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Guys: you ever bought a suit at Belk’s – back 

when they still had tailors on staff – they had you step up 

on a little platform in front of a mirror that had 3 sides? I 

guess it’s the same for ladies… 

That was always a bit illuminating for me – 

because I usually only see myself from one angle: in the 

bathroom mirror when shaving in the morning.  The 

three sides mirror helped me realize that that’s the way 

others see me: in 3 dimensions – often in reverse: I part 

my hair on the right. you see it parted on your left. what 

I think is my ‘good’ side – as if there is one – is really my 

bad side. The Pharisee today saw his good side: filled 

with righteousness, proud of his record…On the other 

hand, the tax collector saw his bad side, realized his 

unworthiness and prayed for "God’s Mercy” – and we all 

have a little of both ‘simul justus et peccator’ –  “saint and 

sinner at the same time” - to borrow Luther’s 

phraseology. How we see ourselves really does make a 

difference. 

Today’s parable may be one of the easiest of all 

to paint a mental picture – this and the Prodigal Son. 

Here’s a Pharisee: his fancy robes – and long, gray hair -  

fluttering in noontime breeze as he heads up the dusty 

road to the Temple at the top of the hill for Sabbath 

service.  

He approaches the crowd, then steps aside – 

goes around the corner – and stands all by himself. After 

all, he wasn’t like all those others –  he even reminds God: 

“God, I thank you that I’m not like other people,” casting 

a sideward glance at the crowd: “thieves, rogues, 

adulterers, or even like that tax-collector over there. I 

fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income…” and  

don’t forget how impressive I look in my beautiful 

robes…”  Just like Cecil B. DeMille would have pictured it. 

From a new angle: over there in the crowd: 

appears this measly, squirrely little tax collector – a 

money purse bulging at his waist:  a Jew who works for 

the Romans: making his exceptionally good living by 

cheating and over-charging his fellow countrymen. 

Despised as a self-aggrandizing traitor to his own people. 

He stops – lets the crowd go on ahead – won’t 

even approach the holiness of the temple…standing far 

off, feeling unworthy to even look up, starts banging on 

his chest, and - I would suspect in a distractingly loud 

voice – begins crying: “God, be merciful to me…a sinner!”  

Simple. Honest. Enough. 

Gregory Peck – for you children in the crowd: a 

very famous actor back in the 40s and 50s – right after 

we got electricity and sliced bread – was standing in line 

once in a crowded Los Angeles restaurant with a friend, 

waiting for a table. They’d been waiting for some time – 

at sort of the back of the line - but everyone was dilly-

dallying: eating and talking… there hadn’t been much 

turnover. His friend became impatient, and said to Peck:  

"Why don't you tell the maître d' who you are?"  

And Peck responded with great wisdom. "No," 

he said, "if you have to tell them who you are… then you 

aren't." 

A college kid and his girlfriend who were invited 

to a professor’s house one day for lunch. When they got 

to the house, the professor took off his suit coat and 

invited the boy to do the same. But, the boy pulled him 

aside and whispered that he’d only ironed the cuffs and 

collar of his shirt: if he took off his jacket, his girlfriend 

would see what a slob he was.  

I ironed even less than that once or twice in 

college…maybe more…so, the story made me think 

about the Pharisee: he, too, had only ironed the ‘parts 

that showed:’ which was one of the major criticisms 

Jesus brought against the Pharisees: they were not 

always what they seemed to be. That’s why he often 

called them ‘hypocrites.’  

“The tax collector is opening himself”- even 

though he was very likely every bit as bad as his 

reputation made him out to be. The Pharisee – on the 

other hand - makes his prayer one huge sales pitch…even 

though he was no better than the tax collector. And, as 

C. S. Lewis once said, "A proud man is always looking 

down on things and people; and of course, as long as 

you’re looking down, you can't see anything that's above 

you." 

A 5th grade little girl came home from school so 

excited: she’d been voted "Prettiest Girl in the Class." 

The next day, the class voted her "Most Likely to 
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Succeed," and she was starting to feel her oats. The third 

day, she won “most popular," and claimed her throne at 

the top of the whole 5th grade World. But, toward the 

end of the week, that world had deflated. She’d won yet 

another vote. but, this time it was the "Most Stuck Up." 

Like the Pharisee this morning, she had an "I" problem: 

of both inflation and deflation - an inflated view of who 

he was, and a deflated view of who God was. 

It’s as Dorothy Sayers writes in her play, The Zeal 

of Thy House: she imagines a stonemason chiseling-out 

on an intricate carving for Canterbury Cathedral. But, he 

clumsily lets his tool slip and spoils the whole massive 

piece of stone. It’s a sad moment – until the architect 

takes the tool, and begins to enact forgiveness: 

redesigning out of that which is spoiled a new and 

different figure with its own unique part to play in the 

overall beauty of the Cathedral.  

"So it works with us," Sayers concludes: "the 

cunning craftsman, God -" who takes our bungled lives, 

our failed efforts, our missed marks, shameful deeds, and 

sinful lives and still makes something useful, worthy and 

wonderful: for “In Christ – and thru Christ, and – yes, 

because of Christ we are a new creation.” 

The Pharisee came with one eye on himself, one 

eye on his neighbor, and no eye on God. And, even 

though he showed up for worship, chose not to be a part 

of the community: he was "standing by himself." "All who 

exalt themselves will be humbled…" Jesus tells us. Even 

though – through the honesty of his prayer - the tax 

collector makes it clear that he wasn’t satisfied with 

himself…evidently God was.  

That’s the way the Cross makes it for us as well. 

Amen. 
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