
St. Paul’s
United Methodist Church

5501 Main Street
Houston, Texas 77004-6917

713-528-0527
www.stpaulshouston.org

Degrees of Justification
by 

Rev. Karyn Richards-Kuan
October 23, 2016

Twenty-third Sunday after Pentecost
9:45 a.m. 



Degrees of Justification • October 23, 2016 • Rev. Karyn Richards-Kuan • Page 1

Texts: Joel 2:23-32 • Psalm 65 • 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18 • Luke 18:9-14

Joel 2:23-32
O children of Zion, be glad and rejoice in the Lord your God; for he has given 

the early rain for your vindication, he has poured down for you abundant rain, the 
early and the later rain, as before. The threshing floors shall be full of grain, the 
vats shall overflow with wine and oil. I will repay you for the years that the swarm-
ing locust has eaten, the hopper, the destroyer, and the cutter, my great army, 
which I sent against you. You shall eat in plenty and be satisfied, and praise the 
name of the Lord your God, who has dealt wondrously with you. And my people 
shall never again be put to shame. You shall know that I am in the midst of Israel, 
and that I, the Lord, am your God and there is no other. And my people shall never 
again be put to shame.

Then afterward I will pour out my spirit on all flesh; your sons and your 
daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, and your young men 
shall see visions. Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will pour out 
my spirit. I will show portents in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and 
columns of smoke. The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood, 
before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes. Then everyone who calls on 
the name of the Lord shall be saved; for in Mount Zion and in Jerusalem there 
shall be those who escape, as the Lord has said, and among the survivors shall be 
those whom the Lord calls.

Psalm 65
Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion; and to you shall vows be performed,
O you who answer prayer! To you all flesh shall come.
When deeds of iniquity overwhelm us, you forgive our transgressions.
Happy are those whom you choose and bring near to live in your courts. We 

shall be satisfied with the goodness of your house, your holy temple.
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By awesome deeds you answer us with deliverance, O God of our salvation; 
you are the hope of all the ends of the earth and of the farthest seas.

By your strength you established the mountains; you are girded with might.
You silence the roaring of the seas, the roaring of their waves, the tumult of 

the peoples.
Those who live at earth’s farthest bounds are awed by your signs; you make 

the gateways of the morning and the evening shout for joy.
You visit the earth and water it, you greatly enrich it; the river of God is full 

of water; you provide the people with grain, for so you have prepared it.
You water its furrows abundantly, settling its ridges, softening it with show-

ers, and blessing its growth.
You crown the year with your bounty; your wagon tracks overflow with rich-

ness.
The pastures of the wilderness overflow, the hills gird themselves with joy,
the meadows clothe themselves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves 

with grain, they shout and sing together for joy.

2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18
As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation, and the time of my 

departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have 
kept the faith. From now on there is reserved for me the crown of righteousness, 
which the Lord, the righteous judge, will give me on that day, and not only to me 
but also to all who have longed for his appearing.

At my first defense no one came to my support, but all deserted me. May it 
not be counted against them! But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so 
that through me the message might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might 
hear it. So I was rescued from the lion’s mouth. The Lord will rescue me from ev-
ery evil attack and save me for his heavenly kingdom. To him be the glory forever 
and ever. Amen.



Degrees of Justification • October 23, 2016 • Rev. Karyn Richards-Kuan • Page 3

Luke 18:9-14
He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they 

were righteous and regarded others with contempt: “Two men went up to the 
temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee, stand-
ing 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. I fast twice a week; I give 
a tenth of all my income.’ But 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!’ I 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 them-
selves will be exalted.”

You might be tired of hearing us at the chancel talk about how we seem to 
struggle with the scripture that is set before us every week, but my friends we are 
still in Luke and so the struggle goes on. Today’s parable is presented with the Phar-
isee and the Tax Collector, two well-worn tropes of the Christian tradition. At sur-
face reading our take away is, don’t be like the arrogant Pharisee, be like the humble 
tax collector. And at the moment of that surface reading, Admiral Ackbar’s golden 
line from Return of the Jedi immediately comes to mind, “IT’S A TRAP.” If we are 
not careful, we can sort of mindlessly absorb the parable and come time for prayer 
at the rail after communion, I might say, “God, I thank you that I am not like other 
people: arrogant, self-righteous, or even like the Pharisee. I am the kind of Chris-
tian you want me to be. I know that I am a sinner, I admit my faults in my sermons, 
and I lead from a place of vulnerability. I’m so humble, it’s great.” 

You see, the struggle is real here because the Gospel of Luke is a subver-
sive text with carefully placed layers and layers of meaning that are often centered 
around power dynamics and the love of God that transcends our notions of 
power and order in the world. 

The tax collector is portrayed as the one who is justified by God, but we have 
to remember who the tax collector is. We often lump this character in with the 
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other motley crew of outcasts that Jesus likes to hang out with and make positive 
examples out of. But the tax collectors are an interesting addition because in many 
ways they are not on the underside of power and instead represent the oppressor. 
These collectors were not like your standard employee of the IRS who work to up-
hold the requirements of the law — no more, and certainly no less. These collectors 
were part of a group that would purchase collection contracts from the Roman gov-
ernment with the obligation of giving the empire their due. 

Just before Jesus’s time, the collectors held a huge amount of power and 
wealth, often colluding with the wealthy to pass incredible taxation to the poor, ex-
ploiting the areas they were assigned to. Even though they were not the entire ma-
chine, at the time of collection they were the most visible to the people and there-
fore the most despised. They lost a lot of this power throughout the life of Jesus and 
tended to be given more minor contracts of collection, which included the area of 
Judea. But the history of their exploitation and the continuing reality of them using 
the name and power of Rome to collect taxes far and above what the law of the 
government required is what stuck with the people. Given that history, they were 
outcasts among their own. And so in the temple this tax collector, someone who 
uses the power of the empire to exploit their own people, says “have mercy on me, a 
sinner.” 

And then we have the Pharisee, who is known as a pious, righteous person 
with an intense focus on the observance of the law of God. As a group, the Phari-
sees used to be more politically oriented and were supported by the government 
just as the tax collectors were. But in the time of the parable they were much more 
focused on inner religiosity. They worked to extend the holiness of the Temple to 
the ordinary Jewish person’s house, which went a long way in helping the tradi-
tion to survive after the destruction of the Temple. Pharisees were purists in a way, 
but also just really loved legal debate and keeping alive the tradition and mediation 
and study of the law so that they might continually make the connection between 
the law of the Torah and the changing world. They led and shaped the community 
in what can be seen as a positive way. And so in the temple this Pharisee, someone 
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whose whole life is focused on following Mosaic Law, says “God, I thank you that 
I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like a tax collector. I 
fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income.” 

The power dynamic here is unlike what we normally expect from a parable, 
and not what we read in the Sermon on the Mount. Yes, the Pharisee represents the 
religious leadership, but the tax collector represents the empire. And yet, the tax 
collector is the one who is justified. This is another layer beyond “the last shall be 
first and the first shall be last,” more than just God’s preferential option for the so-
cial outcast instead of the one who is socially accepted. 

In some areas of the Gospel where it is not as explicitly laid out as it is here, 
it seems like folks who have it together from the societal standpoint are kind of 
screwed in the Kingdom of God. Even though the Pharisee is portrayed as the nega-
tive example, I think it’s okay to celebrate with him in his accomplishments and 
discipline. It’s a really big deal to have a spiritual discipline that works for you like 
fasting twice a week. It is also difficult to give a tenth of your income, though this is 
significantly easier with automatic debit. If I saw these qualities in someone in the 
congregation, as a pastor I would interpret that as someone who is really trying to 
put their faith into tangible actions to positively form themselves and their commu-
nity. Like the Pharisee, I would give thanks to God for the grace of their journey of 
discipleship. I am also glad that I am not like the tax collector- I would much rather 
be like the Pharisee. 

However this text makes it clear that the piece Jesus is challenging is not 
the nature of each of these people, but the nature of each of their prayers. The text 
makes this known through the set up of the parable, which says that Jesus told this 
story to “some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, and regarded 
others with contempt.” They trusted in themselves that they were righteous. It must 
be really nice to be that Pharisee, to be so confident in their righteousness, so con-
fident in their faith to be praying to God like they are.  But their trust, their confi-
dence, their assurance in their position in this world is deeply misplaced. It is easy 
to misplace this trust because these things that they are celebrating are good things. 
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But no amount of good we do or good we are can amount to or replace the love and 
mercy of God that gives us life. 

In our world today there are plenty of characteristics that we place our trust 
in, our value, our worth. A few weeks ago I was serving at the 8:30 service with Matt 
Russell, Bill Gandin, and Bill Kerley, if you’ll picture that with me. I was here on the 
left side of the chancel facing the rest of the group and at one point during the sing-
ing of the Psalm I looked up and noticed something that they each had in common, 
and as I looked at myself it was clear that I did not fit. It was such a striking visual 
for me: each one of these good folks has doctoral sleeves. Those fancy Genevan 
Gowns with the three velvet stripes on each arm that indicate that the person wear-
ing the robe has a Ph.d. or something like a doctor of ministry. 

Now when I started seminary, I swore that that was the end of academia for 
me, and I would be content to catch up on scholarly work on my own without try-
ing to cram even more into a life that seems to make itself too full whether I want 
it to be or not. But as I sat, the only person out of four sitting up here without those 
nice sleeves, and most of all having experienced the wisdom and fruitful ministry 
of those at the chancel with me with their fancy sleeves, I started thinking about an 
interest in getting a doctor of ministry. It would probably be really fun, I told my-
self. And it would probably really help my ministry. Maybe if I get that extra degree 
I will be a better pastor. Maybe I would be more confident in the prayers that I offer 
on behalf of our community. Maybe I would have a more robust faith. I would cer-
tainly be more theologically equipped and would probably be a more proficient and 
polished preacher. Maybe it would make me a better disciple. 

And maybe I would be all of those things, but this is exactly the kind of 
thinking that gets the Pharisee a spotlight in our parable. Extra academic degrees, 
giving one tenth of your income, engaging in regular spiritual discipline, these can 
all be very good things for oneself and one’s community, but none of them are what 
make you whole. 

Education is a hot topic in our country and when we talk about the develop-
ment of the world. Education is a key component of self-sufficiency: as a person, as 
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a community, as a nation. Education has the ability to correct inequality and stifle 
injustice. It is important, necessary, and good for the world that we live in. But it is 
not what makes us whole. 

When we talk about how much someone is “worth” in the professional world, 
it can often be related to the relevant education they have in the field in question, 
often defined by that final degree. For better or for worse, someone’s financial and 
social worth can be painfully tied to education. No matter what their word or ac-
tion, we have the inclination to trust those with degrees from respected institutions, 
and to have less trust of those who aren’t backed by the institution. Our protestant 
spirituality gleans heavily from academic work. Our estimation of ourselves and our 
respect of others is tied to education. My husband and I struggle with the fact that 
we really like hanging out with people who have heavy academic experience. The 
vast majority of our friends have engaged in masters level work. We like how they 
communicate. What they communicate. And we place a value and a trust in their 
wisdom and respect them for their work. This is just another avenue by which we 
have self-segregated ourselves. 

How much trust do we place in the life and wisdom of someone who was not 
able to finish high school? 

I don’t doubt that each one of us would ever discount them as a child of God, 
but if there were someone without even a GED communicating a truth next to 
someone with a doctorate communicating a different truth, it is likely that the truth 
of the latter would be more trusted and respected. Perhaps for good reason, but not 
without issue. There’s not time this morning to fully unpack this dynamic, but this 
season I want to you think about how you interact with other people roughly based 
on their education, real or perceived. 

It is not Christian to use education as a measure of worth. It is not a measure 
of our own worth, cannot be our source of reassurance and groundedness as the 
Pharisee’s achievements were the source of their reassurance and groundedness. It is 
not a measure of another person’s worth.  



What credentials do we rely on for reassurance instead of the love and mercy 
of God? 

Our education? 
Our occupation? 
Our experience? 
A new title we have achieved? 
How much we give to the church? 
How often we meditate? 
These can all be very good, life-giving things to celebrate and thank God for. 
But our estimation of ourselves and our respect of others must be tied to 

God’s mercy. If we trust in God’s mercy, the rest will follow. The self-righteous and 
self-assured sense of justification will be replaced by a gratitude of God’s mercy in 
your life, and the contempt for others will be replaced by compassion, knowing that 
God’s mercy is present for them as well. Our trust must be in the love of God that 
transcends our notions of power and order in the world.

May it be so in our hearts, and may it be so in the world. In the name of the 
father, and of the son, and the holy spirit. Amen.
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