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9He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt: 10“Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. 11The Pharisee, standing by himself, was praying thus, ‘God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. 12I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.’ 13But the tax collector, standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’ 14I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.” 

Here’s the thing: the water pipe in my bathroom burst this week. This means, among other things, that my kids and I can't bathe at home – and also that the kitchen is out of commission, and that its ceiling is now in the process of being torn apart and the pipes up behind and underneath it exposed and sawn apart and – hopefully – rejoined again.  Thanks be to God I know a generous and intelligent plumber.  But even so this all feels a little unsettling.  It feels a LOT unsettling in fact, even a little scary if I'm going to be honest about it.  Somehow, all this physical disruption makes my family's reasonably stable sense of well being feel almost unbearably precarious to me. Our house in a shambles.  We cannot bathe or cook there.  It is tough to do homework because everything feels so chaotic. The cats are wigging out. The tortoise had to be moved upstairs so he wouldn't choke on the dust, and on and on it goes until some strange leap of logic makes me start to feel that I am somehow intrinsically to blame, that it is some flaw or failing in me that is causing, or at least allowing, such chaos to descend on our family, and that because of this the story isn’t likely to end well.

 I wonder if you recognize this pattern of thinking at all?  One thing goes wrong -- a big thing, or a medium sized thing, maybe, like a burst water pipe -- and a steep and downward plunging  narrative takes over which rapidly concludes that you're a failure, and that you always have been and – well, what else did you expect?  
I think many of us do. In fact I think it’s something most of us share to one degree or another – an assumption I’m making in part because I saw it again so clearly just last night.  A friend and I were picking up kids from a soccer practice which ended half an hour earlier than expected. Things were sort of chaotic and there were very few adults around and  none of the kids on the team --  not one -- knew just who exactly was supposed to be picking them up. 
"Is your mother coming for you?" my friend asked one boy, attempting to sort things out. 
"Yeah -- or someone else. I  don't know," he replied. 
"Is your Dad coming for you?" she asked another. 
"I dunno," he replied. "Maybe."  And that was when it happened. To my total surprise this friend of mine, a phenomenally together woman -- a woman whose bathroom most definitely works and whose kitchen was most certainly not just then bathed in dust, and grit, and chunks of water soaked plaster, turned to me with a peculiarly familiar expression on her face – an expression of panic and almost crushing self doubt and said: "What are we all doing here? Not one of them knows if we’ll be here to get them or not! We are so completely all over the place!"  

She felt really terrible at that moment I could see, shattered almost.  But because it was her moment of crisis and not mine, I could see also that her feeling of failure was entirely misplaced. It was true that the kids had no clue who would be picking them up.  But it was clear too that they had no need to know, because they knew that someone – their parent or their friends’ parent - would be there to get them, and that they would then clamber into a more or less familiar car, and be dropped off at their various homes, and maybe or maybe not do homework, and then finally clamber into bed in order to be able to wake up the next day and start all over again.  They felt safe.  They were safe.  They are, fundamentally, a pretty well looked after group.   

I tried explaining all this to my friend, but she couldn’t hear it, I could see.  Still, if her sense of failure or unworthiness was entirely misplaced, I remember thinking, then maybe mine was also! Maybe that voice inside me that had been insisting the disaster at our house was somehow my fault was wrong! Maybe we’d be OK after all. Maybe we were already ok! 
It's true of course that there are many, many times when both my friend and I behave in ways we wish we didn't;  when we are cruel, or selfish, or corrupt, or distanced perhaps to the point of being violent – we are none of us perfect.  But it is also true, I think, that we make ourselves feel like tax collectors more often than we actually need.  Do you know what I mean?  It’s almost as if we give too much credance to that voice in us, that voice which comes from some supposedly perfect and  pristine place, and which concludes over and over again that our efforts to do well are futile because we are somehow doomed to fail.  It has real power, this voice, because, like the Pharisee in our gospel story today, it presents itself as the voice of an ideal achieved, a state of success so total that, simply by its existence, its cool certainty, the rest of us are kept hunched over in shame.
 But is this right in fact?  Does the voice of certain and self acknowledged purity have any legitimate power to comment or deride or mock the rest of our attempts to become whole, however messy those attempts might be?  At first glance it seems so.  The Pharisees were famous in their day for their integrity. They were the kinds of religious people who actually took their beliefs seriously and who worked hard to express them through everything that they did.  And because people then were as starved for real examples of the religious life as they are today, they became the go-to people for questions having to do with God and the meaning of life -- and their movement flourished.  Just the presence of the Pharisee in the temple that day would have been enough, then, to remind the tax collector of the depth of his own life-muddle: The Pharisee was pure, while he was not; the Pharisee was in control, while he was not; the Pharisee was righteous, perhaps even holy, while he most definitely was not -- and so he hid his head in shame and beat his breast. 
But Holiness, being whole, is very different from being holier than thou. And while the Pharisee has all the trappings of holiness – he has, in the end, none of its substance. Because of course the truth is that if the Pharisee was truly secure in his relations with God – if he was really aware of being whole and beautiful and well loved – he would have reached out to the tax collector in love and compassion.  Just the way Jesus did a few short verses after this story ends, when he himself encounters a real live tax collector along the way.  
The tax collector in this instance was named Zacchaeus.  You might remember him, he was the one who climbed up a tree to catch a glimpse of Jesus as he walked past.  And in direct contrast to the Pharisee in his story, Jesus does not distance himself from him but instead embraces him and tells him to ready his house because he plans to move in that very night.  Zacchaeus is filled to over-brimming with joy at this news, of course, and in fact is entirely redeemed as a result. But those around him are furious! Not some of them – but everyone “began to grumble” the text says, at which point Jesus responds simply by saying this:  "The Son of Man has come to seek out and to save the lost." 

“The Son of Man has come to seek out and save the lost.”  Is this what your inner voice of supposed holiness tells you when you’re feeling broken down and muddled up and just not up to the task you have set for yourself?  When your pipes explode into cascades of water, or your parenting style seems lacking, or your work seems more than you can ever possibly manage, or your love life is a wreck, or you fall off the wagon, or you fail in whatever way feels particularly painful for you, does your inner holy person beckon you out from whatever hiding place you’ve found for yourself and tell you how completely, how utterly you are loved just as you are right there in the midst of all that mess?  

If not, do yourself a favor. Don’t listen to it.  Know that the voice that condemns is not the voice of holiness at all but of a brokenness so deep it isn’t yet visible.   
What Jesus makes clear here is what he’s always trying to make clear: that God in God's mercy comes rushing to us and gently gathers us up and holds us every time we fall.  Every time.  In fact, the moment we let go of the high bar of perfection and come crashing down to the ground – which is to say the moment we sort of crumple up inside and feel that we can’t, we just can't be worthy of anything, let alone love – that is the moment we are most open to being loved beyond reason and beyond compare. It is the moment, in other words, in which we are healed. Even if it happens so gently we can’t feel it at the time. There is nothing --  not one word -- in the parable Jesus tells today that suggest the tax collector was aware of God's love for him during his moment of anguish in the Temple that day.  But it is true nonetheless.  In his brokenness he was made whole – just like the pipes in my house it turns out.  
I spoke with the plumber late last night and discovered that the crack in the pipes he’d found at first was merely a symptom of a greater failing in the system up above.  The flood, while catastrophic feeling to me, was nothing in comparison to what would have happened if the water main which fed it had been breached.  The voice inside me that had insisted brokenness is sinful was wrong.  Brokenness lets in light.  Brokenness lets in healing.   And while it does, often, make a terrible mess in the process, it also leads to new life.  Which is the point after all. 

                                                                                                                        --- AMEN
