30TH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

 There is a story told of a catechist who was teaching her class of boys and girls this parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector.  She painted the Pharisee as a mean and hypocritical man and the tax collector as a good man.  And when she had finished the story, she said, “Now, boys and girls, let us get down on our knees and thank God that we are nothing like that mean old Pharisee.”
Once again, religion gets a bad name.  The irony, of course, is that the catechist missed the meaning of the parable because she was so religious.
When we hear the words “Jesus” and “Pharisee” in the same sentence, we tend to dismiss the Pharisee as simply bad, evil.  We have more compassion for those dirty rotten tax collectors, because we recall a couple of times when Jesus had something good to say about them.
But for the people of Jesus’ time, the Pharisee was a top religious authority figure – a man who knew much about the law of God and was considered to be close to God.  He would be comparable to those bishops who are named by the pope to be Cardinals in our Church.  We tend to presume that they are so honored because of their faithfulness and holiness, although in recent years it seems to be less so.
This Pharisee had much to be said for him as a man of God.  He came to the temple; he prayed while standing, which was a normal religious posture.  He probably was correct in saying that the tax collector was greedy and adulterous.  The Pharisee was following his religion and praying the way he was supposed to pray.  And he was right about that greedy and adulterous tax collector.

But the tax collector, bad as he was, was also in the temple at prayer.  And, as Sirach in the First Reading said about the prayer of the lowly: “his prayer pierced the clouds and reached the heart of God” because it was the prayer of a powerless man.
The Pharisee could not see that because, like the catechist in the story, his religion got in the way.  The Pharisee had the correct posture and formula in prayer, but he prayed to himself rather than to God.  And while he was praying, he kept looking in disgust rather than mercy at the tax collector.  God looked with mercy on both the Pharisee and the tax collector, but the Pharisee allowed his religion, his superior knowledge of God’s laws, to get in the way of his personal spirituality, making him judgmental, arrogant, despising his brother, the tax collector.
I read something this week that helps me to understand the way many congregations assemble for Mass.  (And because it is an old Irish saying, you people of Saint Patrick Parish have likely long known it to be true and strictly abide by it!)  The saying is: “Never trust anyone in the front pew.”  (Honestly, our Council committees are always looking for more storage space, and there is usually plenty of it available right here!)
We don’t have examples here, but most of us can remember people who were always in the front pew and were always quick to criticize, judge, and condemn the rest of us for not being “holy Joe’s” like them.
Like the catechist, we miss the point of the parable if we use the parable to put certain people down.  Jesus directs the parable not just to the Pharisee but to everyone … to all who use their religion to trust themselves as being righteous, while scorning everybody else.
Bette Milder had a good line: “But enough about me.  Let’s talk about you.  What do YOU think of me?”  It is the Pharisee, not God, who is the main content of the prayer of the Pharisee.  He considered himself very close to God up there in the front pew.  His adherence to his religion kept him far away from the tax collector and, therefore, nearer to God.  His religion excluded him from other children of God, and that was fine with him.
The tax collector in his prayer simply sees himself as a sinner, so he focuses on God’s mercy.  Enough about us and how we pray; what do we think about God?  The parable is about God and the mercy God has for us.
A statue of Blind Justice stands atop many courts of law in the United States.  She wears a blindfold and holds the scales of justice.  She represents the ideal expressed in this Sunday’s scriptures – that all people will be treated equally and receive justice in the courts of our eternal judge.
But, however careful, no human judge or human justice system can be completely blind to factors such as race, wealth, religion, sex, age, or background.
Justice would give the Pharisee a badge and put the tax collector in jail.  The Gospel is about the one who goes home justified.  To justify someone is to make that person just in the eyes of God, and only God can do that.
The Pharisee was relating to God as someone equal to himself.  The Pharisee knew his religion and practiced it.  He was just, so he presumed that all of his relationships were based upon justice rather than friendship.
Most of our important relationships or interactions are beyond the scope of the law.  The law indicates the minimum that one must do.  We are called to do all that we can do; called to love; called to friendship. 
The Pharisee lived to justify himself; he took over God’s job of justifying. The publican simply prayed, “God, I am no good.  Have mercy on me; justify me.”
Brothers and sisters, we are called to simply do our best with the gifts that God has given uniquely to each of us; called to be Good Stewards.  We do wrong to judge, and we cannot justify – make everything right.  Only God can justify, and God does justify.  God the Father sent his Son to save the lost.  And not just the deserving lost nor just the repentant lost.  Jesus came to save the simply lost.
 
 
 
