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Gospel Word
Luke 18:9–14

This Sunday we are treated to one of the great Gospel stories: the Pharisee 
and the Publican or tax collector. Pharisees were the public face of Jewish 
religion in the time of Jesus. Many were wonderful people. Scholars tell us 
that many of the first to follow Jesus, especially after his Resurrection, were 
Pharisees. Many were devoted and devout. But some appear to be hypo-
crites. Sadly, they probably were not even aware of their hypocrisy. Pharisees 
always did more. They did fast more and they did tithe more. What was 
hypocritical  was they used their religious practices for self-aggrandizement. 
The one Jesus describes is among them. He really feels he is better than 
everyone else. His opposite is the conscientious and humble tax collector 
who sits in the back pew feeling unworthy to move to the front. Tax collec-
tors are among the most despised in Jesus’ time. They worked for the 
Romans. They bled the people of their meager financial resources. From a 
religious perspective, as a group, they were outsiders because they were 
sinners. 

When we listen to the story, we hear the self-righteousness of the Pharisee, 
but Jesus’ hearers probably did not. They would expect that the Pharisee 
who was looked to as a teacher and model for them would be the one 
whose prayer was better. When Jesus articulates that the opposite was the 
case they would have been surprised, if not shocked. The lesson? Only God 
can judge the honesty of a person’s prayer. 

In the view of Jesus there is something deeper than socio-religious affilia-
tion. The people viewed as most religious in his time belonged to what we 
call today “organized religion.” That would be the scribes (who copied the 
Scriptures and the various teachings of Jewish religion) and the Pharisees, a 
group deeply committed to Judaism. They both belonged to groups who 
received respect (deservedly) and social standing among their 
co-religionists. They were conformists and they were concerned with doing 
what was required by religious observance. They did this with a good heart 
and with authentic motivation. But, humans as they were (and this hasn’t 
changed), some used their status and assumed goodness to gain high 
places. Thus, in this story we have the Pharisee moving to the front row, a 
place of honor, all things being equal. But it’s not. His is a position of judg-
ment and self-righteousness. To be honest, he sees himself as being better 
than others simply due to appearances and social convention, especially 
that “bad” person in the back. He is certainly closer to God than that fellow. 
Genuine religion and Christianity is always a matter of the heart and the 
head. And this Pharisee is not interested in that. It could be asked whether 
he is even aware of that kind of assessment. Jesus, of course, sees deeply 
and he knows that the repentant and humble heart of the tax collector is 
what God notices and embraces. In a world where externals and social 
position seem so important, this is a wonderful Gospel upon which to 
reflect. 

Notice how the two people pray. 
One prays about how wonderful 
he is and gives thanks (to whom 
is not clear) that he is better than 
everyone else, especially the tax 
collector. There are lots of “I” 
references in his prayer—four if 
you count them. The other prays 
the prayer of repentance and 
hope. He knows that he could do 
better and he truly wants to. He 
asks for God’s help because he 
believes that his unaided human 
actions will fall short of the mark. 
The one promotes himself to God 
while the other sees himself 
honestly and humbly in relation-
ship with God. 

So what does this have to do with 
us? Well, we’re human. We make 
judgments about religious 
authenticity. We say one is good 
and the other bad. We also judge 
others. To be honest, most of us 
like to place ourselves among 
those who are closer to God. What 
Jesus offers us here is a lesson in 
human nature. He knows how the 
human ego is bent on self-
promotion. He wants to under-
mine that venture. He calls us to 
an honesty that is difficult: the 
affirmation that we all are sinful, 
we all need God’s forgiveness no 
matter what our social position, 
even in the Church. The same 
holds true for everyone. It is not 
ours to judge anyone else’s 
relationship with God. 

 

One-line Prayer
Dear Lord, teach us to pray 

humbly and honestly. Amen.
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