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Jesus commented, “This tax man, not the other, went home made right with God. If you walk around with your nose in the air, you’re going to end up flat on your face, but if you’re content to be simply yourself, you will become more than yourself.” Luke 18:14
		One of the ways I ground myself with what really matters is going on my morning walks in the woods over at Scorton Creek with my dog. Young folks these days call it “touching grass” and I highly recommend it for all of us. If you can’t walk, go outside and watch from your car or put out a bird feeder to observe the birds of the air and ponder what more is going on in the world. As I walk and listen to the birds and the squirrels and love watching the leaves fall off the trees, the importance of this week’s parable hits home. We need to learn to be honest with ourselves. Just as the trees must let go of their leaves as the winter approaches, we too must let go of the stories we tell ourselves about how we are better than others or so much less important.  We need to find our own right size, a space that honors the true colors of who we are as a Cyndi Lauper song “True Colors” invites us to do this afternoon.
		Our parable tells the story of two men. One a tax collector and the other a Pharisee. I love how the writers over at the SALT project invite us as modern day Christians to turn away from using the word Pharisee as a description of a holy Jewish scholar and write ourselves into the story and translate the Pharisee into the Pastor.  With that translation, we write in our own tendencies to walk into our churches and think we are better than others because we have shown up to pray or worship. We will all be in trouble if we think that showing up once a week or demonstrating outward signs of our faith makes us better than others. If we boast about how we are better than others, this lessens us and it harms the one we compare ourselves to. 
		When the two men enter the temple, the one called a Pharisee posed and prayed like this: “Oh, God, I thank you that I am not like the other people—robbers, crooks, adulterers, or heaven forbid, like this tax man. I fast twice a week and tithe on all my income.” (Luke 18:11-12)
		While many of us do not fast or tithe anymore, a parallel to this in our time may include posting on social media for the sheer hope of being seen as more generous or morally pure without ever adding real effort to what we are doing. So many of us have courage behind the protection of a keyboard or phone and yet, we do not stand up with our feet and our bodies to support those causes we say we soundly support. 
		What are we encouraged to do today as we listen and learn from the Parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector is to see how both matters. Working hard to show your faith is good, it just doesn’t make you any better than anyone else. And what’s worse is if we think that what we do makes us better and the other less than. 
		The tax collector demonstrates a Jewish man living in first century Palestine who had to work with the Roman occupiers. Some of the tax collectors did line their own pockets by taking more than the Empire required, thus making them seem like sinners. And yet, when we read Luke’s Gospels, Jesus is always hanging out with the tax collectors.  They become stand-ins for the good guys. Jesus calls one of the tax collectors, Levi, to become one of the twelve disciples and tells stories of eating with tax collectors and sinners.  Often, Jesus describes the tax collectors as his friends. And next week, we will hear more about one of Jesus’ good friends, the tax collector Zaccheus.
		In this parable, we learn the history of the Jesus Prayer. In Luke 1:13, the tax collector prays the simplest prayer of confession asking for Jesus to come into his life. He prays, “God, give mercy. Forgive me, a sinner.” 
		This simple prayer, the Jesus Prayer, reminds us that we only must come before Jesus just as we are.  We are all sinners, and we are all saints. 
		Nadia Bolz-Weber reminds us how grace works here, “God’s grace is a gift that is freely given to us. We don’t earn a thing when it comes to God’s love, and we only try to live in response to the gift. No one is climbing the spiritual ladder. We don’t continually improve until we are so spiritual we no longer need God. We die and are made new, but that’s different from spiritual self-improvement. We are simultaneously sinner and saint, 100 percent of both, all the time.”[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Nadia Bolz-Weber, Pastrix: The Cranky, Beautiful Faith of a Sinner and a Saint.] 

		Neither man is perfect. Both failed and fell short. The tax collector has the humility to ask for help.
		I love how in Cyndi Lauper’s song “True Colors” she invokes the importance of sharing your true colors. She writes, 
“But I see your true colors
Shining through
I see your true colors
And that's why I love you
So don't be afraid to let them show
Your true colors
True colors are beautiful
Like a rainbow”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=lyrics+to+true+colors&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
] 


		When I read to the Family School, I return to the classic stories my children loved, and the story of Frog and Toad Together has a final chapter called the Dream that captures the essence of the message behind the parable of the Pharisee and the Tax Man. In the Dream, Toad was asleep and dreaming that he was on stage and he was very important. So important that a strange voice from far away said, “PRESENTING THE GREATEST TOAD IN ALL THE WORLD.” Toad took a bow and his friend Frog got smaller.  The piano playing continued and then he walked on a tight wire while his friend Frog got very, very small. Finally, he danced on stage and declared it wonderful. At this point, Frog became so small that he could not be seen or heard. Toad asks for Frog and then poses the question, “Frog, what have I done?” Finally, he stops with his grandiose thinking and cries out for his best friend Frog saying, “Come back, Frog, I will be lonely!” The dream ends and Frog replies, “I am right here.” Toad asks him, “And are you your own right size?” “Yes, I think so.” 
		Let us endeavor to be our own right size. Let us not think we are grander than others. Let us tell the truth to ourselves. Our existence doesn’t need to mean that others are smaller or we matter more. 
		Our challenge is to realize that we are both saints and sinner, every day. We need to ask God for some help so we can do the best we can to love others and love ourselves.  We are beautiful. Let us sing with the power of hope as we move from here out into the world. Amen. 
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