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The Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax-Collector

24 October 2010
Last Wednesday evening, at a graduate dinner, I sat next to a Muslim woman of Bangladeshi origin, who read theology in Cambridge, and now is studying Judaism at Yarnton; a Chinese American studying international relations; a Lithuanian linguist; and a Roman Catholic Second Lieutenant from the US Army just graduated from West Point. Yet, I was the curiosity at the table. Why was I ordained, they wanted to know. How old was I when I decided? What did I believe? 
It was as if to be part of a polyglot, international community was the norm; and to be Church of England was odd. 

Next day here in SMV I met a class of gals from Cheltenham Ladies doing RE GCSE, for whom the church was a novelty, but I sensed not a very beguiling one. Their teacher seemed not much older, extremely posh, and a CS Lewis fan, who wanted them to be sure they knew Lewis had preached form this pulpit.
The encounter brought into my mind a distant memory of the dorms at Roedean - where one of our children was at school – dorms which had been occupied by British servicemen during the Second World War and the (then) still-existing notice on the wall: ‘If you need a mistress during the night, ring the bell’.

These two experiences underlined the diversity of people (and if they were rather elitist, then you could easily add the Wayne Rooney saga into the mix) – we as church going Christians are a minority – how esoteric is what we get up to? What happens when people drop in to see what we are about?
8am BCP on Alumni weekend – last Taizé eucharist – last Evensong 

What am I doing about it? 8am Western Rite order: Evensong Eucharist 
I began to think these things because the Parable of the Pharisee and the Tax-Collector seemed to be about
The place of confidence and assertion in the church versus the place of humility 

But it’s much more subtle than that.

‘Two men went up to the temple to pray, (ie 9am or 3pm) one a Pharisee and the other a tax-collector. (We have come to think of the Pharisee as a pantomime villain to be hissed every time he comes on stage, which is a bit unfair – Pharisaism was a sincere and democratic movement within Judaism, but did lay too much emphasis on external levitical observances. So it was ranged in opposition to what is known as prophetism, which in both the Old and New Testament places the main emphasis on character and the religious spirit – Jesus  obviously stood in the prophetic tradition.
The 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. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.” He knows he owes his better self to God, who has given him his place in life, just as we used to think; remember that verse from All things bright and beautiful: ‘The rich man in his castle the poor man at his gate, He made them high and lowly and ordered their estate’. The Pharisee’s prayer is not unique; it’s like other prayers of the time E.g. from the Talmud: ‘I thank thee O Lord my God that thou hast given me my lot with those who sit at the seat of learning and not with those who sit at the street corners’. In return the Pharisee gives back to God more than is required, fasting twice a week not once, tithing all his income, regardless of whether the tithe has already been paid as some of it would have been through taxation. So he is self-righteous, but in the way of having done his best; having gone out of his way to do what he believed God required of him as a religious man. It’s like a managing director reporting to the board that he has achieved everything asked of him and more and expecting their approval, not disapprobation.
‘But 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!”’ The social standing of a tax collector was on a level with robbers; he possessed no civic rights; and was shunned by all respectable people. I’ve often tried to find a modern equivalent – perhaps loan sharks or private parking companies that clamp your car while you’re opening the boot.

He wants the blessing of God but is in a desperate position. To repent he must give up his livelihood, repay everyone he has defrauded plus a fifth – repayment plus 20%. But how does he trace his victims? So he stands far off by himself, he daren’t lift his eyes to heaven or lift his hands as would be the usual attitude of prayer. He is bowed and beats his breast as much in despair as humility. 
Just a chapter later in Luke there’s another story of a tax collector, Zacchaeus of Jericho, a little man who climbed a sycamore tree to see Jesus pass by. When Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, ‘Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.’ 6So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. All who saw it began to grumble and said, ‘He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.’ Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, ‘Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much. (he only needed to repay those he had defrauded, plus one fifth.)’ Then Jesus said to him, ‘Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. 1For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.’
In the case of the Pharisee and the tax collector we must judge where our sympathies lie, but must avoid the prejudice of seeing the Pharisee as a pantomime villain. Jesus’ conclusion is that the tax collector 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.’ 
It’s another illustration of the Lukan theme that at the perousia fortunes will be reversed:

Last verse cf magnificat 
He hath put down the mighty from their seat:

and hath exalted  the humble  and meek.

But a final point of interest: Jesus says that the tax collector will go to his home justified. Justified is a word used by St Paul in the famous phrase ‘justification by grace through faith’, which means to be in a right relationship with God. In this parable this is the only place in the gospels that the word is used in this sense.  

We use justify more as a moral judgement – was I justified in asking for my money back? Did I have the high moral ground in that situation? Justified doesn’t mean that tax collector was in the right and the Pharisee was in the wrong in that way, but that humility is the sign of the kind of faith that builds a lasting relationship with God. Besides, in the biblical tradition and in Christian tradition, justification is only the starting point; the beginning of relationship with God, not its consummation.

