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I  would  like  to   suggest to   you   this  morning  that  we  have  been  doing  this  parable   a  great  disservice  by   how  we  usually read  it.  

What  I  mean by  that  is   this……  (    )    We  have  been reading  it and thinking about it as  if  the  world  is  set up in such a way that   there  are  people and  events   that  are  all  good   and  people and  events  that are all bad.    Its  a  world  of  polarities  and   opposites  and  absolutes  an   example  of   which   might  be  the  many  political  adds   that  we are  currently  being   bombarded  with.

Psychologically  speaking  what  we have  been doing with  this   parable  is  called   “splitting”.    A   perfectly  normal  thing  for    two  year  olds  to  do.   Mommy  or  daddy  is  all  good   or   all  bad.  Hopefully   they  get  through   that  by  the  time  they  are  around   3.    And  sometimes  it  comes  back,  hopefully  for a  short  time,  in  adolescence and  then  is    gone.    But  that  is not a  useful  way  for   adults  to   think.  Yet  we  seem  to   approach  this  parable  with that  kind  of  thinking.  

And   it’s  not  how   these  two  men  are   or  lets  just  say  these  two  people  are  and  it is not  how  reality  is;   theirs  or  ours.    We are  incredibly   complex and   complicated    mixtures  of    good and  bad,  light and  dark,    right  and  wrong. 

The  truth is  that  things  are   never  all   dark   or  all   light.     Whenever  you  turn on a   light,  you also  make a  shadow.  So  with  this in  mind  let’s   look at  this  parable  this morning  a   little   differently    than   usual.  O.K.?  

In  Jesus   day, as in  ours,    there  were  social   structures,  social  patterns,  or  maps.  What they  did  was  define an  individuals  place in the  world.  The  social  structure  or   pattern  you   lived  in  would  tell  people  who  you  were,  who  you  were  related to,   who  your  friends and  neighbors  were,  and  especially, where  your  place  was  in  society , and  the   religion  you  were a  part  of  and  where  you  stood  in  relation  to   the   governing   authorities.  

In  Jesus  time,  at  the   center of the   map  was  the   family,  especially  the  father.  Then  came  the  village  you were a   part  of ,  like   Jesus  of   Nazareth,  and   finally  came  the   city  you  were closest  to and  the   world   beyond  all  that.  

The  setting  for   most of  Jesus  parables  was  the   village.  Only a  few  of his  parables  draw on  the  life  of  the  city.   The  parable  we  have   before us  today,  Two  Men  Went  Up  To  The  Temple,  is  the  only  one  set   explicitly in a  large  urban   setting.  

Luke , in  his introduction  to  the  parable  would  like  to have us  think  that  it  is  about    humility   or  the   lack  thereof.   It’s  about  “those   who  trusted  in themselves  that  they  were  right -  or  in the  right -   and  regarded  others  with  contempt,  because  they  were  in the  wrong”.  

Clearly   this  Pharisee  is  grateful.    One   question  is  how  much  arrogance and   entitlement  are   mixed in  with his  gratitude.    Does  he  primarily    trust  himself?  Or  does  he   primarily   trust    God  or  is  there a   mixture  and,  if  so,   how do   those  two  things  blend.    

If  he   trusts   God  does  he then  experience    his life   and  its  blessings  as  gifts  from   God?   Grace.   Free  Gift.   Or   he might  think of  those  benefits  as  deserved  blessings  to  which  he is  entitled.   If  he  thinks  of  them as   gifts, then  this   would take us  to  humility.   Humility  might  be   described as the   ability  to   accept  any  and   all things   that  come   into our  life  or  come  our  way   without   defensiveness.     Even in  the   harshest criticism  and  judgment   there can be a    kernel  of  truth.

We   just   don’t  know.  These   mixtures  can be   very   subtle.  A  bit more  of  this  or   that  can  make all the   difference in the  world.  

From  the  information  that  we do  have    we   do know   that  the  prayer   the  Pharisee  prayed  is   modeled  on a   prayer of   thanksgiving  from  the   Talmud.  Whenever  a   Rabbi  leaves  a  house  of  study,  he is   to   pray: 

 “I  give  thanks to  Thee, O Lord  my  God  that  Thou  has  set  my  portion with those who sit in the  house of  study  and  Thou  hast  not set  my portion with those who sit  on  street  corners for  I rise  early  and  they  rise early, but I rise  early for  words of  Torah and they rise early for   frivolous  talk…”

And  for   our  Pharisee  to   mention that  he  fasts  twice a  week  and   gives to  the  Temple    a   tenth  of  the cost of   everything  he  buys  is    not  making    him  any  more  important   than  it   would  be  for one of our   Benedictine   monks  at   Three  Rivers  to  say  that  he  prays  5  times a  day  with  his  brothers.  That  is  simply   what  they  do.   It’s   what ‘s   expected.  It’s  their  rule of  life.

Let’s  take a   look at  the   tax  collector and  his  prayer.   He prays  in  a   way  that   those   who  have   experienced  terrible   loss  or   grief  would  pray.  His   back is   rounded.  His  head  is  bent.  His  eyes   look  down  at the  floor.  He   beats  his  breast.   He  has   lost  his  honor.  He  has little  or  no  sense  of  worth  and  value.    He is  the  picture  of   despair.   His   prayer  is a  simplified  version  of  Psalm   51

We  don’t  know  whether he  has   made  any  reparation    for  the   money  he  has   wrongfully  taken .  We  just  don’t  know  from  the    information we  have  here.  Or  maybe  his  prayer   is  about  something  alltogether   different.   Some  terrible  loss  he  has   experienced in his  life.  

Both   men   stand.    That  is  the   physical  attitude  of  prayer.   Both  men stand  alone.   The   tax  collector  also stands  afar  off.    That  is  where the  religious  structures  of the   temple  put   him.  

And  according to the  religious  map  of  the   temple  in that  time,  one  man   must  be   good  and  the  other  bad.  One  man’s  prayer is   OK     and the  others  is not.    But  we  don’t  have  to  read   this  story in that   way.  We are  not    bound  by  those    ways  of  thinking  and   experiencing  life.    We  live in a  different   reality.

Perhaps  both  peoples   prayers   were   genuine  and   heart  felt.    Both   touched  God’s  heart.  One   with     gratitude and one  with   grief.  God  knows   both   emotions and   experiences.  And  God  responds to  both, in ways   that   are   appropriate  to  that  persons   situation.  

 Both  people   leave  the  temple and  return  to their  respective  homes.  How  does   each  walk  through  the   door.  How  has  each   been changed?  We  don’t  know.  We  know  how it is  for  us when we  go home after  leaving  church.  And  the   look on our faces  will be  different at  different  times.  Some  times  when we  walk through the  door  there is a   look  of  satisfaction,  maybe   joy.  At  other  times   A   look of  concern  and  accompanied  by  some   intensity  as  we  are  still thinking  through   something  we   experienced.    There  is  no   right   or  wrong  way  to  return    home.   All of  us   return   home  having   been  touched   by   God,   even  if  we  aren’t   consciously  aware of  it.  

I  think  the   message  is  simple.  When it comes  to   God  getting  through  to  us…when it comes to  God touching  us …  when it  comes to  God   beginning  to  make  things   happen  the  way God   wants   …   God  is  not  going to be  limited  to   playing the  game  by  our   rules.  Right / Wrong.  Good / Bad /  In / Out.    God is not going to  be  limited  to  following  the  structures,  or  social   maps   that  we  have  created  to  navigate  our   world.      

One  of  the   things   we,  at   St.  Paul’s,  are  committed to creating is    what  the   philosopher   Martha  Nussbaum   calls,  “ a  world  worth living  in  where individual people  are  able  to see  other human  beings  as   equals, …  and  nations    are able  to    overcome fear and  suspicion  in favor of  sympathetic and  reasoned   debate.”  

And  one  of the  ways  we get there is  by  doing   what  we  have  been  doing   this   morning.   She  calls  it “Narrative  Imagination”    which is  the  capacity  “to think what  it  might  be like  to be in the shoes  of a  person  different  from  oneself, to be an  intelligent  reader of  that  person’s story, and to understand the  emotions  and  wishes  and  desires  that  someone so placed  might have.”

I  believe   God’s  desire   for   this  whole   world of  ours  and  especially   for  us  in this  country  is  that  we  would  do  more and  more and  more  of  this  kind  of  thinking   and   acting,  especially  in   our  political  lives.  ….  So  when  you  leave  here  today,  headed  home,   remember,   for   God’s  sake,        LET’S DO  IT !!!!

 Amen

 
























