
 

 

October 23, 2016 THIRTIETH SUNDAY October 23, 2016 

IN ORDINARY TIME 
 
 
 

 

God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, and entrusting to us the message of salvation. 
 

 

Today’s Gospel helps us to 
learn from the tax collector the 
secrets of worship and remind 
us that God is a compassionate 
Father, who is merciful to 
those who call upon his name.  

The Pharisee and the tax 
collector stand before God, 
each expressing his own truth. 
On one level, the Pharisee is 
totally correct in his self-
analysis. As a Pharisee, a 
person who strove to keep 
God’s Law in all totality, down 
to the smallest demand, he 
would indeed have gone the 
extra mile in his religious 
observance: fasting twice 
weekly, paying tithes on his income. The tax collector 
equally was telling the truth: he was indeed a sinner, 
who by his very profession had sold out his people and 
his religious heritage by collaborating with the hated 
Roman occupiers. He would have understood the 
Pharisee’s relief at not being like him, as Groucho Marx 
ounce famously said, “I would never want to join a club 
that would want me as a member.” The tax collector 
would share that sentiment.  

So where does the truth lie? On one level, the facts 
are not in dispute, as we have seen. But on a deeper 
level, our understanding of the truth of who we are as 
human beings is shown. The Pharisee’s relationship with 
God was about a series of rewards and punishments, a 
system of earning merit for keeping rules. But there is 
nothing at all in that about a genuine relationship with 
God, no compassion for his fellow human beings, no 
thought for anyone but himself, except by way of 
comparison to bolster his own sense of superiority. 
Certainly there is no sense of the giftedness of his life 
and no gratitude to God. His religion is almost a business 
enterprise, in which he has all the credit. The center of 
the Pharisee’s religion is his own ego, not God. Even 
though superficially he fulfills all the religious 
requirements of the law, at the deepest level, he fails to 
keep the first and most basic commandment: “You must 
worship the Lord your God and serve him alone.”  The 
tax collector on the other hand has grasped the 
fundamental truth; he is a sinner, standing in need of 
God’s mercy (a concept quite alien to the Pharisee). This 

is the truth about humanity: we 
cannot earn our way to 
heaven. In fact, on the 
contrary, we depend totally 
and utterly on God’s free gift of 
grace. God owes us nothing, 
yet gives us everything, and 
there is great freedom in 
accepting that.  

If we seek the truth, then 
we need to cultivate the virtue 
of humility as a liberating 
acknowledgement that we 
need the Lord and depend on 
his mercy. Paul, the greatest of 
the early Church’s missionaries, 
is always careful never to claim 
the credit for his success. He 

knows that everything comes from God: “The Lord stood 
by me and gave me power.” It is this acknowledgement 
of God, following the very first commandment, which 
liberates us to live in the freedom of being God’s 
children. The greatest self-deception is to think we can 
save ourselves, that we are the center of the universe. By 
facing the truth of our weakness and poverty, we make 
room for God in our lives. The word humble comes from 
the Latin humus - meaning earth or ground. When we 
acknowledge our dependence on God, we are not 
avoiding reality, retreating into escapism or basing our 
lives on some immature wishful thinking, as some claim. 
Rather, it is when we put our trust in God that we are in 
fact totally “grounded” and we are most in touch with 
reality. We “get real” when we let God be God in our 
lives. This is the truth which sets us free. Am I like the 
Pharisee? I sometimes feel I am. Please pray for me that I 
may be humble. 

 

 


