UP FRONT  with Mary Hendricks

St. Patrick Church

October 28, 2007


Luke 18:9-14

The Pharisee in today’s Gospel is just about perfect—at least in his mind he is! No one can quite compare to him. It reminds me of a story I read on the internet about the man who always found fault with everyone, especially his wife. One morning, he gave her this breakfast order: “I want a glass of orange juice, a cup of coffee, bacon, toast, and two eggs, one fried, one scrambled.” She worked hard to prepare the meal exactly the way he specified and set it on the table before him, awaiting his approval. Instead, he looked at the meal and her with disgust. “Can’t you do anything right?” he yelled. “You scrambled the wrong egg!” 

Jesus, the only perfect person who ever lived, didn’t find anything wrong with what the Pharisee claimed to do—fasting twice a week, paying tithes, being faithful to his marriage, being honest, not greedy. Hey, those are really over an above the average person’s commitment! Fasting one day a week is tough, and how much do you tithe? Jesus would have been thrilled to have this guy as a disciple—his crew fell asleep when he asked them to pray with him! Where this guy went wrong was when he compared himself to the rest of humanity and “this tax collector.” That’s when Jesus knew his heart wasn’t “in” all his good deeds. He was doing them to make himself to feel better, not because he wanted to please God. Was his life dedicated to God or to his own personal accomplishments?

I have problems in this area. I constantly question my motivation, and the answer isn’t always the most pure reason. Sure, I want to serve God, but most of the time, I like to see my name up in lights at the top of the marquee. It’s hard for me to keep quiet when someone else is taking the credit for my idea—no, let me rephrase that—it’s nearly impossible for me to keep quiet! I may not say it then, but I’ll get around to mentioning it one way or another. Humility is my biggest lesson in this life so far. But, I’m not a fast learner in this area.

So, I’m right up there with the Pharisee, bragging to God and putting myself up on a pedestal, making sure he knows he can count on me. What I have to remember is that everything I do, everything I am, and everything I have is because of God’s grace, not my own efforts. I am nothing without God.

Sometimes, when I can’t sleep at night, I’ll say the tax collector’s prayer over and over, like a mantra, till it lulls me back to sleep: “O, Lord, Jesus Christ, Son of the Living God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” Maybe I should start saying it 24/7. 

