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Many of Jesus’ parables are shocking or have an unexpected twist to them like the unjust steward or the wage earners.  We have such a parable in today’s Gospel because the outcome probably startled many of the people of Jesus’ time.  Jesus had the ability to tell it like it is. He did not pussyfoot around as we sometimes do when are asked a question or are trying to get a point across.  Jesus used frank language to help people repent and this parable is as relevant today as it was in his time.

But, we can easily miss the power of this parable because it is so well known by many of us.  This parable helps us to examine our own Christian values.  What is brought out most graphically is how these two men understood themselves and are judged accordingly.  We reveal so much about ourselves as we speak.

Pharisees were rigorous in their religious practices and this man is a prime example of how rigid he was.  He considered himself a model of how to pray because he was standing, but then claims that he was not greedy, adulterous, or dishonest.  His piety is very evident because he exceeds the human requirement concerning fasting.  He fasts twice a week, when only one day was necessary, the Day of Atonement.  But did you notice all the “I’s,”—I fast, I am not greedy, I am not an adulterer?  His prayer centers around himself.  How much of our prayer centers around ourselves also, our problems, our plans, our projects?  Jesus said, “Where your treasure is, there is your heart”.  What do we think about most, or pray about most?  We become what we pretend to be, and that probably happened to the Pharisee.  Blaise Pascal believed that we live two lives, one that is true and the other according to other’s opinions or our own.  If that is true we don’t achieve our true and best selves.  The Pharisee also stood in judgment of the tax collector.  How often do we find ourselves judging others rather harshly, especially when we don’t have all the facts?

The author of The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, Steven Covey, related a life-changing event while riding the subway.  A man boarded the train with two sons.  He sat down but the children ran wildly around the car bothering all aboard.  Covey could hardly believe that the parent would do nothing while his children caused such a commotion.

Disgusted, Covey decided to approach the parent and tell him his kids were bothering a lot of the people and that he should do something about it.  As if waking from a dream, the man responded, “We just got back from the hospital where their mother died.  I don’t know how to handle it and I guess they don’t either.”  Covey sat down next to him, a changed man.

Covey’s world changed at that moment and never again would he look at rowdy kids the same, or at parents the same, or even at humanity in the same.

In contrast to the Pharisee tax collectors were despised because they were connected with Rome and cheated people by overcharging them.  Many were greedy and dishonest.  But the difference between the two men lies in the fact that the tax collector acknowledged his sin, but not the Pharisee.  His posture of standing at a distance would indicate his humility, whereas the Pharisee wanted to be noticed by all.  The tax collector’s whole demeanor is humble—not raising his eyes as the Pharisee did, but beating his breast, acknowledging himself as a sinner.  We know whose prayer was heard.  In asking for nothing the Pharisee received nothing.

How easy it is for anyone of us to become self-righteous, a sin Jesus disliked.  The self righteous are usually arrogant, parade their successes, distant themselves from others thinking they are better, make harsh judgments, never admit they make mistakes or need an eraser.  Maybe the worst part is that they don’t recognize these faults in themselves but only in others.

The self-righteous person also glories in what they have accomplished like the Pharisee did.  It takes much humility to acknowledge our sinfulness.  We, like the tax collector, need to ask for mercy from a loving God who is more than willing to forgive us and then asks us to forgive others.
What the author in the Book of Sirach points out is also shocking—that God knows no favorites, neither the privileged nor less privileged.  God’s concern is justice not favoritism.  But God does love the poor.  The author also makes it clear that God hears the cry of the poor like the widow, orphans, or other oppressed. Their pleading for help will not go unheeded as the psalmist also brings out.
So, on this World Mission Day we ask God to hear the cries of the afflicted and those suffering injustices.  We join with St. Paul the great missioner who suffered many injustices because everyone seemed to have abandoned him during his trials perhaps because they were afraid what might happen to them.  But amazingly Paul was not resentful as we might be if something similar happened to us.  He continued his mission pouring himself out like a libation and believed that “if God is for us, who can be against us?”  Do we believe this?
