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 The word “parable” is made up of two Greek words, a preposition and a verb. I can 

remember vividly my Greek professor in seminary, Larry Welborn, breathlessly telling us about 

its derivation. He was excited, as only a professor of Greek can be, to tell us the verb “ballo” in 

Greek means to throw and the preposition “para” means alongside. So, a parable is something 

thrown or tossed alongside our worldview to challenge and make us examine it more closely. 

That’s why so often they are puzzling; they make us stop in our tracks and think.  

 

 But a parable’s purpose extends beyond just the words. It helps to know its audience. In 

this one about the Pharisee and the tax collector, Jesus is speaking to the crowds around him who 

probably already hold certain expectations and assumptions about such people. But they may not 

all be what we think. As Amy-Jill Levine points out in her wonderful book Short Stories by 

Jesus, the writer of the gospel frames Jesus’ story as a sort of morality lesson, a warning against 

self-reliance. So our first assumption is to view the Pharisee as an example of self-reliance and 

even arrogance.  

 

But that’s not really how Jesus’ story goes, and it’s probably not how the people hearing 

it would have of Pharisees. The Pharisee’s prayer begins with, “God, I thank you…” He’s not 

relying on himself; he’s attributing his condition entirely to God. It is God who has made him the 

person he is and taught him the way of Torah. That’s exactly what folks around Jesus would 

have assumed. Pharisees weren’t considered to be hypocrites. They were righteous people who 

followed God’s commands. This particular Pharisee is an extreme example of that. So, for 

instance, no one is required to tithe all that they have. Tithing in the Hebrew scripture is required 

of certain items so provision can be made for sojourning aliens, widows and orphans, but not 

everything a person owns. In fact, the only time someone is described as tithing all they possess 

is in story about Abraham.  

 

So, this Pharisee is as faithful as Abraham; he is super-faithful. Also, fasting isn’t 

required twice a week. It’s done at certain times of the year for atonement or penance, but not 

constantly. Yet, here is a Pharisee who fasts twice a week as an expression of his faith. Knowing 

that might change how we hear him thank God for not being like other people, including the tax 

collector. He’s a faithful man who has chosen to live above and beyond what’s required; why 

would we assume he’s arrogant? When we see a homeless person do we thank God we’re better 

than they are, or do many of us realize we are just a couple paychecks away from being in the 

same position? It could be the Pharisee sees the tax collector and thinks, “there but for the grace 

of God go I,” which is why he tithes and fasts.  

 

And who is this tax collector? Someone who’s livelihood has made him a social pariah. 

He is utterly scorned by society, which is probably why he stands apart on his own. But he is 

deeply humble and aware of his sinfulness. So, the crowd around Jesus may find it hard to 

imagine this tax collector. While the Pharisee is what they expect but more so, the tax collector 

breaks the mold entirely. Jesus does this sort of thing a lot, but Luke does it over and over. In this 



gospel we meet a good Samaritan in a parable and a faithful Samaritan in relationship with Jesus. 

We meet a humble tax collector in this parable and in the very next chapter we’ll meet a tax 

collector we all know: a wee little man who climbs a tree to get a glimpse of Jesus…what was 

his name…? Zaccheus! A name which translates from Hebrew as “Mr. Righteous.” Again, not 

what anyone expects.  

 

These two standing beside each other in the Temple are praying very different prayers, 

but both are righteous, both are aware of God’s grace in their lives. But here’s where we have a 

problem. Because we assume one of these men is bad and the other is good, our translation of 

this story takes a strange turn. The word that’s used to compare them is that tiny preposition I 

told you about earlier, “para.” Jesus says, “I tell you this man (the tax collector) went down to his 

home justified para the other.” Like so many words in Greek, para has more than one meaning. 

It can mean “alongside,” as it usually does, or it can mean “rather than” as it’s translated here. 

But why would Jesus mean to say that a faithful, practicing Pharisee isn’t justified by God? 

Surely the miracle of this parable is that both are justified together.  

 

And that’s what I think Jesus is trying to tell his followers. Our life together isn’t an 

either/or proposition: either you’re in or you’re out; either you’re good or you’re bad; either 

you’re humble or you’re arrogant. We are all of those things, all the time. What makes us a 

community is recognizing that about ourselves and relying on God’s grace in each other to point 

us in the way of righteousness. This is how we stand together. We’re not in a competition for 

God’s affection, we’re standing together, encouraging and inviting one another to experience the 

presence of God.  

 

Living in community together allows us to put aside all the assumptions and expectations 

we’ve been taught about how the world works, how relationships work. It allows us to let go of 

simplistic categories and explore the complexity and ambiguity of our lives. No one is absolutely 

faithful, no one is absolutely corrupt, we’re all a mixture of both and we need each other to help 

us see ourselves more clearly. That’s the community Jesus invites us to experience. It’s messy 

and not always satisfying, but it embraces our whole selves and accepts us where we are while 

also challenging us to go deeper.  

 

Today as we dedicate our pledges, think of what you give as a symbol of your 

commitment to go deeper. Think of this as your desire to know God more fully and to stand 

together as a witness to God’s grace at work within us and in the world through us. We know 

who we are, how far short we fall, and we know Christ calls us in spite of those shortcomings, 

perhaps even because of them. So, we go deeper together, we follow Christ into the depths of 

God’s grace that is able to justify the greatest piety alongside the lowest infamy to make us 

whole. 

 

Amen 


