30th Sunday ordinary time(Cycle C. 2025).
The famous actor Gregory Peck was once standing in line with his friend, waiting for table in a crowded Los Angeles restaurant. They had been waiting for sometime, but the diners seemed to be taking their time eating and new tables weren’t opening up very fast. Peck's friend became impatient, and he said to Gregory Peck, “Why don’t you tell the receptionist who you are”?. Gregory Peck responded with great wisdom. “No, he said, if you have to tell them who you, then you aren’t”. That’s a lesson that the Pharisee in our Gospel Reading today apparently had never learned. His prayer, is largely an advertisement for himself. He is selling himself to God. He would have done better if he had Gregory Peck there to whisper in his ear that if he had reminded God who he was, then he wasn’t.
The tax collector, on the other hand, didn’t have to tell God who he was. He knew who he was and also knew that God knew who he was. His prayer is not an exercise in self-promotion, but a confession and plea for mercy. He is not telling himself, but opening himself. And Jesus says. “It is this man who went home justified”- which means to be declared right in the right relationship to God while the Pharisee, who is so certain of his own righteousness, is shown to be in the wrong relationship with God. He is not justified before the bar of God’s justice.
The First Reading from the Book of Sirach is a perfect companion to the Gospel parable. It says, “the prayer of the lowly pierces the clouds to reach the unseen throne of God”. Such prayers are heard because they come from the hearts of the people who know how much they need God. This is the point of today’s parable in the Gospel. The tax collector grasps this and says, “God merciful to me, a sinner”. Asking for forgiveness with trusting humility is the starting point for all prayer.
The unusual parable in today’s Gospel gives us a powerful punch reminding us to recognize the reality of sin and the need to honor God. Jesus told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and others with contempt. In order to get God’s attention, the Pharisee edited his track record. But God hears his pride, lack of mercy and judgment attitude. His blindness to his own sins is clear from his prayer, which is- a kind of self-congratulatory speech-a litany of all the good he had done exalting himself before God.  He compared himself not with the Holiness of God but with the emptiness of the tax collector. He looked around not within.  In fact, it is wise not to edit our lives and prayers before God. There is no reason to fake our prayers.
 Spiritual growth comes when we compare ourselves not to our neighbor but to Christ. We can always find people around compared to whom we are morally superior in some way; comparing ourselves to them we can end up self-satisfied, self-justified exalting ourselves. When we look at ourselves in the light of Christ and his readiness to forgive, then we see a different picture. Our conclusion that we are better than another person leads to a spiritual dead-end.
Hence we must evict the Pharisee and revive the publican in each one of us. There is a big dose of the Pharisee’s pride in us and only a small dose of the tax-collector's humility. Therefore, in today’s Gospel, Jesus invites us to make a pilgrimage from pride to humility. By practicing humility we become sensitive to the feelings of others, thereby becoming sensitive to God as well. And that’s the correct approach in our prayer life.
 In the evening of life, we will be judged not on whether we are better than others but on how much we resemble Jesus Christ.. God abandons those who believe they can exalt themselves, and exalts those who abandon themselves, if they abandon themselves to him. Saints were once sinners. We are sinners, called to be saints. Prayer is a conversation with God, not a presentation. Continue to pray with the knowledge that prayer is a mystery and constant prayer is a sign of the depth of our faith.
