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Sunday of the Publican and Pharisee 
2013 

Let me begin with a question: Did anything in the readings today, especially the gospel, 

either surprise you, or cause you to ask a question, or disturb you?  Now, before you 

answer, just hold your response for a couple of minutes and I’ll get back to it 

momentarily.  It will give you a little time to think about it. 

I want to say something about how important I think it is for us to learn to know and to 

love the scriptures.  Consciously becoming familiar with the biblical texts is, I think, 

increasingly important for us Christians because in our culture and society people are 

becoming less and less familiar with both the individual narratives in the scriptures and 

with its overarching story.  The problem is that anyone who has even dipped his/her toe 

into reading the Bible knows that the scriptures can be a vast and confusing set of texts, 

some of which at any given moment, may seem to us to be unintelligible or unhelpful or 

even wrong-headed.  Just start reading the book of Leviticus in the Old Testament 

about slavery or purity regulations having to do with women when you are trying to 

figure out what life should look like in the 21st century and you know exactly what I’m 

talking about. 

Once we acknowledge this inherent difficulty, we are still left, however, with the 

Christian conviction and expectation that God somehow is still speaking to us in and 

through the scriptures.  The Anglo-American poet, W. H. Auden, expressed this 

ambiguity well when he described God’s word in scripture as something written by 

human hands in a “smudged and crooked line” which, nonetheless, for all that remains 
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“legible” (“For the Time Being”). In other words, the word of God in scripture does not 

come to us like a fast-food hamburger, neatly packaged, and read to be gobbled down.  

It’s more like assorted vegetables straight from the garden, which require some 

cleaning, some preparation, some chewing, and some time for digestion.   

We need to take seriously both the difficulty of reading and understanding sacred 

scripture and the Church’s conviction and expectation that scripture is a living Word of 

God through which God can and does still speak to us - not necessarily in the surface 

meaning of the texts, and probably in ways that will surprise us when we are really 

listening.  Reading the scriptures in the context of daily prayer, with an openness to 

hearing what God has to say to us today, is an ancient Christian practice that we 

desperately need to recover if  we ever are to allow the scriptures to begin to shape and 

form not only how we see God, but how we understand the world and ourselves.  In 

terms of our outlook on life and how we engage life, we are all being shaped by 

something.  The only question is: what is shaping us? 

If we’re really willing to take on the discipline of coming to know the scriptures, one of 

the most important things that we need to do is simply to be ready to listen to them, and 

to be ready to be surprised and disturbed and just puzzled by what they may have to 

say to us.  One of the worst things we can do is to come up with ideas about the 

scriptures first which then put the scriptures into a straightjacket and force them to  

behave themselves and to reside within very strict limits of what we think they might be 

saying.  When we do that, all that happens is that we make sure that the Bible will 

always agree with what we already think we know, and we then block the possibility of 

surprise or disturbance or puzzlement that can emerge from the pages of scripture. 
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Having said all of this now, let me come back to my original question- Did anything in 

the readings today, especially the gospel, either surprise you, or cause you to ask a 

question, or disturb you? [time for responses]  Let me tell you some of the things that 

surprised and disturbed and puzzled me when I looked at this very familiar gospel 

reading about the tax collector and the Pharisee. 

1) I found myself caught in a trap- an intentional trap of this parable that I have read 

or heard a hundred times.  As I read it, I immediately thought that I, of course, 

know exactly where the story is going because it is so familiar. And as I thought 

that, at some just barely conscious level, I congratulated myself on being like the 

tax collector and not being like the Pharisee.  And as soon as I thought that, the 

trap slammed shut- oh, then I really more am like the Pharisee who 

congratulated himself on not being like the tax-collector, while the tax collector 

knew there was nobody that he could play  one-upmanship against!  It was like 

being sucked into a joke and the joke-teller then says “gotcha”.  That took me by 

surprise.  The parable is more clever than I thought. 

 

2) One of the questions that the gospel reading raised for me was whether those 

people who first heard this parable in a first-century Jewish and then Greek 

Christian context would have heard  it the same way that I do.  We have such a 

long tradition of thinking about Pharisees in a particular way- as legalistic, rigid, 

self-righteous, blind, religious prigs; even the words “Pharisee” and “Pharisaism” 

have that negative connotation.  This surely must color the way we are hearing 
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the story.  So, when I read this parable, I began with the assumption that the 

Pharisee was going to be the bad guy.   

 

But was that how the people who first heard Jesus tell this parable heard it? (and 

do think that it was Jesus’ parable and not simply an invention of the gospel 

writer)  I did a little reading in commentaries, and of course, discovered that 

those first hearers of this story probably heard it in exactly the opposite way in 

which I heard it.  They would have supposed the Pharisees to be the good guy, 

because in many ways, Pharisees were good guys.  In the eyes of the first-

century Jewish audience, Pharisees were considered to be holy and righteous.  

They would not have immediately thought of the Pharisee as a stereotype of a 

self-righteous hypocrite.  They would, however, certainly have thought of the tax-

collector (or more accurately, the toll-collector) as the bad guy- as a thief at best, 

and a traitor and idolater at worst- while I, because I thought I already knew the 

parable so well, immediately felt that the toll- collector was the good guy and 

empathized with him, rather than with the Pharisee.   

 

By assuming beforehand that I knew what God is saying in this story, I had 

unintentionally missed its point. The parable is turning everything upside down; 

its’ undermining our expectations of the way things are.  It’s saying somehow that 

the bad is good and the good is bad.  It’s a radical, polar reversal of accepted 

human judgment, even religious judgment, so that the Kingdom can force its way 

into our consciousness.  To really get that, I would have to retell the story to 
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myself with more contemporary equivalent figures, beginning the parable maybe 

something like this, “A highly regarded monk and a gay male prostitute went into 

St. Peter’s to pray. . .”  and then listen to the story as a radical reversal of 

expectations and judgments. 

 

3) The last thing I’ll mention is the puzzlement and challenge the story left me with.  

The point of the parable seems to be that the toll-collector’s giving himself over to 

the mercy and compassion of God and without any kind of one-upmanship with 

regard to other people’s failings is the right attitude for followers of Jesus to have.  

But that’s really hard in both directions?  And why is that so hard?  And can I do 

anything to foster that kind of right attitude in my own life?  What do I need to 

give up inside of myself to become more like the toll-collector and less like the 

Pharisee?   

 

Learning to listen to the scriptures just enough to allow ourselves to be surprised and 

disturbed and left wondering may not give us all the answers.  But it’s not a bad way to 

begin hearing the scriptures as the living Word of God that still can speak to us today. 

 


