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A few weeks ago Pope Francis gave an interview which has now gone viral.  It started w/ a 

simple question:  Who is Jorge Mario Bergoglio?  After a lengthy pause that made the 

interviewer a bit nervous, the pope replied:  I am a sinner.  This is the most accurate definition.  

It is not a figure of speech, a literary genre.  I am a sinner.  It was quite an admission from the 

Holy Father, the spiritual leader of over 1 billion Catholics.  The pope went on to illustrate this 

by citing the famous painting The Call of Matthew by Caravaggio, which depicts Christ's call of 

the notorious tax collector to become one of his closest disciples.   

 

Much of Pope Francis's appeal lies in his authenticity.  What you see is what you get.  What he 

says is what he believes in his heart.  Such authenticity is desirable in anyone we converse with.  

If two are going to have a serious conversation, they have to be genuine, they have to 

communicate what is really in their hearts, w/o pretense.  This helps us understand the parable of 

in today's gospel.  The difference between the Pharisee and the tax collector is that the tax 

collector is honest about himself while the Pharisee is not.  In his simple prayer, the tax collector 

acknowledges that he is a sinner and asks God's mercy.  Meanwhile the Pharisee's prayer--such 

as it is--is mainly a self-congratulatory monologue about his virtues and achievements, prefaced 

only by a passing note of gratitude towards his Maker.  The Pharisee doesn't ask for anything, 

and one suspects he is unaware of his need for anything.  His prayer falls flat because he fails to 

recognize his total dependence on God, and his need for God's mercy.  The tax collector, despite 

his many faults, is heard because he recognizes the basic truth that he is a sinner who requires 

God's mercy.  The tax collector is authentic, the Pharisee is not.   

 

To connect w/ God in prayer, we have to be honest about ourselves.  Like the tax collector, we 

must confess our sins and recognize our complete dependence on God. Everything we have 

comes from God, and all is mercy, grace, gift; nothing is earned.  We are sinners.  God owes us 

nothing.  Whatever good is found in us has its origin in the Lord.  This helps us understand why 

Mass begins w/ the penitential rite where we beseech God's pardon.  It's essential that we be 

authentic from the outset, so we launch our great collective supplication by imploring God to 

forgive our sins:  Lord have mercy, Christ have mercy, Lord have mercy.   

 

Here we also discover the value of frequent Confession.  The Sacrament of Reconciliation is a 

self-study in God's mercy.  In this sacrament the sinner comes to own the sins that belong to him 

alone.  In the confessional, we admit in a most individual and humble way that we are sinners, 

not merely in some abstract, theological sense.  I think Confession is the most personal of the 7 

sacraments--there is nothing that so belongs to each of us as his own catalogue of faults!  When 

we get in the habit of regular Confession, we come to appreciate both our own sinfulness as well 

as God's abundant mercy.  It's out of this awareness that we can begin to mature as disciples.  

Let's pray the Holy Spirit may move us to humble admission of our own faults, and grant us the 

grace of true conversion, that we may enter into an ever deeper, more transformative encounter 

with our God. 


