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Proper 25 Year C 
Oct. 23, 2016 
St. James, Wheat Ridge 
By the Rev. Becky Jones 
 
Sirach 35:12-17; Psalm 84:1-6; 2 Timothy 4:6-8,16-18; Luke 18:9-
14 
 
 
I’ve got three words about today’s lectionary readings: 
Thank. You. Sirach. 
His is a timely message  
as we start our annual Stewardship campaign. 
 
Then there’s our Gospel lesson, 
which may not have been the optimal one  
for launching a Stewardship campaign.  
“Whatever you do, don’t be like that Pharisee  
who always tithed 10 percent of his income. 
Don’t be like that!” 
 
Well, no worries.  
Because I don’t want to talk about tithing anyway.  
I’ll save that for Nancy Shepard, our stewardship chairwoman, 
when she kicks off our campaign  
with our first Stewardship Minute  
later this morning. 
Instead, I want to talk about freedom.  
And about abundance.  
 
One of the most profound insights I got from seminary  
came from one of my professors at Iliff,  
Dr. Vincent Harding.  
Many of you may know of Dr. Harding.  
He was a leader in the Civil Rights Movement,  
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and friends with Dr. Martin Luther King.  
 
Dr. Harding taught me  
that the chief beneficiary of the Civil Rights movement  
in this country  
was not black America.  
Black Americans certainly did benefit from the movement  
because it helped to free them  
from generations of racial oppression.  
But the greater beneficiary of the Civil Rights movement  
was white America.  
 
Because just as the movement helped to free blacks  
from being oppressed,  
it freed whites  
from generations of being oppressors.  
 
Being an oppressor takes a lot out of you.  
It takes a lot of psychic energy  
to continually have to justify the unjustifiable,  
to convince the world and yourself  
that what you’re doing is not wrong.  
It eats you up inside,  
consumes vast amounts of internal resources. 
 
Once the dominant American culture,  
particularly in the South,  
no longer had to justify the ongoing oppression of black citizens, 
those resources were freed up,  
and our country experienced a wave  
of unleashed creativity and innovation and abundance  
that utterly transformed America.  
That’s something that all Americans,  
regardless of skin color,  
have benefitted tremendously from.  
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What a gift the Civil Rights Movement was to our entire country. 
Through it, we became a better country.  
A happier country.  
A freer country.  
A country with a greater abundance for all its citizens.  
 
One lesson I take away from that  
Is that anytime we try to horde something,  
whether it be power or privilege or money or even time,  
we inevitably have to spend a lot of time and energy  
guarding that horde.  
Guarding it so no one can take any away from us.  
When we horde, we inevitably wind up feeling threatened.   
 
And second, no matter how much we manage to horde,  
it’s never enough.  
We always think we need more.  
 
But what would it look like if,  
instead of trying to amass more and more,  
so that we will always have all that we need and then some,  
and will never have to depend on anyone else for anything… 
what if instead of that,  
our goal became giving away as much as we can,  
so that others will have all that they need,  
and we ourselves become increasingly DEpendent,  
not on ourselves, but on others,  
and on the grace of God? 
As dependent on God’s grace  
as that tax collector in Jesus’s parable? 
 
How much time and energy and internal resources  
would we free up, if we could live like that?  
If ending our days as penniless paupers became  
not our greatest fear but our ultimate goal?  



 4 

 
Well, I’d be lying to you if I said I’m there.  
I’m not. But I know some people who are. 
And I am steadily and intentionally moving in that direction, 
however modestly. 
The older I get, the more I realize 
that the less I possess, the richer I become;  
that the more I give away, the happier I become; 
that the more I cede control of my life to God, the freer I become.  
 
So, let’s go back to our gospel reading once more, 
and see if we can figure out  
just what’s wrong with the Pharisee’s prayer, 
and what Jesus is trying to teach us about pride 
and about dependence. 
 
Notice that the parable assumes  
that what the Pharisee says about himself is true  
 -- that he’s not greedy, not dishonest,  
that he’s faithful to his wife,  
and he DOES give generously to the temple. 
It assumes he really is as morally excellent as he thinks he is.  
 
And notice, too, that he doesn’t congratulate himself 
for attaining this moral excellence. 
No, he thanks God for it.  
He gives God all the credit.  
 
So why does Jesus criticize him? 
What’s wrong with this Pharisee? 
 
Eleonore Stump, a professor of philosophy at St. Louis University, 
shed some light on that question for me 
in a recent article that she wrote about pride.  
She explained how Thomas Aquinas  
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says there are four kinds of pride.  
 
The first is foolish pride.  
That’s when you think you’re better than you are; 
like a child who thinks he’s the world’s best basketball player. 
 
The second is the pride of the self-made person. 
Yes, they may be as good as they think they are, 
but they think they got that excellence for themselves, 
without anybody’s help.  
 
The third is sneaky self-congratulatory pride. 
Yes, you’re as good as you think you are, 
and you give God the credit for all you’ve accomplished. 
But you assume God has done all this for you 
because God knew what good use you would make of such gifts.  
You think that God knew you could be trusted. 
 
Then, there’s a fourth kind of pride,  
and it’s the most self-deceptive of all. 
Yes, you’re as good as you think you are, 
and you recognize that your gifts have all come from God, 
and you acknowledge that God gave you these gifts 
because GOD is good, not because YOU are.  
BUT … you’re secretly glad that others don’t have your same gifts  
and you hope they don’t get them.  
“God, I thank you that I am not like other people…” says the 
Pharisee. 
 
 
But the tax collector says “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” 
True humility is honesty about who we are, 
both before God and before others.  
True prayer leads to God exalting us 
because we have humbled ourselves, 
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and have exalted others through our just actions toward them. 
 
So during this St. James’ stewardship campaign,  
my challenge to all of us, including myself, is this:  
Let’s try an experiment. 
This year, let’s not make a pledge based on what’s comfortable. 
Let’s stretch a little.  
Let’s free ourselves  
from feeling like we must maintain and preserve all that we have,  
because it would be imprudent to do otherwise, 
and let’s move a little farther down the road  
of establishing radical dependence on God’s grace  
as a guiding principle of our lives, 
and radical generosity to others as a core pattern.   
 
And while we’re opening up our checkbooks,  
let’s offer up a little bit more of ourselves too,  
not just our treasure, but also our time and our talents.  
Let’s empty a little bit more of ourselves into the world, 
in service to God’s Kingdom.  
 
Like that great prophet Erma Bombeck once said, 
“When I stand before God at the end of my life, 
I would hope that I would not have a single bit of talent left, 
and I could say,  
‘I used everything you gave me.’” 
 
If we did that,  
then I wonder 
just what sort of transformation  
might start to take place 
before our very eyes.  
 
Amen. 


