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Prayer of the righteous and sinners
Luke 18:9-14

The Gospel of Luke pays special attention to
prayer. Consider the parable of the Pharisees and tax
collector. We usually interpret this as a commentary on
prejudice: it seems to condemn the way hypocritical people
divide the world into "us" and "them," or "believer" and
"none-believer." But the story is not that simple. Let’s
consider what the Pharisees and the tax collector have in
common?

Despite their different lifestyles and status, they both
pray. They both believe that prayer is very important, and
they both go to the temple to pray.

This is a parable that calls us to pray, and it also teaches
about the nature of authentic prayer, which i1s not a
manipulative announcement to a audience but honest
communication with God.

Here is how the Pharisees prayed: "God, 1 thank you that I
am not like other people—robbers, evildoers, adulterers, or
even like this tax collector, I fast twice a week and give a
tenth of all I get...” The Pharisee was undoubtedly sincere
in his gratitude for his pious lifestyle. He was proud he was
godly.

The tax collector, however, stood humbly at a distance,
unable to even look up to heaven. He beat his breast as a
sign of remorse and said, “God, Have mercy on me, a
sinner.”

The tone, attitude, and posture of these two prayers are
completely different, but they both are addressed to
God. Both acknowledge that they must deal with God. The
Pharisee was a pious religious leader and he confidently
approached God with thanks. The tax collector was a
despised outsider, excluded by most Jews from the
community, but he also knew God. He knew that he needed
God. Despite their differences, both the Pharisee and the tax
collector came to the Temple because they understood that
God is at the center of life.

To mention the name of God in prayer does not mean that
you get to control God, that God is under obligation to answer
you the way you want. God is not bound by our understanding
or knowledge. The Tax collector was corrupt and ashamed and
did not think he deserved mercy. The Pharisee was righteous
and thankful because he thought he merited mercy. But God
does not see things this way. Both men needed a change in
perception. God is merciful and offers redemption to all, the
sinners and righteous alike, not because we deserve it or have
earned it, but simply because God is compassionate grace. Our
redemption does not depend on what we do or don’t do, but
solely upon the mercy of God.

We must be careful not to think we do not deserve mercy, and
also take care when we feel secure in our righteousness. We
all are valued by God no matter how lowly, and we all stand in
need of mercy, no matter how sincere our faith and piety. Let
us never pass judgement upon ourselves, nor upon other
people. Judgement is God’s sole prerogative, never ours. Let
us come before God constantly in prayer, trusting that he
knows us and accepts us as we are, and wants to transform us
and mold us into his vision for our lives.



