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Luke 18: 9-14  
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 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.”  
 

Emilie and I became friends the very day that we met. It was exactly one 

week before we began 8th grade. There was something special about her – a 

connection between us that I recognized soon after we met. We talked all afternoon 

and into the evening and by the end of the night we were finding that she knew 

what I was going to say even before I said it – and vice versa.   

 Emilie quickly became my best friend. We spent every waking minute 

together and because we lived less than a block away from one another that isn’t 

much of an exaggeration! We walked to school together in the morning and talked 

non-stop. We had four of our seven classes together that year in 8th grade. We sat 

together, with some other friends, at lunch each day. We walked home together 

and talked about everything that happened in the three hours of class that we 

hadn’t been together. Then, after school, we would get together just to sit and work 

on our homework at the same time.  When it was finished and we had eaten dinner 

(because, most often, our parents forced us to separate for dinner), we would 

gather together with all of the other kids in the neighborhood to play a game of 



   

capture the flag. Then, we’d go to bed – sometimes, after talking with one another 

on the phone – only to wake up the next morning and begin it all again. 

 By 9th grade, our teachers joked about us being “joined at the hip” like 

conjoined twins and we thought it was hilarious – especially considering that we 

were born exactly one week apart. We knew we had a special relationship and we 

nurtured that connection daily.   

 By 11th grade, many thought we might actually share a brain – and we didn’t 

argue with their logic! As a matter of fact, one of our teachers took extra 

“precautions” with us, so to speak. In Chemistry, the class had assigned seats – but 

Emilie’s last name began with an “H” and mine began with a “K,” so our seats were 

right next to one another in our rows.  By this time, we had been friends for over 

three years and we had shared so much time and so many experiences with one 

another. We had a lot of inside jokes and we could easily win any game of 

Pictionary or Charades if we were on the same team.  By this time in our 

friendship, we had also shared a lot of really difficult times, especially in her 

family life, and because of our connection, when one of us was in pain, the other 

hurt, too.   

 We were besties, so when our Chemistry teacher announced to the class that 

we would be having a test the following week, Emilie and I simply knew that we 

would study together – it was what we did. The day of the test we walked into class 

together, talking and laughing about what had happened during the previous hour. 

We sat down at our desks, Emilie to the left of me.  When the teacher stood to hand 

out our tests he first asked Emilie to get up and go to the back of the room to sit at 

his desk. We just looked at each other, shook our heads while smiling, and knew 

exactly why he was asking her to move. Some of the other students in class didn’t 

quite get it, and one asked, “Why can’t Emilie sit at her desk?!” Without pause he 

replied, “So they can’t see one another! You know just as well as I do that they can 



   

communicate without talking and for this test, they won’t have the privilege of 

making eye contact!” Everyone laughed at his joke and we took the test. Emilie and 

I received the same exact score, although, for the record, it was because we had 

different concepts wrong! The test score was just the start. In our graduating class 

of 430 students, we were the only two students who had tied for their position in 

the class ranking!   

Emilie and I had spent so much time together, had shared so many 

experiences with one another, had held so many conversations that we could, in 

what seemed to be a very real way, read each other’s minds.   

 We haven’t been able to spend much time together for a long time. We both 

went away to college and to grad school and now Emilie is in Scotland, with a 

successful career as a veterinarian. When we talk now, we can’t finish one 

another’s sentences – because we haven’t nurtured the same kind of relationship. 

But even to this day, I can hear a voice or a phrase, or see someone walk or sit or 

hold their head a certain way, and I sense her presence.   

 Now, I’d like to read today’s lectionary a second time, this time from the 

paraphrase of scripture called The Message because it chronicles this parable in a 

slightly different way.  

9-12 He told his next story to some who were complacently pleased with 

themselves over their moral performance and looked down their noses at the 

common people: “Two men went up to the Temple to pray, one a Pharisee, the 

other a tax man. The Pharisee posed and prayed like this: ‘Oh, God, I thank you 

that I am not like other people—robbers, crooks, adulterers, or, heaven forbid, like 

this tax man. I fast twice a week and tithe on all my income.’ 

13 “Meanwhile the tax man, slumped in the shadows, his face in his hands, not 

daring to look up, said, ‘God, give mercy. Forgive me, a sinner.’” 



   

14 Jesus commented, “This tax man, not the other, went home made right with God. 

If you walk around with your nose in the air, you’re going to end up flat on your 

face, but if you’re content to be simply yourself, you will become more than 

yourself.”  

 In the scripture reading for today, we hear of two men that made their way to 

the temple to pray. The first “posed” before he prayed. This man wanted to be seen. 

He posed and then he prayed a pretty flashy prayer, a prayer to impress the people 

around him. The point of his prayer isn’t to tell God about what’s going on his life, 

it’s to tell the people around him about the good things that he’s doing.   

 The second man, the scripture says, “slumped in the shadows, not daring to 

look up” as he prayed, “God, give mercy. Forgive me, a sinner.”  This man didn’t 

pose for the people to see, he hid in the shadows in a place that only God could see. 

And, he didn’t even say much. His prayer certainly wasn’t flashy, and it didn’t need 

to be, because God knew what he was saying even in the words that weren’t spoken 

aloud.   

 Have you ever had one of those conversations, where you knew what someone 

was going to say even before they said it? Have you ever gotten the message that a 

person was conveying without hearing all of the words because you knew the 

person well and could tell what they really meant from their tone of voice, or their 

body language, or what they weren’t saying?  Those are the kinds of things we can 

hear when we have spent time with someone and know them well.   

 We can have that kind of relationship with God, if we desire. Prayer is our 

conversation with God. The more we pray, the easier it becomes – just like talking 

with a person. The more we talk with God, the deeper our relationship with God 

becomes and the more we come to understand God. The more we give God the 

opportunity to be in conversation with us, the more God hears our words and hears 

beyond our words. As that relationship develops, we find that we can begin to hear 

God beyond words, too – through events, through other people, through books, 



   

through glimpses of ordinary things seen in new ways. The deeper our relationship 

with God, the easier it is for us to see and hear things around us that cause us to 

sense God’s presence.   

 Usually, when we meet someone for the first time we engage in “small” talk; 

talk that is “small” in importance; talk that doesn’t require much of ourselves to 

engage.  “Oh, what a beautiful day this is.” “Isn’t this conference nice?” “How was 

your lunch?” All questions that require only one or two words for an answer; 

questions that are safe because we don’t have to disclose much.   

 It’s when we move beyond the small talk with someone and really begin to 

converse that we begin to disclose more and more of ourselves and build a 

relationship. “So, tell me about your family.” “What has been the highlight of the 

day for you so far?” “What do you think about the things we heard in the meeting 

this morning?” These are the kinds of questions that require more sharing, more 

vulnerability, more trust, more of a relationship.   

 Sometimes, when we allow ourselves to converse with someone enough, we 

reach a point where the conversation changes and the questions become deeper, 

“Can you help me think through this difficult decision?” or “I can see you’re having 

a hard time, is there anything I can do to offer you support?” or even, “Will you 

pray with me?”  These questions require a relationship of trust and of knowing the 

other – and they go beyond words to actions and expressions.   

 The same is true with prayer. It’s possible to pray so infrequently or with so 

little trust that every prayer is like small talk with God where it seems as if we’re 

trying to impress God and we show little of our true selves.   

 If we continue to pray though, we can develop a relationship in which we are 

willing to trust God more and we build a relationship with God in which we can 

begin to glimpse a bit of the bigger picture of our lives and the world around us.   

 And sometimes, if we keep this relationship with God alive; if we nurture it 

well, we can reach a point where our conversation with God changes and we move 



   

beyond words to actions and expressions of trust and vulnerability. It’s like the 

scripture says, if we are content to be simply ourselves with God, we will become 

more than ourselves.   

 The tax man had a relationship with God that was deep. I picture his 

relationship much like I see the relationship that Emilie and I had when we were 

in high school. This man had prayed before. He had been in many conversations 

with God before. His prayer went beyond all the small talk and it went beyond 

words to actions and expressions of his trust in God. Only seven words were prayed 

– and not even seven flashy, million-dollar words.  “God, give mercy. Forgive me, a 

sinner.” And we are told that he went home made right in relationship with God.   

 It seems to me that’s what many of us come seeking each week – and it’s 

what so much of our world is needing – a community that is made right in 

relationship. So my prayer is that we will each continue the conversations we have 

begun – with God and with one another. And that we will start the conversation, if 

we haven’t already. Today’s scripture is a relief – it’s good news – because it’s clear 

that we don’t have worry about what we’re saying to God, or what words to use. 

They don’t need to be flashy – because, like a good friend, God can read our minds 

and our hearts and knows what we’re saying, even without our words. So talk with 

God about your life. Talk about your family. Talk about your church. Talk about 

your pastors. Talk to God about this world we live in. Talk about your dreams and 

your visions. Talk about the good stuff … and the not-so-great-stuff, too. And be 

willing to listen as the relationship deepens. “Be content to be simply yourself and 

you will become more than yourself.” Amen.   


