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In Bethlehem there is a famous place called the Church of the Nativity that was built in the 4th century by Constantine’s mother.  As you can guess, this church commemorates the place where Jesus was born.  It is a grand structure – a Basilica that is built in the shape of a cross with a trilateral arch.  

To get into this church you need to go through a very small entrance called the Door of Humility.  

It is called this because when you enter you need to bend down low, like you are entering a cave.  If you enter this special place thinking about Jesus’ birth and how you are in such a special space, you cannot help but find yourself in awe and open to a magical opportunity.

However, if you find yourself preoccupied with not bonking your head and the practical reason this door was created – it was built during the Ottoman era to prevent mounted horsemen or worshippers from bringing their livestock such as camels into the church – I don’t think that you are as open to God being with you in such a sacred time and place
!

I found this image very strong in my mind as I read this week’s text about the Pharisee and the Tax Collector as we are asked to explore how we pray – do we pray with reverence – or are we stuck on the details.  Last week, we heard the story of the persistent widow, which encouraged us to pray always even in the face of adversity.  This week, the Gospel of Luke encourages us to explore how we pray.

As soon as we hear in the text, “two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector,” we know that something interesting is going to happen.  

Tax collectors were considered outsiders.  They were collaborators with the Romans and, because of their frequent contact with Gentiles, were often ritually unclean and unable to participate in temple worship. 

Just like when we watch TV, when we read the bible we can get desensitized to some of the rip roaring – most shocking bits in the bible.  If we want the total effect of the parable that Jesus was telling his disciples – think of the tax collector as someone who we find undesirable today  - someone who we do not consider on the right side of the law – and usually gets away with it. 

Then we have the Pharisee.  Unfortunately, because we usually think of Pharisees in the scriptures as being threatened by Jesus, we as readers of the bible think of them as the bad guys in the story.  But rather, they were men who were keepers of the Mosaic Law otherwise known as the Torah.  They believed that by having guardianship of this law, that they were God’s chosen people and that in order to keep in favor with God, one had to keep these laws.

That is exactly what this Pharisee in the scripture is doing.  He is doing what is he is told to do by his church.  He is living by the righteousness code of the Judaism of his day. He is doing what he was taught - what he thought God wanted.  – in fact as we listen to the scripture we learn that he is even more diligent than the laws demand of him.  We hear that we fasts twice a week – not once – like the law requires and that he donates a tenth of all his income, which was, more than was required by the Torah.

However, the Pharisee has gotten so caught up in the process that it takes precedence of everything else – including the purpose the laws were created – which is to be in right relationship with God.  What he sees as playing safe as to get everything right – has kept God out!

Now that we know the players in this parable, things can get interesting.  The Pharisee begins comparing himself to the tax collector….his cup of self understanding seem already full and there is no more room for any other opinions – like I said before – he is so preoccupied with being right that nothing else matters.    It’s become all about him.

I think we’ve all gone through those moments.  Have you ever had the experience of having a zit or a blemish on your face and all day you think that when people glance your way, that they are looking at you and judging you – but it is really you that is obsessed with everyone else and how they might perceive you?

This situation is ironic, since we all know logically that the whole world is not obsessed with your perceived flaw and because of the obsession about people looking at your zit you are missing out on living.  This is what the Jesus is cautioning about – okay maybe not zits – but that focus on everyone else instead of your relationship with God.

This is the very trap of the parable – those people who were listening to Jesus probably did it and as we read this particular lesson, I wonder if we too get caught up in the trap?  Think to yourself – you most definitely do not need to answer this out loud – when you heard this parable – did you compare yourself to the Pharisee and/or the Tax Collector?  

It is so difficult to not get caught up in comparing ourselves as we think about what we need to do to get into God’s favour so we can be happy and successful people.  It can be so easy to get caught into the trap that life is a race where we are competing with each other to make it to the finish line of acceptance.  We may just find ourselves doing unhealthy patterns of living as we judge others.

I don’t know about you, but when I am becoming obsessed about someone else’s behavior or find that I am blaming others for a situation of why things are happening they way a certain way, it usually means that there is something in me that I am avoiding.  It’s amazing that when I am real  with God about whatever it is I am projecting on another that I not only find peace and acceptance within me but suddenly that person that was annoying me doesn’t seem so irritating anymore.

That’s what this parable is truly about.  It’s about being real with God and looking at our ego and attitude in our prayer life.  When we are truly open with our God, our Creator about who we truly are – our shortcomings, we too go find ourselves justified (in the Greek this means “made right with God” or “accepted by God”)  just like that tax collector.  We create a new relationship with God – not because God has changed – but because we have.  We find ourselves having the humility to do the one thing that God requires – facing the truth about our self and receiving God’s compassion.

Surprisingly, this is where grace resides.  Let me illustrate with a story.

A man died and arrived at the Pearly Gates. He was understandably nervous and asked St. Peter how to gain entrance. 


“Oh, it’s not hard,” said St. Peter.  “We go on the point system – you need 100 points to get in.  Just tell me why you deserve to enter Heaven.”


The man said, “Well, I was a member of a church all my life.”


“Great!” replied Peter. “One point.”


The man thought hard. “I served as finance committee chair for ten years.”


“Wonderful! Two points.”


The man grimaced. “Well, I was the Junior High youth leader for five years!”



“Amazing!” said Peter.  “You’re nearly a candidate for sainthood!  Five points!”


“What!” exploded the man. “At this rate – only by the grace of God could I ever get in!”


“Peter smiled. “Right.  In your case – 92 points.  Welcome in! 
”

God is not about who is better than, smarter than, prettier than, richer than, holier than.  God does not discriminate.  God does not compare us to one another.  God freely loves us and brings us healing and wholeness.  The only thing is that we have open ourselves to it and not be preoccupied with our own obsessions.

I think there is some divine guidance on having this scripture on a day we remember the Reformation.  We recognize that from a Protestant Perspective, Luther was struggling with this very issue we are discussing today.  He saw a church getting caught up in the race of righteousness – who was the most devout through Indulgences, who could give the most money, get the most honor and attention.  He saw a system that thought God to be a being who kept a running list of each person watching their every move and judging everything that they did. 

Luther’s response was “Let God be God.”  Let God be the one who loves us and bring out the best in us if we open our hearts to the free gift of grace.  This frees human beings to be human.  Suddenly, we do not have to achieve salvation; rather, it is a gift to be received
.

There is a prayer that I think encapsulates the essence of what scripture is telling us today.  Here it is:  

"So far today, God, I've done all right. I have not gossiped, I have not lost my temper, I have not been greedy, grumpy, nasty, selfish, or over indulgent. I'm very thankful for that. 

But in a few moments, God, I'm going to get out of bed. And from then on, I'm going to need a lot of help."
Friends, this is the good news of grace!  Thanks be to God!
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