HOMILY FOR THE THIRTIETH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR C

BE MERCIFUL TO ME A SINNER


In the gospel we see the two men at prayer.  Their pattern presents prayer as a declaration of self worth which begins with a confession of innocence and justice, in which the sense of worthiness leads to petition for God’s grace.  It is important here to note that these men believe in the same God, belong to the same Religion and worshipped in the same Temple.  But at the end of the worship, what do we see – one of them went home at peace with God but the other did not.  Why was one of them justified and the other not justified?  This brings us to how our actions affect our prayers.


The Pharisees were known for their meticulous observance of the law.  The Pharisee in the parable confirmed this when he said: “I am not like other people; thieves, rogues, adulterers, I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income”.  It is incredible why he was not justified after doing all this?  What was his sin?  His problem was the sin of self-righteousness.  Self-righteousness is a sin because it sees self-efforts as being responsible for salvation.  It is implicitly the denial of God’s grace for salvation.  And because self righteousness is a feeling that one is perfect, the self righteous does not admit his fault.  When he ever goes to Confession, he does one of these: says only the good things he does, confesses the sins of others, gives excuses for any sin he confesses or makes little of his sins by regarding each as venial sin.  Because it takes humility for one to say I am sorry, and the self righteous will not do so, he is proud.  So the Pharisee in the gospel was not justified because he was irresponsible and proud.  As Peter puts it,  “God opposes the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (1 Peter 5:5).  

On the other hand, the Publicans were hated by all because they collected taxes for the pagan Roman Empire and at times charged more than the emperor mandated them.  As such, the publicans were generally regarded as public sinners.  But standing before the presence of God in the temple, without innocence and justice, he saw his unworthiness, admitted it and confessed.  The secret of his forgiveness lies in the honest admission of his unworthiness and the willingness to change.  This is the kind of thing Zacchaeus did that made Jesus say to him: “Today salvation has come to this house” (Luke 19:10).  The Publican did not only admit his sin but confessed it.


Today the Church is telling us that if we want to receive God’s approval in prayer, we must be responsible children.  God is all knowing, and nothing about us is hidden before him.  And because he is All-perfect, his presence provokes a feeling of personal unworthiness in those who come to Him.  The house of God or Prayer environment reminds us of our incompleteness and need for confession and holy living.  When this does not happen we are living like the Pharisee; either dead in conscience or very self-righteous.  

Again, unlike the Pharisee, we are not to use our spiritual worth to castigate or look down on others.  Instead, we are to recognize how we all bear a common humanity.  It is of no use to measure how we are doing compared to others.  Our progress in spiritual matters should serve to inspire others and not condemn them.  We should be grateful when some one makes us see more the good God has placed within us, but their actions should not make us point accusing fingers at them as the Pharisee did to the Publican but to do all within our powers to help them grow in their relationship with God.  
One thing we must know is that each one of us is weak.  Accept it or not we are “cracked pots” and the cracks are easy to see if we take the time to look inside ourselves.  This is why no matter our strengths or weaknesses, we should try to be humble – an attitude that is rare nowadays.  But when we ever live it out, our honest admission of faults provokes God’s mercy and love, all of us then who sincerely repent and confess their sins absolutely receive God’s approval.

