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The Problem of a Presumptuous Prayer
Jeremiah 14:7-10; Luke 18:9-14

Let me begin with an expression of my appreciation to you, the people
of Lakeside Church in Rocky Mount, North Carolina.  I would particularly like
to thank my friends Jerry and Cassandra Baker for putting my name forward
to come here and serve as the inaugural Turnage Distinguished Lecturer.  We
share several connections: North Carolina, Atlanta, Harvard Divinity School,
and Wake Forest.

For the past two years the Bakers have accompanied our mutual friend
Professor Bill Leonard, the founding dean of Wake Forest Divinity School up
to Cambridge when he comes to preach in Advent.  And I have to say:  We
always have such a great time and Harvard University has probably not heard
so many "Yall's" and "We fixin to's" in the 377 years of its existence.

I would like to thank Sam and Vel Johnson for their wonderful hospitality
and the Turnage family for their grace and service to this community and
state.  I will certainly say more about them this evening.  And I would like to
thank the pastor of this beautiful community, Dr. Jody Wright.  His calm
charisma and caring presence just radiates the love of Christ.  And in a
community that has had the good fortune of such powerful pastoral
leadership, in the persons of Rev. Clarence Godwin, and Dr. Gaylord
Lehman, Dr. Wright has clearly made an indelible positive impact upon this
city and state.

Finally, I just have to acknowledge members of my own family who are
here.  All of my roots extend out of North Carolina.  I am proud to say this is
where my children and I spend our summers, with my maternal grandparents,



at our family farm over in Dudley.  And I am so thankful that John and Mary
Washington drove over to join us today.

Now Cassandra Baker told me that when she was a child if the service
was not over by 12 noon her mother would get up from her pew and walk
home to make sure the roast wasn't burning.  I got the message.  She was
telling me that I can preach as long as I want, as long as we are done by 12. 
So let me begin.

The Problem of a Presumptuous Prayer.

Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and
the other a tax collector.  The Pharisee, standing by himself, was
praying thus, "God, I thank you that I am not like the 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 themselves will be exalted. Luke 18:9-14

Each of the Synoptic Gospels has its own particular points of emphasis. 
In Matthew we witness Jesus lifting the heavy burden of ritual and religiosity. 
God reveals Godself in the person of Jesus in order to invite humanity into a
relationship with God, predicated on love and grace not arcane laws and
impossible standards of goodness.

In Mark we learn the blessing and obligation of discipleship.  Though the
gospel is free, it is far from cheap.  Jesus teaches and models for his
disciples the ethical costs associated with Jesus's ministry of love and
healing.

And the gospel of Luke emphasizes with great intentionality a social
ethic of inversion.  The writer turns social conventions, mores, and naturalized
ways of seeing the world upside down in order to demonstrate what the
Kingdom of God looks like.  Some have even referred to Luke's gospel as the
Gospel of the "great reversal."  For it is here, more than any other book,
where we see what it means for the last to be first, and for the meek and lowly
to inherit the earth.

This is one of the reasons I love the gospel of Luke.  It is a radical book. 
It is an extreme text.  It is an over-the-top account of the life and ministry of



Jesus.  Radical in its teachings on the inclusivity of God's love, even to those
who make mistakes and employ bad judgement.  And extreme in its desire to
reach those who we are most likely to forget; the least, the left out, and the
left behind in any given society.

Think about the book of Luke and its eighteen unique parables.  The
author has an overt agenda.  How will we welcome those without "social
status" at a grand dinner party?  How will we treat the stranger in need of our
help along life's Jericho Road?  And how will we welcome back with open
arms the prodigal members of our community?  Will we look upon them with
judgment and scorn for their feckless and reckless decisions?  Or will we
welcome them with the same grace and compassion that God continues to
extend toward us?

In today's parable we are introduced to two men.  Two men who extend
from different sides of the proverbial railroad tracks.  Two men with
contrasting social status and standing.  And two men who have different
conceptions of God, based upon the ways they regard their own selves as
well as their view of others.  Jesus, the author tells us, offers this parable to
those who trusted in themselves and regarded others with contempt.

We meet a religious leader; a Pharisee.  He understands himself as
pious.  He prays, “God, I thank you that I am not like those other people. 
Thieves.  Rogues.  Adulterers. That tax collector over there.  I fast twice a
week.  I pay my tithes.  I come to church every Sunday.”  He prays a
pride-laden prayer, a presumptuous prayer.  I thank you I am not like those
other people.

I want to suggest this morning that the reason he offers such a
misguided prayer is because he has a misplaced view of piety.  A parasitic
piety, if you will.  The Pharisee's piety seems predicated on the diminishment
and devaluation of others rather than a personal awareness of his own sins
and shortcomings.  I thank you that I am not like those other people.

In this parable the Pharisee's conception of sin comes across as a mere
Jungian shadow, a psychological projection of his own worst attributes and
anxieties ascribed upon someone else, somewhere else.  This might explain
the haughty and hubris-infused prayer.  His piety is misplaced because it is
predicated not on his own relation to and standing with God, but rather by his
overt condemnation of others.

How tragic.  How sad.  This is tragic because for every moment we
spend focused on the perceived shortcomings of another, there is a missed



opportunity for introspection and self-examination.  And this, my friends, is at
the heart of this parable: how should you and I come before God?

I can recall that when I pastored a small congregation in Newark, New
Jersey, while in graduate school, there was a woman who would come to
church alone, but I came to know something about every member of her
family.  She would meet me at the door following every service and say,
"Reverend that was a wonderful sermon."  Then she proceeded to tell me all
about the particular family member who should have been present to hear it. 
"God, I thank you that I am not like those other people"

And I can also recall another time that my wife and I were in Atlanta
listening to our favorite Sunday morning gospel radio show, when a woman
called in with a song dedication.  She said, "I want to dedicate the song ‘You
Better Get Your House in Order' to my entire family!"  God, I thank you that
I am not like them.

We have reached a sad state of affairs as human beings when our own
sense of personal value or level of self-worth rests upon a relational seesaw
with others.  This is to say, our elevation is based on the downward pressure
of another's decline.  In many respects, this is what America's culture of
bullying is about, whether in our high schools, in popular media, or even
among sanctimonious people of faith.  The value of our personhood and
perspective is predicated on the devaluation of others.

One might argue that the religious world of Ancient Palestine was not
all that different from our own in the contemporary moment.  Jonah Berger,
professor of Marketing at the Wharton School, writes about the American love
for hierarchy in his new book Contagious: Why Things Catch On.  Berger
cites a study conducted among University students at a certain elite New
England university that I will leave unnamed this morning for personal and
professional reasons.

These students were asked their preference: a job that paid $50K, or a
job that paid $100K.  That seems like an easy enough question to answer,
correct?  Yet the researchers added a wrinkle.  If the students chose $50K,
they would make twice as much as everyone else in the community, who
would earn only $25K.  But if they chose $100K, they would make half as
much as their peers, who would earn $200K.  The majority of the students
chose a salary of $50K.  They opted for a salary that would make them better
off in relational terms, rather than accepting an absolute higher income. 
Herein lies my point. Many of us deem hierarchy, power, feeling like an
insider, or being a member of a special elect as laudable, even virtuous.  It
signifies that we have met a particular criteria, achieved a certain goal, and



have attained a particular standing.  But God is calling us to a higher level of
morality and deeper level of humanity.

Now I do not mean to suggest that achievement, attainment or
acquisition are inherently bad.  Yet if our achievements are predicated
parasitically upon the exclusion of others; if our personal attainments are not
used for a greater social good; and if our social position impacts negatively
opportunities for others to have equal access, then these are simply personal
pyrrhic victories.  They may make us look good for a period, feel special for
awhile, and earn us fragile social currency for a fleeting moment.  But such
status comes at a devastating societal cost insofar as we will all suffer in the
long run.

And more importantly, this sort of negatively dependent and self-serving
happiness can never truly fulfill. The great Catholic writer and mystic Thomas
Merton may have said it best.  "A happiness that is sought for ourselves alone
can never be found: for happiness that is diminished by being shared is not
big enough to make us happy."

The cross stands tall as our spiritual reminder and moral guide that
when it comes to God's love there is room for everyone.  God's love expands. 
Yet the Pharisee cannot see or receive this love because his misplaced piety
leads him to pray a presumptuous prayer.

Look at his prayer:  He asks nothing of God.  He does not really even
seem to need God.  His prayer is a pronouncement of his perceived piety; a
recitation of his perceived righteousness.  Thus the presumptuous nature of
his prayer precludes him from connecting vertically and experiencing
spiritually the gift of God's love and grace.

But remember, this parable is not just about a vertical relationship with
God, it is about a horizontal connection with others.  Let us not lose sight of
the relational aspects of this parable.  For this is what completes the work of
the gospel.  It is the vertical relationship to God and the horizontal
connections with one another that ultimately forms the cross, the high symbol
of our faith.  The two must always remain in interdependent.

God's love, God's grace, God's mercy and God's compassion are not
zero-sum games.  Love expands without diminishing.  Like the candles of the
altar, from one single candle, we can light thousands of others without
shortening the life of the single one.  This is how true love and happiness
function.  Love never decreases by being shared.  God's grace is never
diminishes when it is spread.   This is what the tax collector teaches us with
his earnest and humble prayer.



When we pray "God be merciful to me a sinner," what are we doing? 
We are confessing our sins with the utmost simplicity and sincerity on a
personal level.  We are not turning sin into some abstract concept.  We are
not ineffectually and ineffectively reciting the sinner’s prayer in a generalized
way with no import for our own moral code of conduct.  Nor are we shirking
our responsibility for personal growth and maturation with a half-hearted,
"well, of course, we are all sinners."

No.  This tax collector had a personal awareness of his sins, which led
to a more productive view of his faith.  God can only lead us to a place of
spiritual maturation and discipleship when we are honest about where we
currently stand in relationship to both God and our neighbors.  And I believe
that the very moment we acknowledge our sins in a sincere and personal way,
we are well placed and primed to become more than we were the moment
before.

When we say "Lord, forgive me for being inconsiderate to my
neighbors," we immediately become more sensitive.  When we pray, "Lord
have mercy on my self-centeredness," we immediately begin viewing others
as subjects to be engaged rather than objects to be consumed.  And when we
ask God to forgive us for our overt and latent ethnocentrism, classism, and
heterosexism, we are better prepared to do unto others as we would do unto
ourselves.

Let us pray: Lord we thank you for your grace and loving kindness
toward us, even when we are less than gracious and not very loving or
lovable.  Please forgive us for our faults.  We realize we are not what we
ought to be.  But at this moment, we are not what we used to be.  Let us resist
the temptations of presumptuous prayers, even resisting the temptation to
think even now, "Thank God I am not like that Pharisee."  But rather may we
all just say, "Lord, Have mercy."  Amen.



January 12, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Because we have felt it, because we have experienced it, because it
has drawn us into itself, we know that your love insists upon all that we are,
O God.  And because your amazing love claims us, redeems us, and blesses
us in ways we could not have imagined, we happily give ourselves completely
to you.  We are grateful, O God, for the life which you have given to us and
for the renewed life to which we are called.

For that reason we offer to you the many expressions of gratitude that
we feel today.  For prayers answered, for health renewed, for second chances
we do not deserve, for opportunities to use our talents in meaningful ways, for
family and friends and new acquaintances, for steadiness in the impossible
moments of life, for grace, and for hope we offer our thanks, O God.

We pray now that you will attend to those deep yearnings of our hearts
which cannot always be formed into words.  Calm the anxious trembling of our
souls that we might listen to the reassuring whispers of your Spirit.  Take us
by the hand and lead us to a place where life is once again full and complete.

We thank you, O God, for the privilege of this weekend.  We are grateful
for the new gift of Dr. Walton to our lives that through him we might be
inspired and directed in how to better live out our faith in community.  And we
thank you for the opportunity to remember our dear friend Fred Turnage who
gave his life to that same task.  May we take seriously the call to responsible
involvement in the world which is the heart of the Gospel and has been the
hallmark of this family of faith.

Lead us forward on this adventure of faith, we pray, and remind us that
you are ever by our side, for we ask these things in the name of our Christ. 
Amen.

Jody C. Wright
Senior Minister


