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Emotions will run high on November 8th. Some people will be enthused. Other people will be deflated. 
Some excited and others shocked. But, we’re not talking about the presidential election. We’re talking about 
Report Card Day for Johnston County Schools also happening on November 8th. All across our county, students 
will receive their report cards and an array of different emotions will result. 
 Now, report cards can be a very useful way to gauge personal development in subjects like science or 
English. But it seems to me that a shift can takes place as students enter Middle School and High School in how 
students use their report cards. Once used as a personal check on academic competence, report cards become a 
point of comparison with how a student stacks-up against their classmates. I’ve experienced this, and maybe 
you have, too. Imagine with me that we look at our report card and receive a B in English Class. That’s not a 
terrible grade. But it doesn’t look so good when we find out that the rest of the class got received A’s. Or 
imagine receiving a C+ in History class. Much improvement can take place with a C+, but it doesn’t look so bad 
when we hear that the rest of the class received D’s. And it would see that we might be much more interested 
in finding out what grades our classmates received on their Report Cards than the grades we receive on ours!  
 The Pharisee in the parable that Jesus tells in Luke 18 may as well be looking over the shoulder of other 
people at the Temple – here, staring at the report card of a deceitful tax collectors life and comparing it with his 
own. In doing so, the Pharisee prays loudly: “God, I thank you that I am not like other men: extortioners, unjust, adulterers, 
or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give tithes of all that I get.” It sounds more like an egregious Middle 
School student holding their report card in the air for the other classmate’s to see the higher grade that it 
contains. It’s a pretty appalling prayer to our ears! But therein lies the wisdom of this Parable. You see, Luke 
tells us that Jesus speaks this parable especially to those who trusted in themselves that they were righteous, 
and treated others with contempt. Jesus has these people in mind. And the very moment that those listening to 
this parable hear the prayer of the Pharisee or see the life of the Tax Collector and say, “My prayers would never 
sound like that of the Pharisee…” or “My life would be much more honest than the Tax Collector”, is to do the very thing the 
Pharisee does to the Tax Collector: finding division between he and someone else.  
 And today, we must consider, is this what our view of those around us devolved into? Do we find our 
Christian confidence in comparing ourselves to other people and see how we stack-up against them? With this 
daily temptation of selfish comparison in mind, there are a multitude of different things that set-us-off down a 
path toward division and disunity. Focusing on the health or lifestyle choices of others in comparison with our 
own. The money others have that we do or do not have. Occupations or school grades of others that are 
different than our own. Political leanings or the work ethic of others that we wouldn’t dare hold. Church 
attendance, quality or quantity of prayers, friendliness, compassion, financial giving: all different than our own. 
These and so many more become our prideful metric for determining who is with “us” and who is with “them”; 
who is “in” and who is “out.” Who is “good” and who is “bad.” And all of it these comparisons covering-up the 
reality that all people are born sinful and in need of God’s mercy – and that includes you…that includes me. 
 Math was not a subject that came easy to me. My grades reflected this struggle from Middle School 
through College. I consistently received lower grades than my peers. The questions on tests that I got wrong 
were those that my friends answered correctly. The questions asked by the teacher seemed common sense from 
the other students but impossible for me. And the answers that I did know, I was embarrassed to answer out 
loud in fear that they would be wrong.  What resulted was the strong pull toward becoming jealous of the 
smarter students and looking-down on those struggling more than I so that I would feel more important. 
  And this is why the prayer of the Tax Collector is so striking. He refuses to try and make amends with 
himself by making others around him look even worse and instead appeals to the mercy of God first! In no way, 
shape, or form is this Tax Collector a good guy who gets life right. And even though his reputation is marked by 
achieving wealth through deceitful means, he owns up to it. The Tax Collector recognizes that nothing he can 
do, say or think will bring Him nearer to the Lord, will make him look better, or will atone for the life choices 
that he has made. And so we hear: “God, be merciful to me, a sinner”, subtle words from the shadows of the Temple 
spoken by a humble Tax Collector. 
 Humility is not simply talking about ourselves less, it’s making ourselves less: first before God, and then 
among others. Prayerfully placing our lives under the rule of Jesus alone for His direction in how to love, care-



for, and serve others around us. Placing our intentions, desires, wishes, and even our temptations to compare 
ourselves with that of other people at the Mercy of Jesus so that we might be prepared by Him to place 
ourselves under those around us. Like the Tax Collector, there are no words we can say that will enhance God’s 
Mercy toward us. There are no actions we can do to receive more of God’s Grace. No thought we can maintain 
that will bring more of God’s love our way. And yet where we fail is where Jesus flourishes! Our actions cannot 
do these things, but His did. Our thoughts cannot do these things, but His have done these for us. Our words 
cannot achieve these things, but Jesus’ will do for us! 
 And it is all of these things that Our Savior offers us once more today. We are not found here in church 
to gain more good Christian merit, but to be reacquainted once more with Jesus’ humility as He declared over 
us that our sins have been removed. He reacquaints our life with humility once more today as He guides our 
feet to this Table where His Grace is gifted to us. He reacquaints our life with humility once more as our eyes 
are gently moved to the place where Jesus’ eyes looked-upon the condition of this world at the hands of the 
very people created in His Image. And at the place where the world saw the most loving and pure humility ever 
witnessed, we hear Jesus’ words spoken with joy: “Today, you will be with me in paradise.” These words spoken to a 
criminal, no less, who confesses the depth of his fractured life to a Savior who has the power to bless it. 
 For its Jesus who leads us toward humility as the One who places Himself under us to care for us, serve 
us and bring us into the Kingdom of God. Guided in His Love, we are given the unique opportunity to be 
truthful with one another and welcome them, too. Broken and hurting people around us. Those who may be 
wealthy or poor, sick or in near perfect health, those at life’s end or those still in the womb of whom Jesus 
speaks in Luke 18, “Let the little children come to me…” – these are the very people that Jesus humbled Himself for 
even into death on a despicable Cross. These are the very people that Jesus rules over, reigns above and 
continues to bless in abundance as the One exalted by God who now sits at His Right hand. An act of scared 
humility by Jesus, not only for the many different people around you…but also for you.  
 Amen… 

(Introduce Vicky Curry) 


