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[Link to audio recording.] 
 
Most of the time, we hear the parable Jesus tells today and are pretty sure we have a handle 
on it. I mean, it’s pretty cut and dry, isn’t it? The Pharisee is bad for being proud. The tax 
collector is good for being humble. Done. End of story. Parable interpretation finished! 
 
But that’s not the way parables work. I’ve been making this point all summer as we’ve heard 
parable after parable. They are always open for more thought. They are designed to make us 
think. They are meant to push back against our preconceived notions and teach us 
something about God we may not have considered before. 
 
When we read this parable and go with the simplest, most obvious interpretation, we are 
prone to fall into a trap: an us vs. them mentality or a superiority complex. It is incredibly 
easy to look at the Pharisee and immediately start pointing out the ways we are different, the 
ways we are more humble, the ways we might be more faithful. We’re nothing like that haughty 
Pharisee who looks down their nose at others.  
 
All of a sudden, we start to sound like the Pharisee, even as we protest any similarities. Like 
the pot calling the kettle black, we are only digging ourselves in deeper as we describe how 
much better we are. In the words of one commentator, this might lead us to say things like:  
 
“Lord, we thank you that we are not like other people: hypocrites, overly pious, self-
righteous, or even like that Pharisee. We come to church each week, listen attentively to 
scripture, and we have learned that we should always be humble.” (David Lose, 
WorkingPreacher.org, Commentary on Luke 18:9-14) 
 
Get it? It’s so tempting to laud the ways we are not like the Pharisee that we might end up 
resembling him. It’s so tempting to announce how humble we are that we end up distancing 
ourselves from the real and honest plea of the tax collector and don’t show any true humility 
at all.  
 
Truth be told, we’re fine with aligning ourselves with the tax collector when it comes to this 
parable and being humble. What’s wrong with that? Humility is a virtue! But the tax 
collector’s humility comes from his acknowledgement of his sinfulness and we have a little 
more trouble with his admission: “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” 
 
As Lutherans, our theology frequently admits that we are always both saint and sinner. We 
are redeemed children of God, but we are still prone to push God away and rely on our own 
ability. It’s something that is so commonly talked about that it’s easy for us to say. It’s easy 
for us to joke about. Saint and sinner! No problems here! Little errors become funny 
incidents to point to as our “sinful” side.  
 
It’s much harder, though, to truly live into the reality of that statement. We are sinners. We 
are redeemed, we are forgiven, we are loved by God, but we are still sinners. This isn’t a 
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surface designation that refers to white lies or not giving as much to someone in need as you 
could. This is a soul-deep, real designation.  
 
We hurt people. We participate in unjust systems. We can be unfair, unkind, or cruel. Our 
indifference can negatively impact others. We can even let ourselves down by not loving who 
we are as God’s children.  
 
Frankly, we don’t always like to admit just how deeply ingrained our sinfulness goes. If 
someone calls us a sinner in a non-joking manner, we bristle and try to defend ourselves. If 
we are asked to confess our sins, we immediately go for the “easy” ones, to try avoiding 
admitting to the ways we have turned away from God and our neighbor in very real ways.  
 
There are so many ways that we sin. Sometimes it’s in obvious ways. A lie here, a caustic 
comment there. Sometimes it’s in institutional ways, like the tax collector. He is a sinner 
because he is colluding with the empire. He is working with the Roman Empire against his 
own people to collect taxes for an oppressive regime. He is stuck. He says, “God, be 
merciful to me, a sinner,” but he doesn’t indicate that he plans to change his line of work. 
He is caught up in a systemic structure of sin and doesn’t have an easy way out.  
 
That can happen to us, too. We may sin because we are unable to see the ways in which our 
actions hurt others. We may sin because our culture has always told us that something is 
okay, even if it harms the human family. It’s hard to understand the repercussions of even 
seemingly innocuous things. Something being legal or permissible doesn’t necessarily mean 
that it is just. In fact, it is a challenge and a struggle every day for us to recognize the ways in 
which our actions are complicit in the larger system of sin.  
 
It might be the products we consume which exploit workers at different levels of the supply 
chain. It might be habits we’ve never examined that lead to excess waste and harm our 
environment. It might be an attitude of “I succeeded on my own, anyone who doesn’t isn’t 
working hard enough” that ignores the collective impacts of poverty, discrimination, and just 
plain bad luck.  
 
“God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” We share this plea with the tax collector. We echo his 
desperate prayer. “God, be merciful to us, sinners.” This is our prayer. This is also our hope: 
hope in God’s promise to be there for saints and sinners alike.  
 
God’s forgiveness and God’s love is for people who follow the religious expectations and for 
people who cannot even bring themselves to look up to heaven out of shame. This open 
welcome is evident in scripture and offered freely in our worship here.  
 
Throughout the Gospels, Jesus encounters all sorts of people who others would consider 
unclean, or outsiders, or “too sinful.” What does he do? He talks with them, heals them, 
forgives them, shares meals with them, encourages them, and loves them. He offers the 
Samaritan woman at the well living water. He heals the ten people with leprosy. He 
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welcomes children, who weren’t looked at as full people. He calls uneducated fishermen to 
be his disciples. Over and over again welcome, understanding, and love is offered.  
 
We in turn pass that welcome on. There is no entrance exam or righteousness text to be a 
part of God’s community here. It doesn’t matter if you worship every Sunday or if this is the 
first time you’ve ever found yourself in a church. It doesn’t matter if you give ten percent of 
your income or one percent. It doesn’t matter if you have a strict devotional life or if you 
tend to pray more sporadically.  
 
What matters is that the water in this font is for you. It is cleansing water that unites us with 
Christ forever. What matters is that the bread and wine on this table is for you. This is the 
body and blood of our God who welcomes us to the great feast.  
 
What matters is that all of us, Pharisees and tax collectors alike, are saints and sinners, are 
redeemed and simultaneously in need of forgiveness. God, be merciful to us, sinners. That is 
our prayer. That is our hope.  
 
Thanks be to God.  
 
Amen.  
 


