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Psalm 65, Luke 18:9-14 

 At the beginning of his 2015 book The Road to Character, David 

Brooks talks about “the difference between the résumé virtues and the 

eulogy virtues.” As you can imagine, résumé virtues are those things that 

make you marketable, skills that might increase your salary, or move 

you up the job pyramid. Eulogy virtues, on the other hand, are concerned 

more with what folks finally sense is at your heart when they speak 

about you at your funeral. As Brooks says, “whether you are kind, brave, 

honest or faithful; what kind of relationships you formed.” Of course, 

most people will admit that both sets of virtues are important, but eulogy 

virtues are more important. And Brooks offers this paradox: “Success 

leads to the greatest failure, which is pride. Failure leads to the greatest 

success, which is humility and learning.” (David Brooks, The Road to Character, 

xi-xii.)  

 Jesus told a parable, a story with multiple meanings, a story meant 

to get us thinking and reflecting upon our own lives. Originally Luke 

says he told this parable to some people who had a twin problem we’re 
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going to come back to. One, they trusted in themselves that they were 

righteous. And, two, they regarded others with contempt.  

Jesus said two men went up to the temple to pray. One of them was 

a Pharisee. As a Bible scholar says, “The Pharisee is not a villain but 

rather represents complete dedication to observing the Law of Moses.” 

(Fred B. Craddock in Preaching the New Common Lectionary, Year C, 221.) Pharisees 

were especially faithful people in Jesus’ day. They knew the law and 

they tried to follow it to the very best of their ability.  

 The other man who went up to the temple to pray was a tax 

collector. And we know a few things about tax collectors of the day. The 

tax collectors’ constant contact with non-Israelites made them ritually 

unclean. And they were despised by their Jewish brothers and sisters 

because they worked for the occupying Roman Empire collecting taxes. 

Besides the already high tax rates, tax collectors often skimmed extra 

money for themselves. Imagine if Russia or China suddenly took over 

the United States and got some good church-going North Carolina 

citizens to collect taxes on their behalf, and these tax collectors just put a 



3 

Jeff Paschal 

little something in their own pockets while they were at it. How warmly 

would these folks be welcomed at the next church potluck dinner?  

 So the Pharisee and the tax collector went up to the temple to pray. 

But their prayers were very different. The Pharisee stood off by himself, 

and said, “Thank you, God that I’m not like other people: thieves, 

rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I 

give a tenth of all my income.” So the Pharisee actually was doing more 

than was required by the law. He was checking off all the right boxes on 

his religious scorecard. The Pharisee seemed to have it made. 100% 

correct. But there was just one thing wrong. His attitude.  

 His attitude was wrong in at least two ways.  

 First, as Luke says, he trusted in himself that he was righteous. His 

prayer to God was not so much a prayer as it was an insulting reminder 

to God that he, the Pharisee, was superior to other people. He was “not 

like other people,” not like other sinners, and especially not like this 

disgusting tax collector. The Pharisee used the word “I” four times in 

just two sentences. He bragged about all the extra things he had done to 

be faithful, as if God would be impressed. But he didn’t need God for 
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his prayer, because he trusted in himself that he was righteous. He 

trusted in himself that his relationship with God was something he had 

earned and achieved strictly on his own. He put his confidence solely in 

himself.  

 And that led to a second problem. Luke says the Pharisee regarded 

others with contempt. The Greek word for contempt means to see 

another person as having “no merit,” “no significance and therefore 

worthy of maltreatment.” As you know, once we view others with 

contempt, it’s only a small step from there to cruelty and death.  

The Pharisee put his faith in himself, in his own wonderful self, 

and he was contemptuous of others. This Pharisee was full of pride, 

spiritual pride.  

It’s a warning for us, isn’t it? Beware pride wherever it rears its 

ugly head. Notice when we encounter people who are so proud of 

themselves. Who cannot be corrected and will not apologize. Who have 

to be the center of attention all the time. Who must dominate every 

conversation. Be the star of every event. Pay attention and God help us 

not behave that way ourselves.   
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Beware whenever a human being makes a habit of insulting others 

or abusing others, especially entire groups of people, in order to feel 

good about herself or himself. Often these insults mask deep insecurity. 

Other times a ravenous ego hungers to be fed by devouring others. And 

as history has shown us time after time, there is only a small distance 

from having contempt of others to actually abusing or even killing them. 

Beware. And God help us not to act in destructive and dismissive ways 

ourselves.  

The real tragedy of pride is how it disconnects us. Pride separates 

us from other people, from God, and ultimately even from our true 

selves. Like the Pharisee, with warped vision we stand by ourselves, and 

cannot really connect with others, because we are unable to sense the 

wonder of being with other flawed human beings in worship or in life. 

And instead of truly praying, having a dialogue with God, speaking and 

listening, we brag to God about ourselves. We can no longer see how 

small we are and how great God is. We imagine God is impressed with 

us, and that’s hilarious. It’s like a child shouting to God, “See my new 

shoes?!” And God says, “Yes, dear. Very nice. Run along now.”  
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Pride cuts us off from others, from God, and from ourselves. And 

that’s what hell on earth is all about. Being allowed to be alone, away 

from other human beings, away from God, alone with our pride. As an 

early Christian leader asked, “And of what use is love where there is 

pride?” (Kathleen Norris quoting Abba Elias in The Cloister Walk, 135.)  

But of all the unlikely people, the tax collector had a different 

attitude. He came to the temple to pray and he stood far off, apparently 

out of his sense of unworthiness. And instead of looking up toward 

heaven (a normal posture when praying in the temple then) he beat his 

breast. As one scholar says, “Perhaps out of misplaced pride, men in 

ancient times left it up to women to beat their breasts as a sign of 

mourning or of repentance.” (François Bovan, Luke 2, 549.)  Well, this tax 

collector had no compunction about beating his breast and saying the 

words that he desperately needed to say, “God, be merciful to me, a 

sinner!” Jesus said this tax collector rather than the Pharisee went home 

justified. This tax collector with his messy, broken life, went home in 

right relationship with God, rather than the Pharisee with all his reliance 

upon himself and all his insufferable pride.  
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“God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” Those were the words the tax 

collector spoke and needed to speak. They are also the words the 

Pharisee needed to speak and the words we need to speak.  

Until we are able to set aside our pride and confess our sins to God 

our pride divides us from God, from each other, and from our true 

selves. But when are able at last to be humbled, to confess our sin and 

our need for God’s mercy, then we are reconnected with God, with each 

other, and with our authentic selves.  

This reconnection is difficult and easy at the same time. It’s 

difficult, because we have to be willing to admit our finitude and our 

mistakes, our shared humanity, and our need for forgiveness from God 

and from other people. That’s often painful. So it’s difficult.  

But it’s also easy, because we no longer have to carry the burden 

of pretending we are so great and better than other people. We can relax 

into the joy of being in real relationships, forgiven and then forgiving 

others ourselves. We can let go of always having to be the center of the 

universe, and instead remember that God is the center of the universe. 

Humility doesn’t just ground us; it frees us.  
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Steven Ambrose’s majestic book and then TV series Band of 

Brothers tells the story of the paratroopers of Easy Company who helped 

free the world from Nazi Germany during World War II. In training and 

then in war, these men endured what we can scarcely imagine. Yet, 

reflecting a different era, a time when people tended to be more modest 

about their achievements, they deflected adulation sent their way. One of 

the men wrote, “In thinking back on the days of Easy Company, I’m 

treasuring my remark to a grandson who asked, ‘Grandpa, were you a 

hero in the war?’ ‘No,’ I answered, ‘but I served in a company of 

heroes.’”  

Maybe at the end of our lives someone will ask us, “Christian, 

were you hero of the faith?” And our answer will be, “No. But I served 

with a church full of heroes and we served the Lord of heaven and earth, 

and that is enough, more than enough.” Amen. ©Jeff Paschal 


