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 I can’t be the only one here who is guilty of thinking of myself as righteous and 
viewing others with contempt.  My guilt centers in political purity rather than religious 
purity.  I think of myself as holding all the right political values and priorities and people 
who have different political values and priorities as politically impure.  I manage to rein it 
in most of the time – not as much as I should, though.  Too often, I think of myself as 
wearing the proverbial white hat and people who disagree with me as wearing the 
proverbial black hat.  For instance, those proverbial hats – they’re racist. 

 See what I mean about thinking of myself as righteous? 

 Jesus makes use of this kind of black hat/white hat thinking in his parable.  Two 
men went up to the Temple to pray, a Pharisee and a tax collector.  We’re just one sentence 
into the story and we know who the hero is.  And it’s not the tax collector.  In Israel at Jesus’ 
time, the tax collectors were almost always Jews (as he is in this story; he’s at the Temple to 
pray).  The taxes they collected were used to underwrite the Roman occupation and to 
support Caesar and his inner circle.  Tax collectors were traitors, collaborators.  If you’re 
looking for a stock character to wear a black hat, pick a tax collector. 

 The white hat belongs to the Pharisee.  He “is like a super-saint.  He fasts twice a 
week!  (No Jewish law asks that.)  And he gives a full tithe!  (Who among us does so? [It’s a] 
pretty rare thing.)  People hearing this story would have been cheering for him, wanting to 
emulate him.  He’s [the] good guy.”1 

 Diana Butler Bass points out that his prayer is “a prayer of gratitude, one equivalent 
to something we pray all the time:  ‘There but for the grace of God, go I.’  He’s not a 
hypocrite.  He’s reminding God that he’s a faithful guy.  That he’s taken it all seriously.  And 
he knows that God has given him the gifts of the Law. 

 “Jesus’ first hearers would have been upset by the tax collector.  What’s a tax 
collector doing at the Temple?  Tax collectors don’t ask for mercy.  They demand money – 
money that doesn’t belong to them.  Jesus’ friends would be steamed when that guy shows 
up. 

 “Despite the fact that tax collectors are wretched humans, this one is courageous 
enough to come to the Temple and plead with God for mercy.  He begs God for God’s gift of 
grace and forgiveness.  He seeks atonement.  His bravery makes me not entirely hate him.  
And his humility, well, that’s a real surprise.  And, good Jews would know what was true.  If 
you show up and ask for God’s gifts of mercy, God is wildly generous.  God gives. 

                                                        
1 Diana Butler Bass, a Twitter thread, posted 26 Oct 2019, starting at 
https://twitter.com/dianabutlerbass/status/1188302260503080961. 
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 “There they are – Pharisee and Tax Collector, both recipients of God’s gift of mercy.”2 

 “Hold it there one second, buster,” you say to me.  “I was paying close attention to 
the scripture when it was being read.  I remember what it said.  ‘… this man [the tax 
collector] went down to his home justified rather than the other.’  That means that the 
Pharisee wasn’t saved, that only the tax collector was!  It must mean that God doesn’t like 
hypocrites.” 

 I have two problems with that interpretation.  First of all, the Pharisee wasn’t a 
hypocrite.  At least there’s no scriptural evidence that Jesus sets him up to be seen as a 
hypocrite.  Jesus sets him up to be uber-super saintly.  Heck, even his looking down at the 
tax collector was saintly. 

 My second problems is one that Bass points out.  “The term ‘para’ that is translated 
as ‘rather than’ can also be translated as ‘alongside of.’  ‘Para’ is a notoriously slippery 
Greek preposition.  The alternative translation is that the tax collector ‘went down to his 
home justified alongside the other.’  They are both justified.  Alongside one another.  
Pharisee and tax collector alike, side-by-side, gifted with mercy. 

 “The gifts come to both.  Both.  Pharisee and tax collector.  We might not like it.  But 
God is a wildly gifting God, [devoted to generosity,] throwing manna from heaven on 
everyone, whether we have been faithful or not.  We stand alongside each other, in humble 
gratitude, no matter the circumstance.”3 

 There are several things I like about Diana Butler Bass’s interpretation of this 
parable.  First, it keeps me from setting up the Pharisee as a strawman, as an anti-Semitic 
trope.  Second, I like that it doesn’t dismiss the worthiness of prayer, tithing, and fasting as 
spiritual practices.  They are valuable.  It’s just that they don’t justify us.  It’s God’s grace 
and love that justify us.  And God loves us because … well, because God love us.  In other 
words (and this is the third thing I like about the Bass interpretation), God’s grace isn’t 
transactional, it’s relational. 

 The story about Tabitha calls us to emulate this aspect of God.  The story about 
Tabitha calls us to make sure our acts of grace and love are not transactional.  Rather, we 
are called to make sure they are relational.  Take a look at how Tabitha is described in this 
lesson.  She is called a disciple (women had that title).  She was devoted to good works and 
acts of charity.  And she was a clothing maker. 

 Her particular ministry was with the widows in the community.  The prophets of the 
Hebrew Scriptures repeatedly called their people to care for the widows, the orphans, and 
other disenfranchised people.  This is a ministry the early church took on.  Tabitha is an 
example of how they did this. 

 They could have done it by giving old clothing and the old food from the back of that 
high shelf in the kitchen to the widows and the orphans.  That’s not how Tabitha did it.  
When she made clothing for the widows, she made beautiful, new clothing.  When they 
wore her clothing, they put on dignity in addition to a tunic. 

                                                        
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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 Tabitha’s caring for the widows could have been transactional.  Instead, she made it 
relational. 

 This is what I love about stories I hear about the mobile food pantry and the 
CleanStart mobile hygiene unit.  Sure, there’s counting of how many people were served 
and how many people are on one list or another.  But the stories I hear aren’t about the 
transactions.  The stories I hear are about relationships. 

 I heard one yesterday from a member of the Irvington Presbyterian Church.  The 
CleanStart hygiene truck is there three mornings a week.  The Irvington Pres member told 
me about a man who had come three weeks in a row, each week insisting that his clothing 
be cleaned – this first week because he was going job hunting, the second week because he 
had a job interview that day, and the third week because he was starting his new job that 
afternoon. 

 When the guy from Irvington Presbyterian told me this story, his face was beaming, 
as if he was talking about his own son.  That’s relational caring. 

 We can look at our pledges of financial support for the church in the same way.  You 
can see your pledging as a sort of fee-for-service (transactional).  Or you can see your 
pledging as part of your greater relationship with money (relational).  You can see your 
pledging as being about the church’s need to meet a budget (transactional).  Or you can see 
your pledge as a spiritual practice that draws you deeper into relationship with God 
(relational).  I’d rather you look at it relationally.  I think you will get more out of your 
pledge if you look at it relationally. 

 In a moment, we’re going to invite you to come forward with your offerings, your 
attendance sheets, and your pledges.  We will be singing as we do this, for this is a 
celebration.  We ask that your put your offerings and attendance sheets in the basket at the 
front of the communion table and that you put your pledges in the baskets at the sides of 
the communion table.  Don’t worry about coming up in some orderly fashion.  As I said, this 
is a celebration. 

 If you need to take a moment to help make this something about your relationship 
with God and/or your relationship with money, do that before you come up. 

 Come, celebrate the grace of God.  Come, celebrate the deepening of your spiritual 
life.  Come, celebrate the community we have, the community we are strengthening at Niles 
Discovery Church. 

 Come. 


