
TEXT:  Luke 18:9-14        October 27, 2019 

NOT THAT AGAIN! 

Over the past few decades Eugene Peterson was one of the most respected pastors in 
America.  He died a year ago this week, but his writings on pastoral ministry continue to be a 
real blessing to so many folks, especially those of us who ply the trade of ministry. 

Peterson grew up in Montana, and spent much time as a youngster working in his father 
Don’s butcher shop.  There under the guidance of his Dad he not only learned how to turn a 
side of beef into steaks and roasts, he also learned innumerable lessons about life itself. 

One of the folks who would come into the shop was the local pastor.  He wasn’t a regular, 
says Peterson, but when an out-of-town guest was coming to the church, the pastor would 
always show up.  He would corner Peterson’s father, and put his arm across his should.  
“Brother Don,” he’d say in his best preacher voice, “Brother Don, the Lord has laid it on my 
heart that [our guest] hasn’t eaten all that well lately and would be greatly blessed with one 
of your fine steaks.”  (The Pastor, 39) Peterson’s dad, being a generous soul, would always 
give the pastor not just one, but two steaks.  And no doubt only one of them would go to the 
guest.  The most outwardly pious man in town seemed more motivated by his appetite than 
his faith. 

Just down the street from the butcher shop was a brothel.  Not an unusual thing in those 
decades not so far removed in time from the days of the Wild Old West.  The women who 
worked there were scorned by the townsfolk--called whores and worse.  But when they came 
to Don’s butcher shop, they were always treated with respect.  They were not called names, 
but rather known by their Christian names:  Mary, Grace, Veronica.   At times they would 
place a phone order, and young Peterson served as delivery boy.  “When I brought the 
packages, they always knew my name, and treated me the way they had been treated in the 
butcher shop . . . .”  (Ibid) With dignity and respect.  

“Two men went up to the Temple to pray,” begins Jesus, as he tells a story to some men who 
held others in contempt.  Two men.  One of them a Pharisee, the other a tax collector.  The 
Pharisee was thought to be one of the very best of people.  He not only observes all the 
appropriate days and times of prayer and fasting, but then some.  He is scrupulous about 
keeping the law.  He is a pillar of the synagogue.  In a loud voice, so that not only God, but 
also anyone within earshot could hear, he offers up a prayer.  “O God,” he says in a voice 
dripping with false sincerity, “I thank you that I am not like other people:  thieves, rogues, 
adulteress!”  And then, as he turns his head to the side and notices the second man, he adds 
to his list.  “Heavens,” he says, “I’m not even like this tax collector.”  He practically spits out 
the words.  Then rising to his full height, he lists his own virtues.   “I fast twice a week; I give a 



tenth of all my income.”  (18:11b-12) I pay my dues and go to all the meetings of the 
Jerusalem Rotary Club.  And I always get a permit from the city when I do a home remodeling 
project! 

Tax collectors, on the other hand, were reviled in that day 

Unlike Veronica and Mary and Grace, the prostitutes in Montana, we don’t know the name of 
the other man, the tax collector.  It is, after all, just a story, just a parable.  But the thought of 
a tax collector would have been enough to raise the ire of Jesus’listeners. 

Rome cleverly appointed native folks to do their dirty work.  Athenians collected taxes from 
Athenians.  Ephesians from Ephesians.  And Jews from Jews.  But they didn’t just collect taxes 
due. Rome gave them tacit approval to wring as much out of the locals as they could.  And so 
long as Rome got their cut, the tax collectors could keep the balance. 

  And as the tax collector stands there in the Temple, he too prays.  He doesn’t even look up, 
and he beats his chest in a sign of contrition.  “God,” he cries out in despair, “be merciful to 
me, a sinner!”  (18:13b) 

No doubt his listeners would have snorted in disgust.  He’s a tax collector.  How can God have 
mercy on him?In their eyes the favored one of God is the Pharisee!  ButJesus does what he 
always seems to be doing in the book of Luke--he turns things upside down!   

“I tell you,” says Jesus, indicating the tax collector, “this man went down to his home justified 
rather than the other!”  What did he say?  The tax collector?  Not the Pharisee?  “Yes,” says 
Jesus, “The tax collector.  Because all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who 
humble themselves will be exalted.” (18:14) 

They shouldn’t be surprised.  It’s a recurring theme for Jesus.  The first shall be last, and the 
last first.  All that stuff.  Again, and again, in so many ways, Jesus insists that being accepted 
by God isn’t about your status or your wealth or even your level of piety.  Just because you’re 
the local pastor, doesn’t mean you’re automatically first or best.  Just because you are a pillar 
of the church, doesn’t mean you are favored by God.  No, while things like fasting and prayer 
and giving generously to work of the church aren’t bad things--in fact, they can be very, very 
good things--what counts even more is your willingness to be honest about who and what 
you are.  What counts even more is how you treat those around you, and how you think 
about them.  Do you dismiss them as whores and tax collectors, in a manner of speaking, or 
do you know them by name? 

Thomas Merton may have been the most famous monk in the world during his lifetime.  He 
wrote any number of well-received and profoundly impactful books.  He was a much sought-



after speaker.  But he was a Trappist monk, living a supposedly simple and often silent life.  
He struggled at times with the challenge he faced when it came to pridefulness.  He could be 
stubborn and rebellious, even at times seemingly full of himself.  Yet, like the tax collector, he 
recognized his own failures.   

In one of his books, No Man Is an Island, he offers up a very helpful way to think about pride 
and humility.  No doubt it reflects his own struggles.  “Humility,” he writes, “teaches us to 
take ourselves as we are, instead of pretending  . . . that we are something better than we 
are. . . . Humility add much to our human dignity by integrating us in the society of other men 
[and women] and placing us in right relation to them and to God.  Pride makes us artificial, 
and humility makes us real.”  (No Man Is an Island) 

Pride makes us artificial.  Humility makes us real. 

Truly humble people acknowledge both their weaknesses and failures, as well as their 
successes and strengths.  Humble people are honest in their self-assessment.  They do not 
puff themselves up, nor do they minimize their own abilities.  They don’t get caught up in 
boastfulness, nor do they constantly berate themselves.  Pride makes us artificial, but so does 
self-denigration.  Humility, honesty about one’s self and one’s place in the world, makes us 
real. 

Throughout his career as a pastor, Eugene Peterson also often served in a professorial role.  
For a period of time he served as adjunct faculty at St. Mary’s Seminary in Baltimore.  One 
semester he taught a course called “A Theology of Ministry in the Workplace”.  Each of the 
students, most of whom were working adults, were required to write a paper and present it 
to the class, examining the ways in which they were able to minister to the needs of others in 
their workplace.   

One of the members of the class was a nun who taught fifth grade at a parochial school in the 
area.  She suffered from a poor self-appraisal.  One would think such a workplace would lend 
itself to ministry, but Josephine didn’t see it that way.  She only took the course because she 
had to fulfill a continuing education requirement.  She was sullen and quiet, and almost never 
spoke in class.  Each week students would offer up their papers, but Josephine held back.  But 
their examples apparently caused her to reassess her own life and work. 

On the very last night of class she finally stood to speak.  She had identified as her work a 
nursing home where once a week she ran a bingo game for the residents.  “As she read her 
paper,” writes Peterson, “we were brought into a semester of Saturdays in which she 
reverently and lovingly served [as] Christ to those old men and women. . . . We were 
astonished.  Timid Josephine!”  Self-effacing Josephine!  (The Pastor, 269).She spoke of how 



she had come to think of bingochips as being like communion wafers and how “bingo cards 
were the same shape as Mass cards used at worship.”  (Ibid) 

She described covering up an old man who was naked, as if he were Jesus coming off the 
cross.  Wiping the spit off an old woman’s face, like Veronica wiping the sweat off of Jesus as 
he made his way to Golgotha 

Lowly, frumpy, disgruntled Josephine took that class of listeners to church, even as she did 
the same with her bingo playing elderly charges on Saturdays. 

She exalted the lowly residents, and she in turn was exalted.  She became an example of true 
humility.  Neither boastful, nor self-abasing.  Just honest. 

And that is as real as it gets.   

So how about you?  Are you being honest about yourself?  Are you being humble?  Are you 
being real? 

Amen 

John H. Danner 

 


