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Allen Pruitt

I read an article the other day.
Research is suggesting that successful relationships,

the ones that last,
the ones whose vitality and energy last;

good relationships
just come down to generosity.

Or as the headline says,
“The secret to love is just kindness.”

The rest is just details.

I wonder what kind of relationships this Pharisee has.
What happens when the people around this Pharisee

don’t think quite as highly of him
as he does himself?

“God I thank you that I am not like other people.”
I do it all:

I’m the best there’s ever been at being religious.
I give like no one else
and I am righteous like no one else.

My prayers are just the best.’

Who wants to spend time with anyone who talks like that?
How can anyone talk like that?
We don’t talk that way…do we?
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A few years ago
I was leading youth Sunday school with some regularity.

I had taken the kids to Judgement Journey
and it was time to talk about going back again.

For those who don’t know,
Judgement Journey is a Halloween experience

loosely based on the Book of Revelation,
put on by a local church.

It’s kind of like a haunted house,
but the idea is to scare you

with the idea of the last judgement,
so you’ll get saved.

As you might imagine,
this kind of thing is not my cup of tea.

In fact,
this is the kind of thing that I will fight to my dying day,

with every fiber of my being.

God is not fear;
God is love.

The kingdom is NOT floating above a lake of fire;
the kingdom is a father

running up the hill
to embrace his son,

before the son can even repent
of his many sins.
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And so there we are,
talking about going back.

Me and a bunch of teenagers.
Talking about going back,

and making fun of these people
and their ideas about God.

We even designed a t-shirt,
and it was going to be hilarious.

Because we were smart
and we knew how to be funny.

Thank you Lord
that I am smart and funny.

So we came back over here in time for church,
and we were telling one of the parents

about our amazing idea for a t-shirt.

And she said,
“you know,

one of the things that I really love about this church
is what we say every time we have a baptism.

We make all these promises,
one of them says that, with God’s help,

we will promise to respect the dignity of every human being.

I’m not so sure that walking into somebody else’s church,
wearing a t-shirt,
poking fun at their work and their beliefs,

I’m not so sure that we would be living up to our promises.
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And so I was feeling about this big.
And our class,

the teenagers and I,
we spent the next few weeks talking about this question:

how do we respect the dignity of every human being?
How do we respect the dignity of people

when they hold beliefs that we don’t respect?

We didn’t have to respect their ideas about heaven and hell;
we didn’t think those ideas

about God saving some people and not others,
we didn’t have to respect those ideas.

But we did have to respect the dignity
of the people who hold those ideas.

Because they are people,
made in the image of God,

and we are called to respect the dignity of every human being;
called to love God and love neighbor,

to love our neighbors as ourselves.

Never let anybody tell you
that being a Christian is easy.

When it’s easy for me,
then I’m probably not doing it right.
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Jesus told this parable about the Pharisee and the tax collector
to a big group of people,

people he said who “trusted in themselves,
that they were righteous
and regarded others with contempt.”

And then he tells his story,
about the man at the top,

who seems to have it all under control.

And the man at the bottom,
who seems to be doing everything wrong.

In any other context:
in the temple,
at synagogue,
in the marketplace,
at the dinner table,

in any other context,
we would say that the Pharisee is righteous

and the tax collector is scum.

It would be like comparing the priest and the junkie.
Which one do you want at your dinner table?

“They were righteous
and regarded others with contempt.”

Turns out that’s impossible.
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If you hold others in contempt,
you cannot be righteous.

At least that’s what Jesus says.
Because you’ve got to love your neighbor.

If you want to love God,
then you’ve got to love your neighbor.

Respect the dignity,
the basic human dignity of every person,

even the person who gets under your skin,
the one who pushes all your buttons,
the one who spews hatred

and makes you fearful for the future.

Well,
I will do my best to respect the dignity of that Pharisee.

But why is it so hard?
Maybe it’s because the Pharisee has it all figured out.

Who has it all figured out?

I cannot abide those folks who speak with such certainty.

I know this and this alone:
Christ has died,
Christ is risen,
Christ will come again.

And for me,
that means we all get raised

from death to new life.

That's what I know.

The rest is just details.


