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Swimming in mercy

Luke 18:9-14
Jesus also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded
others with contempt: ‘Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax-
collector. The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, “God, | thank you that | am not like other
people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax-collector. | fast twice a week; | give a tenth of all my
income.” 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!” I 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.’

I’'m sure that one of the reasons that Jesus was such a popular preacher was that he wasn’t afraid to have a
go at people in authority, and who knew what he would say this time? In today’s gospel we hear Jesus take
a pot shot at the attitude of some of the religious leaders in 15t century Palestine: the Pharisees. He paints
a picture that I’'m sure his audience recognised of a big, self-important, self-righteous man, so sure of his
own status, so self-satisfied, so proud of his own righteousness and shining holiness that he prays, in the
temple, ‘standing by himself’ as no-one else was good enough to stand with him, “God, | thank you that |
am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax-collector. 2| fast twice a week; |
give a tenth of all my income.” I’'m certain that the people listening had a good laugh at that because they
probably knew religious leaders who were exactly like that! We all know hypocrisy when we see it...except
perhaps we’re not so good at seeing it in ourselves. ‘Dear God. | thank you that | am not like those other
Christians - so horribly conservative, so wet liberal progressive. | thank you that | am not like those who act
like that, vote like that, believe like that, talk like that. | thank you that | am not like those who are not like
me..Oh dear.” I'm sure that like me, you’ve thought or said, maybe even prayed something like that. |
wonder who you’re happy you’re not???

But there were two men in Jesus’ story. The real shock hasn’t happened yet. A tax collector went up to the
temple to pray. Well. Every Sunday-school boy and girl knows that tax collectors are the sort of standard
male sinners in the Bible. They have sold their souls to the hated Romans to collect taxes for them from
their own people and take some besides to line their own pockets. Turncoats, traitors, scum —there was
no end of words about such people. Probably a lot of people thought, and maybe prayed: ‘Dear Lord, |
thank you that | am not like that man!’ In contrast to the importance of the Pharisee, the big man, the tax
collector was a little man. First shock: the little man in Jesus’ story had the temerity to go into the temple
to pray. Outrageous! You can hear Jesus’ listeners’ laughter at the self-satisfied Pharisee souring into
outrage at this scoundrel thinking he can pray in the temple! How dare he! But listen on. This man stands
far away from the altar, he dares not raise his head, he beats his breast and prays like this: ‘God, be
merciful to me, a sinner!’ This man has a completely opposite view of himself compared with the self-
righteous Pharisee: he knows that all those things that people thought about him are true. He is not proud
of himself. At prayer, facing God, it all comes home to him, and he prays for mercy. Now comes the final
shock-wave in Jesus’ story. It is he, not the Pharisee who goes home justified in the sight of God.

These two men stand at opposite ends of a spectrum. One is a proud, self-satisfied religious professional
convinced of his own righteousness, who is definitely not like other people, unstained by wrong-doing and
most importantly, not like that tax-collector! In the King James version of the Bible, the translation renders
his prayer like this: ‘he prayed thus with himself’ — suggesting he wasn’t praying to God at all, but simply
glorying in his own self-worth! The other man knows who he is - a traitor who has sold out to the enemy
but at the same time is deeply aware of his own wrongdoing.

How does this story touch you, | wonder? Do you see yourself as more Pharisee or more tax-collector in
relation to God? These two people are portrayed as quite extreme in order to make a point, to make a



good story, but | think we can probably find bits of both of them in us, maybe more of one than the other.
The point is that status, how you look, how ‘religious’ you are, how people perceive you doesn’t matter to
God — why should it? — since He knows us through and through anyway. In fact, those things might even
get in the way of our relationship with God. What mattered in our story was humility. That wasn’t a quality
the Pharisee displayed. The tax-collector knew who he was, what he was, and asked for mercy; he was
humbled by all that knowledge. The English word ‘humility’ comes from the Latin word humus meaning
‘earth’ or ‘soil’. Humility is knowing that we are but made from the earth, frail and prone to get it wrong,
dependent on mercy.

The story comes to mind of the little fish swimming up to its mother, all in a panic: “Mama, Mama, what’s
water? | gotta find water or I'll die!” We live immersed in this water, and the reason we miss it is not that it
is so far away but, paradoxically, so close: more intimate to us than our being itself.... Mercy is the water in
which we swim. Mercy is the length and breadth and height and depth of what we know of God—and the
light by which we know it....

What we have in our gospel reading today is, in fact, gospel, in the sense that it is good news. The parable
reveals to us that status means nothing, that comparing ourselves to another — Thank you God that | am
not like that person! —is not only a joke, but cuts us off from what we need, which is mercy. We learn that
the simple act of being honest about who we are, recognising that we in fact mess up all the time,
recognising that we are but fashioned of the earth is all we need. Mercy is the water in which we swim and
we only have to ask for it to receive it.

There’s a thread of theological thought that ‘sin”’ — meaning moral failure, not living up to the standards
around us, or even our own standards, is even necessary to make us realise that we need God and His
mercy. Perhaps that’s why the tax collector so wanted the mercy of God, he knew he needed it; his shame,
his discomfort at his way of life drove him to seek mercy. The 14t Century English mystic Mother Julian of
Norwich said that 'sin is behovely’ — meaning sin is ‘necessary’ or ‘fitting’ to make us realise our need of
God. The full quote is: ‘Sin is behovely, but all shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of thing shall
be well’. Don’t get the wrong end of the stick though! I’'m not encouraging anyone to go out and do
something terrible!! Let’s use a different word. Think of sin as being lost. That’s perhaps easier to get hold
of. Ever been lost? On a walk or a car journey you gradually realise you’re not where you are supposed to
be and actually you have no idea where you are now! These days with mobile phones and apps like Google
maps it’s not quite so bad as it used to be, but knowing you’re lost is a horrible feeling. | think some of us
might look back at our lives and feel that there are times when we have felt lost, caught in something,
trapped in a way of life that we wish we were not: and that we knew at a deep level was wrong. Once you
realise you are lost, you can start to look for a way out, a way back to where you want to be. There can be
a gift, a grace in the lostness: it can make us turn around. This is the grace that came to the tax collector,
standing far off, barely daring to pray. That grace, that gift, is available to us all of the time.

Sticking with Mother Julian, here’s another lovely quote that seems to fit well: ‘We need to fall, and we
need to be aware of it; for if we did not fall, we should not know how weak and wretched we are of
ourselves, nor should we know our Maker's marvellous love so fully.” If you’re a Richard Rohr groupie, like |
am, you may know his insistence that you have to be wrong to be right! This is because spiritual growth
often comes through failure and vulnerability, not through perfection.

That'’s all. May we have the grace to see that sometimes we are perhaps like the Pharisee in Jesus’ parable,
thanking God that we are not like that person...and the grace to see that even though we may fall, we are
swimming in mercy and only have to ask to receive.

Richard Croft



