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Sirach 35: 12-14, 16-18; 
2 Timothy 4: 6-8, 16-18; Luke 18: 9-14 

BEGGARS BEFORE GOD: 
EMPTY-HANDED & OPEN-HEARTED 

On the first night of their visit with their 
grandmother, a young boy and his older brother 
knelt beside their beds to pray. Shouting as loudly 
as he could, the younger boy pleaded. . . “and 
PLEASE God, I need a new bicycle and a pair of 
roller blades.” “Shh!” said the older boy, “not so 
loud. God isn’t deaf, you know!” To which his 
younger brother replied. “Yes, I know, but 
Grandma is.”  

 
Technically, the boy was praying to God but, like 
the Pharisee in today’s gospel, he was doing so 
simply to benefit himself. As a novice, one of my 
classmates would add prayers of the faithful during 
mass which were not so much directed at God as at 
his fellow novices and addressing areas where we, 
in his opinion, needed to grow spiritually. 
 It seems that the Pharisee in today’s gospel 
believes he is superior to the tax collector because 
he sees himself as god-like. He fails to see how 
similar he is to the tax collector. In reality it seems 
unlikely that either the tax collector or this 
Pharisee would likely have been invited to anyone’s 
party. Because of their attitudes and professions, 
neither would probably be popular with the people 
with whom they regularly would interact. Both 
were probably outsiders to their wider community. 
In that much they were alike. 

The Pharisee boasts about exceeding the 
requirements of his religion, but he seemingly has 
lost sight of the reality that he, too, is a sinner and 
in dire need of the mercy of God. His prayer is not 

really a prayer at all. It is a declaration about 
himself and his self-worth. It is at most a prayer 
thrown up not to God but uttered with the hope it 
would bounce back from the moon or some 
asteroid and land upon one of the hearers near 
him. He looks down on the tax collector with 
contempt whereas the tax collector recognizes and 
acknowledges his sinfulness and his great need for 
God’s mercy. 

 
 The scriptures today invite us to examine 
our hearts. Do we acknowledge that we all come 
before God empty-handed and as beggars? In 
humility do we admit that all of our 
accomplishments and skills and talents in which we 
glorify ourselves are ultimately gifts to us from God 
and that we are indebted to those who came 
before us upon whose shoulders we stand? We 
ultimately own nothing. We have done nothing 
which can be used as payment for the debt of our 
sins. But with great love for us, Jesus has paid off 
our debt. He came so that we could properly align 
ourselves with God and with the poor and the 
hungry, with the unborn and the widowed, with 
the mentally ill and those with dementia, with the 
sick and the aged and with the homeless and those 
imprisoned having the recognition that they are 
our sisters and brothers and they can help us to 
together find our way to salvation.  
 At first glance St. Paul, himself a Pharisee, 
could seem a lot like the Pharisee in the gospel 
passage. He seems to have been at times a bit self-
centered, boasting about having finished the race 
well and having gained a crown of righteousness. 
And at one point that could truly have been said 
about St. Paul. But through various terrible trials St. 



Paul has learned that life is not all about him. He 
has learned that life is all about living in Christ 
Jesus. He boasts now not in his own personal 
accomplishments but in what Christ Jesus is doing 
in him. Paul now seeks not his own glory but the 
glory of God. 

Each of us has our own unique flaws and 
gifts and God can make use of us regardless of our 
limitations if we will humble ourselves and offer 
our service to God, as we are able. We often have a 
negative image of the Pharisees because they are 
so often given as bad examples or portrayed as 
adversaries of Jesus in the Gospels. There are also 
positive examples, but we often tend to overlook 
them or do not even remember them! 

Religious people tend to try to behave like 
the God in which they believe. The God of the 
Pharisees discriminated between good people and 
bad people, loving and favoring the former and 
punishing and out casting the latter. It was thus 
easy for some Pharisees to look with contempt 
upon those they judged to be acting badly and thus 
sinners like people who were tax collectors. It is a 
common flaw among the self-righteous and among 
those who have been privileged and pampered and 
who carry a sense of entitlement. The scriptures 
today challenge all of us to care for one another as 
our God, the God Jesus reveals as love, does. 

 
 In the gospel parable both the Pharisee and 
the tax collector can has his particular flaws: both 
have some disparity between their prayers and 
their lifestyles; both can learn from the example of 

Jesus. And God can use them both! With God's 
grace may we be willing to have our lives poured 
out like a libation for the Gospel, may we keep the 
faith until we finish the race and then with humility 
may we receive from our God the crown of 
righteousness.  

 
May we humble ourselves and recognize our own 
need for God’s mercy. May we be diligent in the 
practice of our faith and seek to help all people 
come to know, love and serve Jesus. And may the 
Lord Jesus have mercy upon us all, for we are 
sinners. May God be blessed.  
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