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The two snooty women were sitting in the living room, waiting for their hostess, who was slightly delayed in another room. The daughter of the family was with the two women, on the theory that she would keep the visitors occupied during the wait. The child was about six years old. She was snub nosed, spotted with splotchy freckles, buck toothed, and wore glasses. She maintained a deep silence and the two ladies peered doubtfully at her.
Finally, one of the women muttered to the other, “She's not very p - r - e - t - t - y, is she?”

Upon hearing this the child piped up, “Maybe not, but I'm very s - m - a - r - t and I can s - p - e - l - l.”
People like looking down on other people. It’s a nasty truth about human nature. We enjoy feeling superior. Although adults are the most sophisticated offenders, the desire to feel better than someone else starts early, best exemplified by the obnoxious “nanny-nanny-boo-boo, I’m better than you are” attitude. Nanny-nanny-boo-boo, however, has its down side. No matter how good self-righteousness feels in the short term, it has a cost.
The story Jesus told about the Pharisee and the tax collector is one most of us are familiar with, and because of that it has lost its punch. We’re so used to the term “Pharisee” meaning a pompous hypocrite that we don’t understand that Pharisees were highly respected members of the Jewish community. These were the good guys! And despite the fact that Jesus often had conflicts with Pharisees, they were not all legalistic and rigid. Some were very genuine and devout. They were people who took their faith seriously. When Jesus said the word “Pharisee” the picture his audience would have in their minds would have been generally positive. When he said the words “tax collector,” on the other hand, the reaction would have been universally negative. Tax collectors were traitors. They worked for a foreign occupying power, collecting taxes from their own people and extorting extra for themselves as payment. And not only did tax collectors betray their nation, they were religiously unclean because of their lifestyles. To bring an image to mind that is closer to our world, these men were like those who collaborated with the Germans in occupied France and lived high on the hog as a result. They were despised. If we had been Jews living in Israel at that time we too would have hated tax collectors.
The Pharisee Jesus described went above and beyond the call of duty, religiously speaking. It was what the Pharisees did. If the written law set a high standard, the oral law that later became the Mishnah set an even higher standard, creating more laws to protect against any possibility of breaking “the law.” This man prayed three times a day, a common practice among the devout of Jesus’ day, 9:00 am, 12 noon and 3:00 pm. Since it was believed to be especially powerful to pray in the Temple precincts many people chose to do so. 9:00 am and 3:00 pm were specifically reserved as times of public prayer, although people could and did pray at any time. According to the written law there is only one absolutely obligatory day of fasting for Jews, the Day of Atonement, but in keeping with the strictest practices of the day, this Pharisee fasted every Monday and Thursday. The explanation given for the choice of days was that Moses allegedly ascended Mount Sinai on a Thursday and came down after forty days on a Monday. From a purely pragmatic standpoint, however, the real reason these days were chosen may have been because they were spaced far enough apart and were not connected directly to the Sabbath. This Pharisee also tithed everything, down to the minutest detail. This also is not a caricature. People actually did this. And he began his prayer, “I thank you God that . . .” a typical rabbinic structure. What’s wrong with that?
The Scottish theologian William Barclay sums up what’s wrong with it in one sentence—“The Pharisee did not really go to pray; he went to inform God how good he was.” The problem was the attitude of his heart. The problem was also his target audience. Mondays and Thursdays happened to be market days, offering numerous spectators for someone who wanted to make a show of his piety. He was bragging, but doing it in a covert manner by addressing his words to God. The tax collector, on the other hand, beat his breast and pleaded with God to have mercy on him, a sinner. He had nothing to brag about. He was repentant and humble, and he is the one, Jesus said, who went home justified. The man whose life was most offensive was forgiven, whereas the scrupulously religious man was not. 
As shocking as this message was to Jesus’ audience, it is not unique to Jesus. The prophet Isaiah warned against conceit. The proud and lofty will be humbled. “The arrogance of man will be brought low and human pride humbled.” God has always stood against the proud and with the humble. But we still manage to miss the message. Why??? Because we don’t think we’re the ones who are proud. We don’t acknowledge the fact that we look down on others. We don’t even allow ourselves to think about it, because if we were to closely examine our thoughts and words, we wouldn’t like what we’d see. It is far easier to rationalize and ignore, than it is to face ourselves in the mirror.
So what is it that we really do that we really don’t want to own up to? How are we more like the Pharisee than the tax collector? 
The context of Jesus’ words was not pride in general, but spiritual pride. The story of the Pharisee and the tax collector is about who is right with God. One of the ways churches often break down into opposing groups that feel superior to each other is what I call, for lack of a better phrase, spiritual style. Another divisive issue is theology itself. Both differences in beliefs and style can become a breeding ground for spiritual pride. And as far as all those people outside the Church, I thank you Lord that I’m not like them!
In terms of spiritual style, I have noted two basic tendencies in people. There are the mystics, and there are the pragmatists. Of course it is always possible to be somewhere in between. Mystics tend to move in the Spirit in ways that involve seeing and discerning on a spiritual level. They are the prayer warriors and prophets. They depend to a large extent on what they feel and sense. Those who are wise do not operate alone, but rely on the confirmation and accumulated wisdom of others. Because of the subjective nature of this type of spirituality, it is possible to go off track. Pragmatists, on the other hand, don’t go in for any of this touchy-feely stuff. They have faith because, well they just do, darn it all, don’t ask why. Pragmatists pray because they’re supposed to. They seek to live the Christian life. They have much more sympathy with the fruit of the Spirit than the gifts of the Spirit, unless we’re talking about spiritual gifts like administration or helping others. 
Now here’s what often happens. It’s a problem that is repeated across the board again and again in churches. It’s a problem that has been with us from the beginning. One side feels superior to the other. In fact, it’s normally the case that both sides feel superior to the other! The mystics allege that the pragmatists just don’t get it. They’re like blind people, poor souls. We know what’s really going on and they don’t. We’re out battling demons and all they can think about is the plumbing. The pragmatists, on the other hand, often conclude that the mystics are all a bunch of whack jobs making stuff up. They’ve gone off the rails! If it wasn’t for us attending to the nuts and bolts reality of running the Church this place would fall apart. Somebody’s got to pay the bills around here.
Do we have people of both types in this church? Absolutely! And everything in between. And in addition to differences in style, we also have differences in belief. There is a wide variety of theology at Penn Wynne Presbyterian, from very conservative to very liberal. We’re not supposed to be able to pull that one off, but we do. It’s not always easy. We naturally gravitate to people who are like ourselves. We don’t want others to disagree with us. It’s not comfortable. But apparently God didn’t design the Church for comfort. God designed the Church to be a team.
Spiritual pride flourishes when we compare ourselves to others. Exactly why God made people so temperamentally different from one another is a mystery to me. I’m still trying to figure out why God made men and women so different. What were you thinking, Lord? The only thing I can conclude is this: if we were all the same we wouldn’t have to grow spiritually because there would be no challenge to our complacency and self-centeredness. We were created to complement one another, each member bringing a different gift. Putting people of different genders, sexual orientations, races, personality types and gifts together and telling us to love one another forces us to let go of our way and let God run things.
The downside of nanny-nanny-boo-boo, otherwise known as self-righteousness, is that in thinking we have earned God’s favor, we have lost it. As soon as we look down upon another human being made in the image of God, we are acting against the nature of God which is love. When we elevate ourselves, we cut ourselves off from God. And there is a second cost as well. Each human being is a gift. When we reject the person we reject the gift that they bring.
The story goes that a man was exploring caves by the seashore. In one of the caves he found a canvas bag with a bunch of hardened clay balls. It was like someone had rolled up clay and left them out in the sun to bake. They didn't look like much, but they intrigued the man so he took the bag out of the cave with him. As he strolled along the beach, to pass the time, he would throw the clay balls one at a time out into the ocean as far as he could throw. He thought little about it until he dropped one of the balls and it cracked open on a rock. Inside was a beautiful, precious stone. Excited the man started breaking open the remaining clay balls. Each contained a similar treasure. He found thousands of dollars worth of jewels in the twenty or so clay balls he had left, then it struck him. He had been on the beach a long time. He had thrown maybe fifty or sixty of the clay balls with their hidden treasure into the ocean. Instead of thousands of dollars in treasure, he could have taken home tens of thousands, but he just threw it away. 
It is the same with people. We look at someone, maybe even ourselves, and we see the external clay vessel. It doesn't look like much from the outside. It isn't always beautiful or sparkling, so we throw it away. We see that person as less important than someone more beautiful or stylish or intelligent or wealthy. Or we look down upon them because their style of spirituality is different from ours, or we think that their theology is all wrong. But we have not taken the time to find the treasure hidden inside that person by God. There is a treasure in each and every one of us. If we take the time to get to know that person, and if we ask God to show us that person the way God sees them, then the clay will begin to peel away and the brilliant gem will begin to shine forth. None of us wants to come to the end of our lives and find out that we have thrown away a fortune in friendships because the gems were hidden in bits of clay. When we are full of ourselves we are blind. With humility comes the ability to perceive the truth. Amen. 
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