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There Is No Comparison 

 

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.” 

 

Today we continue our generosity theme of Building a Bigger Table.  And ours is 

an untimely scripture for the middle of a Generosity Campaign when a character in 

our passage gives a tenth of his income, but is not the role model. Instead, this 

other who rarely stumbles toward the temple, whose faith is not practiced in living 

his life, is the one who walks away justified by God.  Our passage is a reminder 

that parables initially confuse before they clarify, and sometimes they sting a bit as 

well.   

 

Prayer 

Guide us, O God, by your Word and Spirit, that in your light we may see light, in 

your truth find freedom, and in your will discover your peace which sustains us 

and keeps us from losing heart.  Through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.  
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Our passage today reminds me of an experience in high school.  As I have shared 

with you before, I am from a homogenous community in southeastern Ohio.  And 

in my public high school, as one descended down the steps to exit the front doors, 

above those doors was this large, framed painting of Jesus.  I cannot recall any 

controversy about the image being prominently displayed in the public school, 

because the vast majority of the town identified as Christian.  One of my teachers 

was always open with his faith, a faith that had guided his life since being a child.  

He was respected within the community and respectful to the community, a 

member of the local Baptist church, of Gideons International, and lived his faith 

daily.   

 

I had never seen him as upset as he was following an all-school assembly.  I don’t 

recall the context of the assembly, but I remember the content shared by the 

speaker. The presenter shared the many mistakes he made in high school – that he 

did not take his education seriously, made poor decisions about tobacco and 

alcohol usage, skipped out on school too often and struggled in many ways as a 

young adult.  He then shared, and again this was a public high school, that his life  

came together when he found faith in Jesus Christ, and he then shared many of the 

good happenings in his life since finding Christ.  That presentation was well 

received by the students and, in particular, by one of my friends who like the 

presenter had begun making many poor choices.  The presentation, as I remember 

it, ended with somewhat of an alter call – and my friend, along with others, went 

down for prayer as the assembly was dismissed.   

 

I was taken aback by my teachers anger as he questioned how this presenter who 

made so many mistakes in life, was being praised for his recovery.  While someone 
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such as himself, my teacher, who had made all the right decisions in life, who lived 

his faith daily, never received that level of praise.  He was angered by this.  

 

In our parable, I can imagine the Pharisee from within the temple sharing a similar 

anger as he watched this tax collector, who had been standing far off from the 

temple, now walking home after being justified by God.  To be clear, Jesus was 

Jewish and the Pharisees were arguably the most devout of the Jewish faith and 

tradition.  They  

 

took their faith seriously, and they lived their faith through clinging to and 

practicing the teachings of the Torah.  They understood the law as the gift from 

God and kept the law as a way to praise God.  They were the one’s volunteering to 

coach the tee-ball team, to lead the girl scout troop, served as presidents of the 

local school’s PTA group, while volunteering for Habitat for Humanity.  Good 

people, committed to putting their faith into action, served on non-profit boards.  

Respected in the community. 

 

As respected as they were, the tax-collector was often the most despised in the 

community.  To gain the position of tax-collector one, typically a rich one, would 

bid on a contract to become a tax collector within their region.  If your bid won, 

you would collect taxes for Rome from your fellow community members.  And, 

more often than not, you would collect additional fees to pad your own pockets.  

As respected as a good Pharisee was, the tax collector was despised.  The two were 

on opposite ends of the social spectrum.  They were as far as the east is from the 

west, or for us in our society today, as far as the left is from the right.  Depending 

on the respectable place from which one stands, the other is despised.  The scariest 

part of today’s text is that it implies God can be found within the other.   
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And Westminster, we are well aware of this.  More than any other church I know, 

we have this inherited DNA that enables us to see God in the other.  From our 

foundational work with early immigrants into Western New York, and later with 

the great migration because we see that God is present in the other.  And later yet 

as a More Light congregation, before our own denomination had the ability to see, 

we insisted on gay rights and full LGBTQ+ inclusiveness because God is certainly 

present in those who were othered.  And when fear caused our society to push our 

Muslim neighbors to a further distance, Westminster embraced and made space 

for, sat at table with these neighbors because of this grace, this ability to see God in 

other.  As we are well aware, not all Christians see as we do.  Quietly, in our own 

prayers we may thank God we are not like those other Christians; the ones from 

which we are too distanced to see God in those others.  As for myself, I am 

tempted to join the prayer of the Pharisee who prays, “Thank God I am not like 

them.”   

 

In Building a Bigger Table, how big of a table are we willing to build? 

 

By no stretch was the Pharisee wrong for living his faith.  Nor was he wrong for 

fasting twice a week.  And on behalf of our Generosity Committee, I want to be 

perfectly clear that the Pharisee was not wrong for giving the temple a tenth of his 

income.  His err was to separate himself from others, and place himself above 

those others.  In so doing, he was separating himself from God.   

 

The tax collector, sinner as he was, did so much wrong: Took advantage of his 

neighbors, profited from collecting taxes.  Different from the Pharisee, yet in his 
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own way also separated himself from others, and placed himself and his desires 

above others.  In so  

 

doing, he too was separating himself from God.  Yet, even in his brokenness, the 

tax collector realized this, asked for mercy and walked away justified.  And in that 

is the crux of the parable.   

 

The grace of God will find its way to us who make all the right choices in life, and 

to us who make all the wrong choices in life, and to us who make some of both.  

That God’s grace is greater than any one of us can comprehend, covering as far as 

the east is from the west, as far as the left is from the right.  God’s grace, claiming 

us through the waters of baptism, to the sacrament received at the table.  God’s 

grace enabling us to see God in others, for whom and with whom we are Building 

a Bigger Table.   

 

In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.   

 

  


