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October 23, 2016, 23rd Sunday after Pentecost 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus takes his place with the other people. 

I usually begin my prep work for my sermon Sunday evening or Monday morning ahead of the 

coming week.  I log onto a website called SundaysAndSeasons.com and look at the upcoming 

lessons.  Every week, they have all the lessons posted with a one sentence description of what’s 

going on.  This week I couldn’t help but shake my head.  The description of our Gospel lesson 

from Luke was “A Pharisee and tax collector pray together.”  Well doesn’t that sound sweet? 

Unfortunately, the only thing that this gets right is the two characters: the Pharisee and the tax 

collector.  Now we are often used to thinking of Pharisees as the bad guys in the Bible.  As 

we’ve worked our way through Luke’s Gospel this year, we’ve seen that the Pharisees are 

always the experts.  They are always the ones that want to trip Jesus up.  But really at the time, 

most people would have considered the Pharisees to be the good guys.  They are the people who 

always do the right thing, who make real sacrifices to live the right way, who help hold society 

together.  They were known for being respectable, faithful, and dependable people.  They are the 

type of people you would want on your church council or teaching Sunday school or coaching 

your youth basketball team or on the local chamber of commerce. 

And then there are the tax collectors.  We use the word “tax,” but really they were toll collectors.  

In 1st century Palestine, the main way that the Roman Empire paid for their occupation of the 

Holy Land and everywhere else and for all their public works projects was through tolls.  

Without a sales tax, an IRS, or any sort of income-based taxing system, the Roman Empire relied 

on tolls to collect revenue for them.  Now unlike automated electronic tolling like we’re going to 

see soon on the Louisville Bridges, in Roman times, they relied on private contractors to collect 

the tolls.  Revenue could be collected as a tariff on goods being brought into a city, or it could be 

collected as a toll paid in order to pass through a road (or a bridge).  The toll itself went back to 

Rome, but toll collectors were also allowed to collect some for themselves to pay off the initial 

bid for their position, their living expenses, and their salary.  Of course, without official 

guidelines for how much to take, the process was rife with corruption.  Toll collectors, who 

themselves were by no means rich, often took much more than was necessary.   

As you can imagine, toll collectors were not popular.  They were considered unethical and part 

of the lower tier of society.  It wasn’t just that they were taking your money.  They were taking 

your money in a deal with the devil to prop up the Roman Empire that was occupying your 

homeland.  If not seen as evil, toll collectors were at least seen as weak, opportunistic, and 

generally pathetic.  These aren’t the people on your Christmas card list. 

Which brings us to our story.  This Pharisee not only would never pray with a toll collector; he 

wants nothing to do with him.  Jesus even says that he was “standing alone.”  He doesn’t even 

want to be seen with the toll collector.  He refers to the toll collector in a 3rd person sort of way 

and says he’s thankful that he’s *NOT LIKE HIM.*  The toll collector to him is nothing more 

than the “other” the type of person Luke says the Pharisee treats with contempt. 
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If this Pharisee thought highly of himself, Jesus challenges us to look at him differently.  And I 

think we do.  When we hear this story, we think he’s smug, we think he’s self-righteous, he’s 

hurtful, and if you’re like me, you’re probably thinking he’s not possibly as good as he thinks he 

is.  His behavior’s so over-the-top that it’s sometimes difficult to come up with examples of 

when we see this in person today. 

A couple months ago, I read an article written back in 2014 about a school teacher.1  At the end 

of every week, the teacher would ask her fifth grade class who they would like to sit by for the 

next week.  Now admittedly, I thought this was a disastrous idea.  I know that it would never 

have worked for me.  In fact, even in seminary, when I was sitting by my friends, I had trouble 

keeping my mouth shut during class.  But it wasn’t only that.  She also asked each student to 

name a person that was an exemplary “student” of the week for a class.   

Well, we can guess what happened.  There were a few standouts, maybe like our Pharisee, 

although hopefully a little less self-righteous.  The A-list people.  These were the kids everyone 

wanted to sit with week after week and who got nominated for “student of the week” every 

Friday.  Whether they were really great students or not, these were the popular kids who had lots 

of friends.  So not really helpful, right? 

Wrong.  In fact, what the teacher was doing was looking for people who never had anyone want 

to sit by them, who were never nominated for student of the week.  She was looking for the kids 

who were left out.  The toll collector group in the class.  Those that the other students bullied or 

treated with contempt or just plain ignored.  She was looking for the others. 

At the end of the article, she was asked how long she’s been doing this.  “Ever since [the school 

shooting at] Columbine,” she said.  “Every single Friday afternoon since Columbine.”   

What this teacher realized is that when people get treated with contempt, when they are treated 

as nothing better than the other, they can begin to hate themselves.  There is a toll that we pay 

when we let people feel bullied or left out.  The vast majority of them aren’t going to do 

something terrible like Columbine, or like Aurora, Colorado, or Sandy Hook.  But there is a toll 

to pay when people feel like they’re never going to measure up to the best among us.  If you treat 

someone like an other, like nothing more than the adulterers, thieves, and rogues, they start to 

believe it themselves after a while. 

That’s what happens in our story today.  My heart breaks for this toll collector.  He can’t even 

look up.  All he can do is look down on himself, just like everyone else looks down on him.  And 

when he looks down, what does he see?  The same thing the Pharisee sees: “A sinner.”  That’s 

all.  Notice he never even holds out hope that he can repent or that he’ll ever be anything more.  

No one else sees anything else in him either. 

Except for God.  In our story today, God hears this man’s prayer.  God hears his prayer, and 

Jesus says that he goes home justified, made right with God.  Not because of anything he’s done 

to repent.  Not because God hopes that he will someday be a good guy like the Pharisee.  But 

because God loves him.  God loves him as he is: even messed up and hopeless, even seen as 

                                                           
1 http://momastery.com/blog/2014/01/30/share-schools/, accessed 10/20/2016 
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worthless by everyone else, even the other from everything everyone else wants him to be: the 

other from everything God has called him to be.  The final word for this man’s life is not 

“sinner” but “loved.” 

That’s what we learn about God in this story.  We learn that oddly enough, God especially 

delights in loving the others that people forget.  The people that we don’t want to sit by or stand 

by, the people that don’t get nominated for awards or promoted or asked to head up a volunteer 

team.  God loves those others so much that he paid the toll for them. 

God paid the toll when he was a born a human being: Jesus of Nazareth.  Jesus had every right to 

be like the self-righteous, stuck-up Pharisee.  Do the Pharisees want to talk about fasting twice a 

week?  Jesus fasted 40 days in the desert.  Do the Pharisees want to talk about tithing 10% on all 

their income?  Jesus gave his entire life to God on the cross.  Do the Pharisees want to thank God 

that they were unlike other people?  Jesus, thank God, was made like other people in every 

respect except without sin.   

Jesus was made like the other: poor, treated like a criminal, abandoned by his friends, even 

crucified.  Like the toll collector, Jesus did not to look up to heaven, but he looked downward to 

earth, downward to all of us, downward even to the other. 

As my preaching professor Dr. Craig Satterlee once said, “whenever we draw a line in the sand 

of who’s in and who’s out, Jesus is on the other side.”  Jesus will always be there on the other 

side.  Jesus will always be standing there with those who are bullied because they don’t fit in.  

Jesus will always be standing there with those who are kicked out because of their race or 

religion.  And Jesus will always be standing there with us when we’re told we’re not good 

enough: by those who throw our sins or our shortcomings in our face.  We are never simply “the 

other” to Jesus.   

Jesus will be standing there on his cross: the cross where the self-righteous and the self-hating 

meet.  The cross where the in-crowd meets the out-crowd.  The cross where saints meet sinners.  

And the cross where the Pharisees and the toll collectors pray together to the God who loves 

them and died for them both.   

That prayer forms us.  When we lift up our voices in a few minutes and pray “Our Father, who 

art in heaven,” we will pray to the same Father of all people of all times and places.  We will 

pray together with brothers and sisters of all types.  Great saints, toll collectors, the proud 

Pharisee and the lowly sinner.  And not only them, but thieves, rogues, adulterers, too.  And 

others.  And our Father will hear our voice, forgive our sins, and invite us to eat our daily bread 

at the table of his Son.  At that table, everyone has a seat.  At that table, each of us can trust that 

our prayer is answered: Jesus Christ will have mercy on me: a sinner, and also on every other.  

Amen. 


