. The truth is, he is speaking the truth: he is righteous. He 

leads a life blameless according to the law. He fasts and gives alms and 

indeed bears no resemblance to the unsavory characters with whom he 

compares himself. What, then, is his problem? It narrows down to one 

thing: while he is right about the kind of life he should live he is confused 

about the source of that life. He sees his status before God to be a result 

of his own actions.  While he prays to God, his prayer finally is all about 

himself, and because he misses the source of his blessing, he despises 

those people God loves. For this reason, he leaves the Temple as 

righteous according to the law as when he entered, but he is not justified; 

that is, he is not accounted and called righteous by God.  Quite frankly, it 

would never even occur to him to ask. 

  Jesus is messing with us in this parable and he continues to mess 

with us as he then tells about the tax collector, the publican, who stands 

over in the shadows.  The despised tax collector is humiliated before God 

and others.  He genuinely recognizes his misdeeds and his brokenness is 

evident in his self-mortification as he beats on his chest.  Yes, Jesus is 

messing with our expectations.  You see, there is no note of repentance in 
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the tax collector’s speech, no pledge to leave his employment or render 

restitution to those he has cheated, no promises of a new and better life. 

Nothing, except the simple acknowledgment that he is utterly and entirely 

dependent on God’s mercy. The tax collector knows the one thing the 

Pharisee does not: his life is God’s -- his past, present, and future are 

entirely dependent on God’s grace and mercy.  And, in his utter 

dependence upon God, he is the one who leaves the Temple justified. 

 In this parable, Jesus is saying that as far as the Pharisee’s ability to 

win a game of justification with God is concerned, he is no better off than 

the publican.  As a matter of fact, the Pharisee is worse off because, while 

they’re both losers, the publican at least has the sense to recognize that 

fact and trust God’s offer of grace.   

We all long to establish our identity by seeing ourselves as approved 

in other people’s eyes.  We spend our days preening ourselves before the 

mirror of their opinion so we will not have to think about the nightmare of 

appearing before others and God as we really are, as our true self.   We 

work so hard on our self-justification projects.  However, as Pastor Nadia 

Bolz-Webber says, Jesus is calling BS on our self-justification projects.   

Quite frankly, we struggle with this parable because it says plainly 

that it is the nightmare that is the truth of our condition.  We fear the 



6 
 

publican’s acceptance because we know precisely what it means.  It means 

that we will never be free until we are dead to the whole business of 

justifying ourselves.  But, the really good news in all of this is that Jesus 

came to raise the dead!  Our situation is not hopeless because God is the 

master of impossible situations.  Through the life, death and resurrection of 

Jesus, we are able to discover that we are freed from the burden of self-

justification.  We are recipients of an amazing gift – God’s all-

encompassing grace.  And that grace enables us to let go of self and go 

forth to love and care for all those around us.   

So, as I think about my self-justification efforts, I now realize I need to 

let go of self and simply let myself fall back into the grace of God that holds 

me and enfolds me! 

  

 


