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I feel sorry for him -- the tax collector in today’s gospel, but truthfully, 

he was everything the pharisee said he was and more. When the pharisee 

described him as greedy, dishonest, and adulterous, he wasn’t 

exaggerating – if anything, he was being kind.  To be a tax collector at the 

time of Jesus meant that you were a sinner on steroids. The tax collector 

was a Jew who collected funds for the Roman Empire which was 

oppressing and abusing the Jewish people who had to provide the funds 

for them to oppress and abuse them. The tax collector would submit a bid 

to be the collector for a particular region and if he won the bid, he could 

keep anything beyond the amount on the contract. He was free to use 

extortion, threats, blackmail, or fraud. There were no rules. This man was 

the scum of the earth, the dregs of society, the most deplorable of 

deplorables. So, when we read that this man stands at a distance not even 

daring to raise his eyes to heaven. When we learn that he beat his breast 

and prayed, “God, have mercy on me a sinner” our response could be, well 

yeah -- that’s appropriate and correct. That is exactly what he was.  

The pharisee is more complex. He fasted twice a week when the law 

only called for fasting once a year on Yom Kippur. He paid tithes on 

everything – even income that was exempt. He was respected, learned, 

admired, - even revered.  He was a little pompous, but you would want him 

as a neighbor and even a parishioner.  But the reality is this – even with all 

of that – even though he went the extra mile in practicing his faith - he also 

should have stood at a distance, he likewise should have kept his eyes 

lowered to the ground, he too should have beaten his breast and prayed, 

“God have mercy on me a sinner.” Instead pride in who he was and what 

he had done would not allow him to beg for the mercy he needed, He came 



to the temple to pray, but he wasn’t praising God. He was too busy 

worshipping himself – he was the worst of sinners an Idolator. 

Today let’s ask ourselves who we reduce to nothing to make 

ourselves into something. Today the Lord invites us to ask ourselves who 

we judge as inferior to ensure that we are superior. Maybe undocumented 

immigrants, pro-choice Catholics, ultra MAGAS, people of other faiths, no 

faith, or certain orientations, lifestyles or political views. You fill in your 

blanks. Do they stand in need of God’s mercy? Yes, they do. But so do I 

and so do you. Are they sinners? Yes, but, when I am being honest, so am 

I. 

I’m not standing here today to beat you up or encourage you to beat 

yourselves up. Because this parable is not really about a pharisee or a tax 

collector. Jesus wasn’t even talking about me or you. It is a parable about 

our God. And I want to let you in on a little secret I learned from reading it 

over and over again. We call God all powerful, all knowing, almighty, 

eternal, sovereign, and more. But even our God has a weakness – a huge 

weakness for the humble and the broken. So, let’s end this little reflection 

with the prayer that eluded the pharisee and justified the tax collector. You 

can even beat your breast with me if you want while we pray it. “O God, 
have mercy on me, a sinner.” 


