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Which more beautiful mystical experience can I wish for - the universe and I in silent harmony? What miracle
can be compared to this feeling? I, immensely small, a grain of sand, and at the same time immensely big,
drinking in the universe with my eyes?

Leonardo Boff said once that humility is the clear perception of who we are and where we stand; it is the right
measure of things. In order to be aware of who we are and where we stand we need to look intimately within
ourselves. We need to have introspective time when, in the calm of deep silence, we identify our questions,
we look at our fears, we inspect our motifs, we become aware of our needs, we say the truth to ourselves. The
problem is when our truth, fears, motifs, questions or needs are hidden at our subconscious levels and we are
not able to access them. Then we need help. Our help can come from a capable friend, a good therapist, and
definitely from God. Prayer can be a powerful way to access those emotions and memories that lay deep
inside us. It is in this situation that we encounter the two figures of the Gospel story this morning - praying.
And the two of them seem to be aware of their condition.

Professor David Lose (Luther Seminary St Paul in Minnesota) says that, "It's difficult to avoid interpreting the
parable in straightforward, even simplistic terms... Knowing that Pharisees are regularly cast in the gospels as
Jesus' opposition, we all too easily judge the Pharisee to be a self-righteous hypocrite and assume that the
moral of this story is to be humble. There is good reason for this straightforward interpretation... The
difficulty with such an interpretive tact, however, is that we might as well end up preaching, "Lord, we thank
you that we are not like other people: hypocrites, overly pious, self righteous, or even like that Pharisee. We
come to church each week, listen attentively to Scripture, and we have learned that we should always be
humble."

In order to avoid the kind of self-congratulatory reading of the parable that the parable itself would seem to
condemn, it may help to note that, in fact, everything the Pharisee says is true. He has set himself apart from
others by his faithful adherence to the law. He is, by the standards both Luke and Jesus seem to employ,
righteous (see Luke 15:7). So before we judge him too quickly, or identify others with him, we might reframe
his prayer slightly and wonder if we have uttered it ourselves."

Scholar R. Alan Culpepper understands that the parable is directed to "all believers, disciples and Pharisees.
They are all in danger of pride and self-righteousness. Especially verse 14 forbids the reader to apply the
parable to a single group. They have to picture the Pharisaic attitude in their own hearts." (as mentioned by
Luise Schottroff in The Parables of Jesus, p.10)

Have you recently prayed, "Lord, I thank you that I am not like other people..."? I am not like this person, I
am not like that personâ�¦

The problem with the Pharisee is that he trusts in himself. He secures his righteousness in his efforts to
accomplish the law.

The tax collector, on the other hand, knows that he possesses no means by which to claim righteousness. He is
aware of his condition; he recognizes the sins he has committed and he asks for God's mercy.

Like the tax collector, we are all in need of God's mercy. We are all completely dependent on the grace of
God. It reminds me of George. George, a faithful member of our community (over 40 years), is living at EMS
Eynard Fatio, an elderly people's home in La Gradele. George worked for many years at the Lutheran World
Federation and he was always known by his incredible good memory. Several people working at LWF did not
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need to consult the archives in order to get information about a given event, or a given document. George
knew almost everything. He is married to E.P who comes faithfully to the worship, every Sunday. Last year
George started loosing his memory and his health deteriorated to the point that he needed to be moved to the
hospital and afterwards to Eynard Fatio. For a while he was completely dependent on other people for
everything. In the last months his health has improved significantly and he is able now to go out for walks.
Although he can walk, he still depends completely on E.P., because he gets tired, and he might get lost. E.P.
visits him every day to take him for a walk. But this week she broke her foot and can't walk herself. We are
organizing a schedule with some people so George can continue walking. Some of us have been there this
week and I hope we will have other people volunteering. George's eyes shone when we entered his room. He
was ready to leave, but he could only leave because somebody was there. He depends on us these days.

God's mercy is like that. It is what takes us for a walk. It is what helps us to find strength when we are broken,
to heal when we are hurting, to encounter ourselves when are lost. God's mercy is what helps us to identify
our questions, to look at our fears, to inspect our motivations, to become aware of our needs, and to say the
truth to ourselves.

God's mercy is what makes the Pharisee and the tax collector to meet within us and look at each other and
recognize in each other a child of God.

God's mercy is what makes us aware of being a grain of sand and at the same time capable of drinking in the
universe with our eyes.
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