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Luke 18:9-14

9He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt: 10“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11The 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. 12I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’ 13But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 14I 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.” 
I'm so glad that I'm not like him.  I'm so glad I'm not like her. Do we ever say that?  I'm so glad I'm not like those people.  I'm so glad I'm not like those people at that church.  I'm so glad I'm not like those people in that country.  I'm so glad I'm not like those Democrats.  They don't care anything about this country or its traditions, they just want to win, that's all they care about, they don't care that what they want will drive our country into ruin.  I'm so glad I'm not like those Republicans.  They don't care about people or caring for the poor.  They just want to win, that's all they care about, they don't care that what they want will drive our country into ruin.  Do we ever say that?

The problem with today's parable is that it's true.  And it's true in a way that you may not be thinking. In Jesus' story, the Pharisee goes in to the Temple to pray. This is a religious person. And he goes in to pray, just like he is supposed to.  And he reminds God that he does all the things he should do.  He prays, he fasts, he gives generously.  Prayer, fasting, thithing.  He does all those things.  How many of us do those?  Do we fast twice a week?  How often do we pray?  Do we give a tenth of our income to God?  It's not like this Pharisee is going into church and saying something that isn't true.  He's telling the truth. He's a very faithful person.  And he is hopeful that he will earn God's favor.

The other person is a tax collector.  And the funny thing is that he also tells the truth.  I'm a sinner, he proclaims and he is.  Tax collecting was a hated profession in those days.  Remember that it's different than it is today.  It wasn't as if each person owed the government 10% of their income, no matter what.  So in a good year a farmer might owe a lot, in a bad year only a little, just pay 10% of whatever you took in that year, right?  Wrong.  The Roman authorities would set what they wanted to receive from each tax collector. They wanted that whether it was a good year or not.  And as long as each tax collector delivered what was demanded, the Romans didn't care how much else they collected.  So a tax collector could collect a lot more and it was all profit.  They could enrich themselves on the backs of the poor.  They were despised by the rest of the people.  This man stands off in the corner, probably because no one will stand next to him.  He's a crook.  When he says, I'm a sinner, he speaks the truth.  So why is he the one who is praised?  The key is in the first sentence of this parable.

 As Luke says in the very beginning this is a parable about someone who has trusted in himself.  The Pharisee's prayer of gratitude may be spoken to the Lord, but it is really about himself. He locates his righteousness entirely in his own actions and being.  The scholar David Lose says: “The tax collector, on the other hand, knows that he possesses no means by which to claim righteousness. He has done nothing of merit; indeed, he has done much to offend the law of Israel. For this reason he stands back, hardly daring to approach the Temple, and throws himself on the mercy of the Lord.

Here is the essential contrast. One makes a claim to righteousness based on his own accomplishments, while the other relies entirely upon the Lord's benevolence. Rather than be grateful for his blessings, the Pharisee appears smug to the point of despising others. In his mind there are two kinds of people: the righteous and the immoral, and he is grateful that he has placed himself among the righteous. The tax collector, on the other hand, isn't so much humble as desperate. He is too overwhelmed by his plight to take time to divide humanity into sides. All he recognizes as he stands near the Temple is his own great need. He therefore stakes his hopes and claims not on anything he has done or deserved but entirely on the mercy of God.”

Do we do that?  Do we show up here in order to get our church card punched?  Do we give to the church so that we can be one of the good guys?  Do we serve on a committee or clean the high way or feed the poor or get our kids baptized so we can add to the tally our the good side of our ledger?  Or is it a response to God's grace?  We baptized Helena this morning, as a sign of our belief in what is called prevenient grace.  That is the belief, the proclamation that God comes to us, the God claims us, that God loves us, even before we are able to respond to him in faith.  That God loves us no matter what.  That it is not a counting up of our good deeds that matter in the end, but it is the loving nature of our creator.  Baptism is a triumph of God's grace.

Today is a day when we celebrate another triumph of God's grace.  502 years ago tomorrow, on October 31, 1517, a young monk tacked a note on the door of the church in Wittenberg, a small town in what is now Germany.  The monk, who taught theology was objecting to a practice of the church and posted this note because he wanted there to be an open debate about the selling of indulgences.  This was a practice in the church at the time that proclaimed that a person's good deeds were helpful in getting him or her out of Purgatory.  Purgatory was the place one went after death, it was believed, in order to be purged of your sins and made clean enough to enter heaven. One of the things one could do to lessen the time spent there was to be generous in one's givng to to the church.  So the church would sell indulgences—the more you gave, the less time you had to spend in Purgatory and the sooner you got to heaven.  The Pope at the time was building the Sistine Chapel and paying people like Michelangelo so he needed to raise a lot of money.  So there was a push to sell indulgences.  This monk believed that was not in keeping with what he knew of God's grace.  This monk had an experience of his own sinfulness.  He knew he was an imperfect person who was often selfish and prideful no matter how hard he tried not to be.  But he also knew that God loved him anyway. God's grace is given to us because of his love, not because of our character.  We are saved by grace, not because of works.  We are saved by grace.  Not because of what we do, but because of who God is.  And God is love.  A simple idea.  But one that changed the world when Martin Luther posted his 95 theses, on “the power and efficacy of indulgences,” on October 31, 1517 and the Reformation had begun.

And I hope that's what we are about today also.  We talk in the next few weeks about making pledges and about giving money, but not so that we can earn something for ourselves or to rack up points in heaven.  We give to the church out of gratitude for God's grace and our hope to be part of what he is doing among us now.  And so we sing songs from Luther today, and from John Calvin and from an old Gaelic tune sung by our Scottish and Irish ancestors, all the results of those Reformed ideas.  And as we do, I hope that we will think of those gifts of God's grace, those moments, those people  who may not think of themselves as angel or saints, but whom God uses to change us and even change the world.  Maybe one of them is you.
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