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Thirtieth Sunday in Ordinary Time 

Reading I: Sirach 35:12-14, 16-18 
Reading II: 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18 
Gospel:  Luke 18:9-14 
 

In today’s Gospel parable, Jesus our Lord, in his goodness and his wisdom grants us insight into several of the 

most important aspects of the spiritual life. His words provide yet another directional sign to guide us along 

our road to eternal life. Using the posture, actions and prayers of two men, he shows us the necessity of 

humble, committed “relationship” in our journey home to our heavenly Father. 

These two men, one a Pharisee and one a tax collector come from very different parts of society. The one is an 

esteemed, seemingly virtuous, leader of the people. The other is a hated pawn of that society’s Roman 

occupiers – one who, in some peoples’ eyes, wouldn’t have a clue about a life of Godly virtue.  

Our story today, however, is not so much about good guys versus bad guys. Or about outwardly appearing 

upright and virtuous deeds versus human actions that are less so. Rather, our Lord invites us to place judgment 

aside and dive deeper below the surface of mere human observations. He wants us to see the short, simple 

prayers of these men as revealing what’s important to him – the movements of their hearts.  

The words and behavior of the Pharisee and the tax collector reveal a great deal about where they are in 

relationship with themselves, with others and ultimately with God. Their prayers and actions give us clues as to 

how we are to best respond and commit to the ultimate relationship that God himself desires with us. 

Now in our imaginations, let’s take a moment and journey back in time, and place ourselves in the scene in 

today’s parable – in the temple – in the townsfolk’s central place of worship. Perhaps it’s a hot, dry day. There 

may be many people crowded together there placing their needs before their God. In this scene we see: 

 That the Pharisee “took up his position” in this sacred space seemingly looking down upon God and 

those around him as he spoke a self-indulgent prayer to himself:  

o “O God, I thank you that I am not like the rest of humanity – greedy, dishonest, adulterous – or 

even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and I pay tithes on my whole income.” 

 At the same time, we see the tax collector “standing off at a distance not even raising his eyes to 

heaven.” Bowing deeply before God, he “beat his breast” as a sign of repentance. He recognizes his 

sinfulness as he cries out: 

o “O God, be merciful to me a sinner.” 
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And now, as we with our Lord gaze upon this scene today, Jesus makes it clear that the words and actions 

rushing up from the hearts of these men caused them to return home via different paths. We hear that one 

traveled home being exalted – justified in God’s eyes while the other traveled without the grace of 

justification. Why the different paths? 

The tax collector, Jesus tells us, gets things right. Yes, his life to this point may have been a “train wreck” of 

unvirtuous deeds. Yet he comes to the temple that day looking forward in faith. He comes humbling himself 

before God and is thus exalted. 

The tax collector’s relative posture of his humble heart with his creator – bowed low in an act of respect, 

supplication and repentance – allows him to go home “justified.” The humility of his heart reflects the right 

relationship that a creature must be in with his or her creator. The tax collector: 

 Recognizes that his creator is rightly greater than he is – the mere creature. He accepts and welcomes 

this relative position as being something very good.  

 The heart of the despised publican knows that human achievements, even good ones like those of the 

Pharisee, cannot be used to earn a true, loving relationship with God.  

 The broken, sinful man in today’s parable understands his radical dependence on God’s mercy. He 

bows low so that a proper relationship with God can be nurtured and formed. The humble heart of this 

sinful man recognizes that only by bowing low can it be empty enough to let our loving God’s mercy 

flood in.   

But beyond the humility of the tax collector, what else led him to be rewarded by the exalted path of 

justification that day? What else does his heart and soul reveal to us about our call to an ultimate relationship 

with God?  

 The tax collector understood that as humans we are created for relationship. God created us to have a 

personal relationship with him, now and forever. St. John tells us “See what love the Father has given 

us, that we should be called children of God; and that is what we are.” In spite of the peoples’ hatred 

toward him, the tax collector knew the love that his father God had for him. In our inmost being, do 

we understand that, as his children, we too are created for a deep, personal, intimate relationship with 

our Father God? 

 The tax collector in today’s story recognized, too, that relationships can be broken. Like human lovers, 

arms do not always embrace lovingly and lips do not always kiss. Sin, in what we do and what we fail to 

do, severs relationships and separates us. But the good news about sin is that it provides context for us 
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to experience relationally the ultimate “Good News” that is Jesus Christ. In his prayer, the tax collector 

admitted to his heavenly Father his sinfulness and his need for mercy. Do we? 

 The prayer, actions and posture of the tax collector that day in the temple reflected his understanding 

that true relationships are built upon choosing to commit and sacrifice one’s heart to another person. 

This despised man risked public humiliation by his presence amongst the people in the temple. But he 

realized that with his God-given free will, he had to choose to commit wholeheartedly and with 

humility to relate to himself, others and ultimately to God in raw, honest, open and very personal 

ways. Have we, no matter the risk of potential loss or sacrifice made that choice? To commit, humbly 

and wholeheartedly, to the intimate, personal relationship – the ultimate relationship – that God so 

desires with us? If not, Jesus asks, why not make that choice now? 

Let’s pray.  

Father, I believe that you know me and love me. I have not always chosen to love you, and have broken my 

relationship with you through my sins. Thank you for sending your son Jesus who proved on the cross your 

love for me. Lord Jesus, I open the door of my heart and I invite you to be at the center of my life – to be my 

Savior and my Lord. Direct me by your Holy Spirit and help me to live the Gospel with my whole life. Do I hear 

an “amen?” 


