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

Joel 2:23-32
23O 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. 24The threshing floors shall be full of 
grain, the vats shall overflow with wine and oil. 25I will repay you for the years 
that the swarming locust has eaten, the hopper, the destroyer, and the cutter, my 
great army, which I sent against you. 26You 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. 27You 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. 

28Then 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. 29Even on the male and female slaves, in those days, I will 
pour out my spirit. 30I will show portents in the heavens and on the earth, blood 
and fire and columns of smoke. 31The sun shall be turned to darkness, and the 
moon to blood, before the great and terrible day of the Lord comes. 32Then every-
one 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.

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 all my income.’ 
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13“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!’ 

14“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.”

Hallmark cards and supermarket chains are full of Halloween merchan-
dise right now, at least until this Thursday. And then I expect to see turkeys 
soon and soon after candy canes and Santa.

In the life of the church, today is the little remembered “Reformation 
Day.” Our scripture passages today about repentance and the reformation of 
the heart are themes not likely to show up on a hallmark card or on the gift 
aisle. 

Reformation Day remembers the occasion of Martin Luther’s efforts at 
reform in the Roman Catholic Church which then led to the significant break-
away of a Protestant tradition — and we Methodists are inheritors of that 
Christian breakaway tradition.

Among many other issues, this reformation of the church was concerned 
with the hubris of the church, its power, its material wealth, and generally its 
separation from common people. 

Many of these concerns have since been addressed in the modern Catho-
lic church. I want to say, however, that these and other concerns were at the 
root of the reformation movement that we remember today as a forbearer of 
our own Methodist movement.

The setting of our parable is in the church if you will, in the temple. We 
have two characters. The first is the Pharisee, a faithful observer of the reli-
gious law. He gives his income, he fasts and many other things, I am sure. He 
justifies himself in terms of who he is not: I’m not like other people; therefore, 
I am justified before God. 
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You’ve heard others say it or maybe yourself — at least we’re not, at 
least I’m not as bad off as…and somehow it makes us feel better about our 
own situation.

We imagine somehow that in denigrating others we validate ourselves, 
or that at least we will come out better before God or other people. We can be 
pretty good at justifying ourselves in all sorts of ways like the Pharisee.

I’m smart, I went to X alma mater, I’m generous, family (“Great kids!”), 
sports (“I’m in shape”), politics (“My vote is enlightened; yours is ideological”), 
and work (“I work at X; what do you do?”) Net worth equals self-worth some-
how, and this is what the Pharisee is up to here. He really isn’t focused on wor-
ship or personal faith at all; he is self-focused and either really self-assured or 
sadly insecure.

The despised tax collector on the other hand can’t even bring himself to 
look up to the heavens where he supposes God might be. The tax collector is, 
we don’t know, ashamed, embarrassed, or just plain repentant, humbled be-
fore God.

All those who exalt themselves will be humbled (hear Pharisee) and 
those who humble themselves will be exalted (hear tax collector), Jesus says.

“God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” It has been known in the ancient 
Eastern Orthodox tradition for centuries as “The Jesus Prayer.” Some have used 
it as a breath prayer, memorized, “Lord Jesus Christ have mercy on me a sin-
ner.” It is a prayer we can carry with us. Its simple words can cause to remem-
ber our need for God’s mercy.

Humility is perhaps the trickiest of Christian virtues. The minute we 
decide to work on it, we’ve become too mindful of it. 

Richard Foster says that humility means “to live as close to the truth as 
possible: the truth about ourselves, the truth about others, the truth about the 
world in which we live.”

It does not mean being a door mat personality or groveling or finding 
the worst possible things to say about yourself. 
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Humility is filled with power to bring forth new life. When we humbly 
pray, repent, seek God’s mercy, there is great power for a reformation of the 
heart, for new beginnings in life. And when a church is more humble in its wit-
ness, there is great power. The word humility itself comes from the Latin hu-
mus, which means fertile ground. 

So, how does it come, this humility?
One way is the way of the tax collector — knowing our true selves and 

being honest about it, knowing the truth about others and the world and 
knowing our need for the mercy of God. 

French author Victor Hugo wrote a short story titled “93.” In the midst 
of this tale, a ship at sea is caught in a terrific storm. Buffeted by the waves, 
the boat rocks to and fro, when suddenly the crew hears an awesome crash-
ing sound below deck, and they know what it is. A canon they are carrying has 
broken loose and is smashing into the ship’s sides with every bounce of the 
ship. Two brave sailors, at the risk of their lives, manage to go below and fas-
ten the cannon again, for they know that the heavy cannon on the inside of 
their ship is more dangerous to them than the storm on the outside. 

And So it is with us. Problems within are often much more destructive 
to us than the problems outside.

Our repentance, our acknowledgement of this truth is crucial to living as 
faithful disciples of Jesus Christ.

We are broken people. You are a broken person. I am a broken person. 
The human race is broken. The church is broken, every church

Maybe you have admitted that already. If you take all the defenses down 
and all the excuses and all the reasons, and blaming and even all those ratio-
nales that we have for why we aren’t the person we think we should be, we are 
left looking in the mirror knowing that we fall short. 

The world is broken, too. It’s easy to point to somebody else and say, 
well it’s the Republicans or it’s the Democrats. Well, the communist Chinese 
or the Taliban, or the immigrant, or it’s my mother and father’s fault. It’s the 
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 wealthy who don’t want to share, or it’s the poor who want to take advantage 
of welfare.

It’s the education system or the trial lawyers or the or I don’t know, you 
fill in the blank, it’s that set of targets we have set up to point to when things 
are not going well.

The truth of the matter is things are broken, and we have a part in that.  
So where do we go from here? 
Where does the tax collector go from this point in the parable?
If all we do is climb back into our cars after worship and go our separate 

ways, then I wonder what God really thinks about our repentance if there is no 
follow through, if there is no reformation of the heart.

Episcopal priest and author Barbara Brown Taylor describes an experi-
ment that she tried to try to bridge the gap between repentance and making 
things right. She and a friend identified something that each wanted to work 
on and promised to help each other in the fulfilling of that promise.

They agreed to call each other on Sundays to report on how things were 
going. This last step was the kicker. She confesses that the hardest part was 
this check in. “What I learned,” she writes, “is that prior to this little experi-
ment, I was used to being sympathized with for my failure to change.” There 
were plenty of people who would say “oh, I do that too, isn’t it terrible.” Their 
sympathy was nice, but didn’t help her change.

And conversely, she was also used to other friends coming down on her 
harshly for her failure to change. This friend’s condemnation was swift and 
clear, but also didn’t help her change.

What Taylor was not used to was someone who would actually help her 
change what needed to be changed. It was easier for her to receive sympathy 
or criticism than it was for a person to lift her up in the hard work of transfor-
mation.

Taylor classifies two kinds of churches around this.
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One is like a clinic where sin-sick patients receive care for the disease 
they share. It is a no fault theology. No one is responsible because everyone is. 
Therefore no one expects anyone else to be transformed. Everyone just sort 
of mutually sympathizes with each other, which is supportive, but not always 
transformative.

The other kind of church is like a court, where sins and sinners are 
named out loud with punishments connected with their crimes, so to speak. 
This is a full-fault theology. But those who receive the brunt of it are usually 
those who are outside the fold of the church.

Real repentance and reformation, or transformation, is neither of these. 
Repentance does not make peace with sin, and it will also not single out scape-
goats and punish this way. Real repentance does not either excuse sin or pound 
people into the ground. The Church supports people in the work of new life. 

A family, a church is always more faithful when its ultimate goal is re-
storing person to life. That is the goal of repentance. This is the meaning of 
worship. This is the goal of discipleship. Jesus would never have invited 
people to repent if He had not believed that change was possible. 

This last week was the birthday of one of my favorite modern novelists, 
Anne Tyler. I don’t read fiction often but she is one I have read. In her book, 
Saint Maybe, Tyler tells the story of Ian Bedloe, who as a 17 year-old makes his 
brother angry one night. His brother angrily drives away recklessly in his car. 
Soon after, Ian learns that his brother has died in a car wreck, apparently from 
being so distraught over this conversation. His brother’s widow is shattered 
by the loss, and a few years later, consumed by the grief, she dies, leaving three 
young children. Ian is racked with guilt over what he seemingly caused. 

Seeking forgiveness for his sins, he visits a storefront church called the 
“Church of the Second Chance.” There he learns there’s no such thing as cheap 
forgiveness. He must do something particular about the lives he has devastat-
ed. The church’s pastor counsels him to take responsibility for raising his dead 
brother’s three children.
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Ian does this. The story comes to an end when he’s middle-aged, and all 
three children are grown. As he reflects on how his life turned out, he wonders 
if he’ll ever experience forgiveness for what he did. As a young man, he sacri-
ficed his own dreams in order to raise his brother’s children. In an apocalyptic 
moment, he realizes he hadn’t been really doing penance or making amends 
all along. Having the privilege of raising the children into fine adults was a gift 
he never could’ve expected. As this comes to him, he experiences the forgive-
ness he has longed for. It was in the practice of the Christian faith that Ian dis-
covered the truth of what he was taught at the “Church of the Second Chance.”

I wonder if we might be viewed as a church of second chances….as a 
church where people can honestly and humbly call out to God like the tax col-
lector or like the prophet Joel and be restored to new life. I know this church 
has been that for many; I hope it or another church has been that for you. God 
through the church has been that for me.

The book of the prophet Joel paints a vivid picture for all who read it of a 
day when dreams and visions are had by young and old, men and women, sons 
and daughters, when ALL flesh will witness together the glory of God — when 
life will be restored for the faithful of Israel and by extension, us.  

In similarly vivid detail he paints a picture, too, though of trial, of natural 
signs of judgment and the salvation of God for all who call upon the name 
of Yahweh, the Lord.

What is it to call on the name of God? 
Is it to show or remind God of all we’ve done, or of who we’re not?  
Is it to defend ourselves or prop ourselves up, show ourselves to be su-

perior?  
Not according to Jesus.
The tax collector is our guide today — to call on the name of God, to be 

saved, Jesus says is to pray honestly and humbly — “Lord Jesus Christ, have 
mercy on me a sinner.”



For all who humble themselves, Jesus said, “will be exalted.” 
In the name of the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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Sermons are also available pre-printed and on CD. The pre-printed sermons are in the information racks at the 
Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the complete worship service, contact Phyllis 
Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.


