
So, which one are you?  The much maligned Pharisee? Or, the humble tax collector?  With 
whom do you spontaneously connect? Such resonance is a good indicator for how God wants to 
engage us.  
 
So, let’s dig a little deeper…  Like us, the Pharisees were good, God-fearing people – generous, 
committed, devout.  This particular Pharisee has reason to express gratitude -- he’s got it good, 
better than the majority of other people.  He knows it.  He’s grateful.  Like us, he lives his faith; 
he gives back – tithing time, talent, treasure. 
 
What God is up to becomes more apparent when we dig as well into the character of the tax 
collector – the humble, honest, honorable tax collector.  Do you catch the irony – Honest? 
Honorable? …Tax-collector?  The oxymoron still packs a punch after 2000 years.   
 
It’s said that Rabbi Simcha Bunem carried two slips of paper, one in each pocket. On one he 
wrote: “For my sake the world was created!”  On the other: “I am but dust and ashes.” The Rabbi 
would take out either slip of paper as necessary, as a reminder for himself.   
 
Yes, we are imagio dei, created in the image of God, created for relationship, capable of great 
things.  Our faith also counsels, “Remember, you are dust and to dust you shall return.” And if 
we need any reminder, we don’t need to look too far to see just how ungodly, fractured, and 
capable of incivility we can become. 
 
So, “Which one are you, Pharisee or tax-collector?” -- good to ask at times.  However, this is 
NOT one of those times!  With the devout rabbi we recognize we are not one or the other -- we 
are BOTH!  Perhaps the more relevant question is: “WHO are we?” And even more: “WHOSE 
are we?”  TO WHOM DO WE BELONG? 
 
Look around…! We’re a little depleted on MEA weekend.  But to all who are visiting, Welcome!  
We’re really quite a friendly, likeable bunch.  Whether you’ve been here for 50 years or this is 
your first visit, you’re at home here. You belong! We’re an odd mix of saint and sinner -- so we 
pride ourselves in “open communion”.  Knowing who we are, we recognize ALL are welcome at 
the table Christ sets.  God wants all of us to be in communion. 
 
Today, the pairing of the Pharisee and tax-collector challenges us to go deeper, to discover and 
embrace this radical communion to which we are called.  Yes, open communion is great for 
making our Catholic or Methodist relatives feel welcome when they visit.  It’s may even assure 
“seekers” and the “unaffiliated” they will find spiritual companions among us. 
 
But what happens if we learn the person ahead of you will be cancelling out your vote?  Are we 
open, inviting?  Are we truly respectful of those who hold differing opinions  …even about the 



NRA? …or Planned Parenthood?  WHO are we then?  Around WHOSE TABLE are we 
gathering then? 
 
Remember the pairing of Pharisee and tax-collector .  Remember the rabbi’s wisdom.  Gospel 
truth, the truth of our lives -- mature faith -- is never a matter of either/or; right or wrong, yes or 
no!  In Christ, it is always BOTH/AND; always bigger, always more inclusive then we could 
ever muster on our own.  
 
Look around …who do you see?  Who are we?  We’re more homogenous than many of us would 
prefer. Yes, we’re mostly like-minded, but we are hardly clones.  We must never become a cozy 
enclave – comfortable and complacent has nothing to do with the One around whose Table we 
gather. 
 
Look around!  Who do you see?  We are Episcopalians – not to the exclusion of others but with 
and amid others. As Episcopalians we come with distinguishing gifts, a certain identity – not 
better, but needed; not to the exclusion of others, but for the benefit of others. Within Christ 
uniformity stifles, differences enhance!  All are welcome; everyone has something essential to 
share. 
 
Never in my recollection, rarely in our nation’s history, have we been so fractured as a people.  
As Episcopalians we are not set above or apart from any of this. But we do come with certain 
DNA that distinguishes us from others within the Body of Christ.   
 
At times it’s stressful, painful. Maybe even excruciating. But it’s not in our DNA to build walls – 
we prefer bridges!  We don’t shut out tough conversations – we initiate them.  That’s who we 
are!  We’re wired to see Both/And rather than Either/Or!  Pharisee and tax-collector are 
polarities within which we live.   
 
Are these not the precise gifts our nation desperately needs? – the gift of holding the tension, 
living in the gap, walking into chaos, embracing differences, taking on our collective 
brokenness?  This is the gift of our communion in Christ. 
 
When we come to this table, we come with our particularities and our peculiarities, our 
giftedness and our poverty.  In breaking bread together, in sharing one cup, we are changed, 
healed, reconciled, restored as one human family. 
 
Like proud Pharisees we thank God for our good fortune.  Like the awe-struck tax collector, we 
pray: “Lord, have mercy!”   
 



Our church has served this nation well.  The gifts we have been given are needed now as much 
as ever – provided we are faithful to WHO we are, WHOSE we are, and who we BECOME 
when we come here! 
 
AMEN! 
 
 
 
 
 
 


