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SUMMARY
Honesty and humility are qualities that can guide us in a new direction. 

AT A GLANCE
When we acknowledge our regrets, Jesus can help us turn our lives around and make us right with God and our neighbors.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “God’s Eternal Imperative,” October 23, 2016. 

Many songs have been written about regret, but few have the power of a tune called “Hurt.” It was written by Trent Reznor of Nine Inch Nails, and then recorded by the great Johnny Cash.
“I wear this crown of thorns / Upon my liar’s chair.” Cash sings these lines in his deep baritone, looking old and close to death. “Full of broken thoughts / I cannot repair.”
Regret. It’s a powerful emotion.
One that is common to us all.
Looking back, we have regrets about things we have done and things we failed to do. We regret our moral failures right along with our failures to embrace promising and positive opportunities. Like Johnny Cash, we are “full of broken thoughts,” ruminating on things we “cannot repair.”
Regret is hard to handle, but it is not a bad emotion. In fact, it has the power to improve our lives. Daniel Pink has written a book called The Power of Regret, one that explores how regret can help us to make smarter decisions, improve our performance in school and at work, and enjoy more meaningful lives.
We shouldn’t run from regret. Instead, we should learn from it.
“Regret is a tool that helps us learn,” says Pink in an interview. “It’s adaptive. Our culture has gone overboard on positivity, when in fact negative emotions are more valuable.”
So, how does this work? “When I think about my life,” says Pink to Washingtonian magazine, “like, pre-age 25, I just wasn’t kind enough. And I definitely feel regret from that. There’s nothing I can do. I can’t go back and find somebody who was mistreated by others and say, ‘I’m sorry that in Mrs. McMullan’s class in sixth grade, I didn’t step in when people were making fun of you.’”
Bullying others, or standing by while others were bullied, is one of the biggest regrets than many of us carry with us.
Pink knows he cannot change the past, but he can go forward and say, “I’m going to try to treat everybody with a greater degree of kindness than I did then.”
That is the positive power of regret. Looking backward can help us move forward.
In the gospel of Luke, Jesus told a parable to some people who had no regrets. They “trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt” (18:9). If they were alive today, these folks would have “No Regrets” tattooed on their arms.
“Two men went up to the temple to pray,” said Jesus, “one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector” (v. 10). The people listening to Jesus understood immediately that the Pharisee was a devout person, and the tax collector was a sinner. 
The Pharisee stood by himself, because Pharisees stood apart from the crowd to preserve their purity before God. And then he began to pray, “God, I thank you that I am not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income” (vv. 11-12). He was a man who practiced the disciplines of refraining from eating along with making generous donations to the temple.
The guy had no regrets.
“But the tax collector,” said Jesus, “standing far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his breast and saying, ‘God, be merciful to me, a sinner!’” (v. 13). In contrast to the Pharisee, the tax collector was full of regrets. 
In the time of Jesus, tax collectors were actually “toll collectors,” says New Testament scholar R. Alan Culpepper, and the toll system “was open to abuse and corruption. The toll collectors were often not natives of the area where they worked, and their wealth and collusion with the Roman oppressors made them targets of scorn.”
Abuse. Corruption. Collusion with Rome. Yes, the tax collector could have joined Johnny Cash in singing, “I wear this crown of thorns / Upon my liar’s chair.” He asked for God’s mercy, because he knew that there was much that he could not repair.
Then Jesus concluded the parable by saying: “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” (v. 14). The tax collector went home justified, which means that he was restored to a right relationship with God. The Pharisee, on the other hand, was not justified, which means that he remained out of whack with God. The Pharisee exalted himself, putting his faith in himself instead of in God. And the result was that he was humbled.
This parable is a perfect illustration of the power of regret. The tax collector was justified because he put his faith completely in God, asking God to be merciful to him. He took an honest look at his past, regretted many of his actions, and asked for God to forgive him. Regret “reveals what makes life worth living,” says Daniel Pink. “There are some things in life that we really, really care deeply about.” 
The tax collector cared deeply about being right with God, so he confessed his sins and asked for God’s mercy. He was humble enough to know that he needed help, and his request was granted because he made it with honesty and humility.
The good news is that most people want to do the right thing, and God is willing to help us turn our lives around and head in a new direction. Pink interviewed a woman who broke down and cried about her deepest moral regret: “She bullied a kid on a school bus when she was eight or nine years old.” Because she was humble and honest about this, she could use this regret as a spur to treat people more kindly in the future.
God really wants to forgive people who are willing to say, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!”
Regrets can even help us turn into more effective leaders. Pink says that leaders in business should reveal their regrets to their teams and say, “Let me tell you about this regret that I have, this decision that I made that bugs me. And here’s what I did about it.”
That’s a winning leadership strategy, no doubt about it. Much better than if a leader stands up and proudly proclaims, “God, I thank you that I am not like other people!”
Honesty and humility. These are the qualities that can help make us right with God and with the people around us.
Our challenge is to get out of the “liar’s chair” and begin to see ourselves honestly. None of us has a right to stand up and boast about our moral superiority, saying we have no regrets. Yes, we might think of ourselves as being giving, compassionate, loving and respectful — that’s how Christians tend to describe other Christians, according to a recent survey by the Episcopal Church.
But is that the truth? When non-Christians are asked to describe Christians, they tend to use words such as “hypocritical,” “judgmental” and “self-righteous.”
That makes us sound like the Pharisee in the parable.
“There is a disconnect between the reality of Jesus and the perceived reality of Christians,” says Bishop Michael Curry, the presiding bishop of the Episcopal Church. He encourages us to be honest about the fact that Christians have a long history of fighting over major moral issues, such as the conflict between pastors who supported the institution of slavery and Christian abolitionists who fought against slavery. Christians need to admit that very often, says Curry, “we have been silent in the midst of unspeakable horrors when we should have spoken up.”
The first step is to see ourselves honestly, as the tax collector did, and express regret about our failures.
After seeing ourselves clearly, we need to show some true humility. In this, we should listen to the words of the apostle Paul, who urged the Philippians to do nothing “from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves” (Philippians 2:3). Our role model for this is Jesus, who “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death — even death on a cross” (vv. 7-8).
Humble. Self-emptying. Obedient. These are the qualities of Jesus Christ and his true followers, qualities that led to Christ’s exaltation. Remember, said Jesus, “all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted” (Luke 18:14). The path to God’s future includes serving others sacrificially, as we follow a Lord who “came not to be served but to serve” (Matthew 20:28).
All of us have regrets. Every single one of us. We are “full of broken thoughts” about things “we cannot repair.” But looking backward, with honesty and humility, can help us move forward to a glorious future, as faithful followers of Jesus Christ.
—Henry Brinton and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Joel 2:23-32 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
It’s a God Thing. The prophet brings an exciting word from the Lord! “Be glad and rejoice” (v. 23). The prophet then refers to the recent rains, the threshing floors that are full of grain and the vats of oil and casks of wine that are full. Basically, he’s saying, “It’s a God thing.” This phrase is presently popular in Christian circles. We hear it when there’s been a miraculous recovery, a stunning reversal of fortune or an unexpected windfall of some kind. It’s a God thing. But in these moments of euphoria, it’s forgotten that God is not just sovereign over these moments of blessing. God is in everything. Everything is a God thing if we’re children of God. And clearly, the ancient Hebrews understood this. When the “swarming locusts” destroyed the crops, it was a God thing. When the skies withheld the rain, it was a God thing. When armies laid waste to the towns and villages of the land, it was a God thing. The Hebrews knew or believed this. Today, we’re inclined to believe that swarms of locusts and periods of drought are more likely linked to cyclical weather patterns than divine agency. But, if something wonderful happens, it’s a God thing. That’s a disconnect, and the sermon is about what to do with it. Maybe it would be better to retain the sovereignty of God over all things by simply thanking God for the good things that bless us and for the trials that befall us — knowing that even if it is not a good thing, it could be a God thing. God is over all. It’s all God.
What Does the Text Say?
At the center of the theological message of the prophet Joel is “the day of the Lord,” a phrase that occurs, with slight variation, four times in this brief, prophetic book of just three chapters. As it is described in today’s reading, that day will be both “great and terrible” (v. 31), as both judgment and salvation are rendered on Israel and its neighbors. Our reading opens with a call to the “children of Zion” to “be glad and rejoice” in the relief that the Lord has provided them from a plague of locusts and a drought (v. 23). The natural disaster of the locust plague was understood by Joel as a sign of divine punishment. There was nothing in such punishment that was perceived by the biblical writers as ennobling or edifying; on the contrary, divine punishment was a source of both terror and shame, implying either divine wrath directed toward the deity’s own people or, perhaps even worse, the abandonment of the people by their God (cf. 1:17). Therefore, the appearance of drought-relieving rains would naturally be understood as the people’s “vindication” (v. 23).

Psalm 65 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Accounts Payable. In the opening line of this hymn, the psalmist makes a confession made nowhere else in the Old Testament: “God — we owe you.” The metaphor that leaps to mind is that of an invoice that has been submitted to all mortals, not just to the chosen people of God. “Praise is due to you, O God.” We don’t owe God love, because love offered out of duty can hardly be called love. We don’t owe God obedience because to obey God is in our own best interest, just as a child’s obedience is in his or her own best interest. To obey one’s parent means that one’s fingers will not be burned on the hotplate. No, what we exclusively owe to God is praise. And lest there be any confusion, God has presented us with an itemized invoice of services rendered:
· Item: Answered prayer, verse 2.
· Item: Forgiven transgression, verse 3.
· Item: Deliverance, verse 5.
· Item: Creative activity, verse 6.
· Item: Providing food and water, verse 9.
· Item: Providential care of the Earth, verses 9-13.
· Due on demand: Praise. The sermon takes a good look at the invoice, checking off one item at a time to make sure it is correct, and offers an opinion as to whether the bill is accurate or whether a mistake has been made.
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 65 is a hymn of praise that combines gratitude for both revealed and natural religion — the faith that found its epicenter in the Jerusalem temple (vv. 1-5) and also saw God’s providential care for Israel and all creation at work in the natural world (vv. 6-13). The expression that opens the hymn — “Praise is due to you, O God, in Zion” — is unique in the OT, occurring only here. The praise that is due to God is localized in Zion (v. 1), the Vatican of Israelite religion. The notion of “all flesh” coming to Zion to worship (v. 2) reflects the universal outlook of wisdom circles, who saw in Israel’s God attributes that applied not only to the covenant people but to all people (e.g., God’s providential care). The psalmist takes considerable pains to combine the idea of Israel’s ‘chosen-ness’ (v. 4) with the idea of God’s mercy extending to “the ends of the earth” (v. 5). The statement “you are the hope of all the ends of the earth” is unique, found only here in the OT, and reflects the cosmopolitan religious outlook of such wisdom. The Hebrew word translated “hope,” mivtach, is found in late biblical writings, a clue to the late date of this psalm. The reason for this universal acclaim is the agricultural abundance derived from God’s bountiful care for the entire earth (vv. 9-13). The “river of God” in verse 9 is likely the same river referred to in Psalm 46:4, “whose streams make glad the city of God,” a mythological source of blessing that may have been inspired by the Gihon spring, the principal water supply for Jerusalem. The images of rain-fed agriculture with which the psalm closes (vv. 9-13) likely stem from a harvest festival and are unique in the Bible for their bucolic charm. In contrast to both Egypt and Mesopotamia, where farming depended on an extensive system of canals drawing on river water, Israelite farmers depended on seasonal rainfall from sometimes violent storms blowing in from the eastern Mediterranean. Although the topography of the central Israelite hill country required intensive terracing to produce arable land, other locations, such as the Coastal Plain and the Jezreel Valley, offered ideal farming conditions. The closing lines of the psalm express the joyful gratitude of the Israelites for such rich abundance.

2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18 
Matthias Chosen to Replace JudasWhat Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Last Look: A Memoir. Thousands of people — including politicians, artists, philosophers, athletes and children of famous people — have written autobiographies. Such literary attempts often fall into the amusing category of narcissistic indulgence, but some may be a genuine attempt at self, and perhaps final, assessment — a wistful and backward glance, a memoir. Some of the most famous are Augustine’s Confessions, The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin, Long Walk to Freedom by Nelson Mandela, The Diary of Anne Frank, and I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou. 2 Timothy falls into the memoir genre, and arguably one of the most well-known and oft-cited lines of this retrospective essay is verse 7 of the reading: “I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith.” Notice the three metaphors. They lead to three questions we might all pose as to our own lives: 
1. What have we fought for? In other words, what positions have we taken and by whose side have we stood? 
2. What have we achieved? 
3. What have we preserved? That is, what values and timeless principles have we kept and entrusted to the next generation? Paul was able to look back and say, “to him be glory forever and ever. Amen” (v. 18).
What Does the Text Say?
In his second letter to Timothy, Paul passes on his final instructions to his young protégé. The letter’s words reflect a somber mood that is appropriate for a last will and testament. Paul finally turns to the task of bidding farewell. The foreboding nature of Paul’s future is unmistakable when he writes, “As for me, I am already being poured out as a libation [spendomai], and the time of my departure has come” (v. 6). Paul is like a cup whose contents are being offered as a sacrifice or consumed on an altar in a sacrificial rite. Though Paul’s frame of mind is certainly ominous, he is not without hope. Using a string of perfect verbs, he declares that he has “fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith (v. 7). It is also significant to note that Paul bears no ill will toward his cowardly and fickle associates. Thus, he remains confident that “the Lord will rescue [him] from every evil attack and save [him] for his heavenly kingdom” (v. 18a; cf. 3:11b). Paul ends this intensely circumspect and forlorn letter with a brief but compelling doxology — “To him be the glory forever and ever. Amen” (v. 18b). 

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

What we [tend to] say to people right now is not to even worry about regret: Look forward, never look backward. Think positive, be positive. [But] I want to add some right-angles back to this and say, “Hold on a second. That regret you have that’s poking you. It should poke you, and you’ve got to listen to it.” You have to use it as a signal.
—Daniel Pink, interviewed by Romesh Ratnesar, “Regrets, he’s had a few,” Washingtonian, February 2022, 22.

##

When asked [in a poll] how well Christians represent the values and teachings of Jesus, many religiously unaffiliated respondents said “not at all” (29%), while only 2% said Christians represent Jesus’ values and teachings “a lot.” The numbers were a bit less harsh among respondents of non-Christian religions, but still 18% said “not at all” and just 6% said “a lot.”
That feedback was hard to hear, [Episcopal Bishop Michael] Curry said. But, he added, “You can only begin the process of healing, when you have an accurate diagnosis.”
Closing the gap between people’s perceptions of Jesus and their perceptions of his followers will take a “new Reformation,” according to Curry — one that includes not only “re-presenting” a Christianity that he believes looks more like Jesus to the rest of the world, but also better formation of Christians around Jesus’ teachings and way of life.
“The church has got a lot more to do, which is a good thing,” he said. 
—Emily McFarlan Miller and Jack Jenkins, “Episcopal Bishop Curry says ‘more to do’ as poll shows Christians viewed as hypocrites,” Religion News Service, March 9, 2022, https://religionnews.com.

##

It was one of the biggest pop songs of the 20th century, and it wasn’t in English. In 1960, French chanteuse Edith Piaf released “Non, je ne regrette rien,” composed by Charles Dumont, with lyrics by Michel Vaucaire. Along with “La vie en rose,” it became one of Piaf’s signature songs. The title in English: “No, I regret nothing.”
Here are some of the song’s lyrics in English:
No! No regrets
No! I will have no regrets
All the things
That went wrong
For at last I have learned to be strong
No! No regrets
No! I will have no regrets
For the grief doesn't last
It is gone
I've forgotten the past
And the memories I had
I no longer desire
Both the good and the bad
I have flung in a fire
And I feel in my heart
That the seed has been sown
It is something quite new
It's like nothing I've known
—Full lyrics (English translation) are here: https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/edithpiaf/noregrets.html.
Also: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Non%2C_je_ne_regrette_rien.
Retrieved May 5, 2022.

##

Psychologists … have shown that [regret] can be an eminently useful emotion. “It would be a very, very bad idea, I think, to eliminate regrets in your life,” says Aidan Feeney, a professor of psychology at Queen’s University Belfast. “It’s one mechanism for learning how to improve your decision-making — a signal that maybe you need to rethink your strategy.”
Regret is a complex emotion, since it involves counter-factual thinking, he points out. It requires the capacity to imagine alternative courses for events that have already happened and the capacity to compare and contrast those different outcomes to determine which you would have preferred. Due to this complexity, young children are often unable to feel regret, and the emotion tends to emerge around age 6 or 7. 
Feeney’s own research has tested how the emotion is essential for developing an understanding of delayed gratification — our ability to put off a small reward now for a greater reward later.
—David Robson, “How to live with your regrets,” BBC.com, February 9, 2022.
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20220207-how-to-live-with-your-regrets.
Retrieved May 5, 2022.

##

In one study, [regret] was found to be the second-most frequently mentioned emotion in everyday conversation (after love). Romantic regrets tend to be most common, and those centered on social relationships in general are felt more strongly than nonsocial ones — lending credence to the saying that nobody on their deathbed wishes they had spent more time working. 
Studies have found that a high level of regret is related to depression, anxiety and worse sleep and problem-solving. Most people feel a pang of regretted action (I wish I hadn’t done that!) quickly and intensely, but regret over inaction (I should have done that) lingers longer. When looking back on life, we tend to most regret not taking chances and opportunities that could have brought us closer to being the person we want to be. …
Regret is uncomfortable, so we often try to mentally run away from it. But denial, distraction or suppression do not work for long — and the pain returns with a vengeance. …
“Self-blame shuts down learning centers in the brain,” said Tara Brach, a Washington-area meditation teacher, clinical psychologist and author of “Radical Acceptance.” It hardens your heart and isolates you. It doesn’t make what happened okay, nor does it improve your future.”
Instead, remember that to be human is to make mistakes. “Actively offer yourself forgiveness by, for example, whispering ‘forgiven’ or putting a hand on your heart. If that seems like a tall order, having an intention to forgive can be a start,” said Brach. …
—Jelena Kecmanovic, “How to deal with regret and forgive yourself for making imperfect decisions,” The Washington Post, July 7, 2021.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/wellness/deal-with-regret-pandemic-decisions/2021/07/06/415427ec-de80-11eb-ae31-6b7c5c34f0d6_story.html.
Retrieved May 5, 2022.

##

No amount of regret changes the past. No amount of anxiety changes the future. Any amount of gratitude changes the present.
—Ann Voskamp

##

It sounds like a scene from a great romance.
In 1981, a young American man named Bruce was on a train journey through northern France when a pretty brunette called Sandra boarded at Paris and sat next to him. Conversation came easily, and they were soon laughing and holding hands.
When they reached her destination — a station in Belgium — they kissed, and on an impulse, Bruce considered jumping off the train with her to see where life may lead him. Instead, he quickly scribbled his name and parents’ address on a scrap of paper.
Almost as soon as the doors had closed, Bruce regretted not having gone with his gut feeling. After his return to the US, he received a letter from Sandra. “Maybe it’s crazy, but when I think about you, I’m smiling,” it said, but — mysteriously — contained no return address. In the decades since that encounter, Bruce has never stopped wondering what might have happened if he’d stepped down onto that platform.
The anecdote is just one of 16,000 accounts the author Daniel Pink has collected in his World Regret Survey.
—David Robson, “How to live with your regrets,” BBC.com, February 9, 2022.
https://www.bbc.com/worklife/article/20220207-how-to-live-with-your-regrets.
Retrieved May 5, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Luke 18:9-14
Luke’s portrayal of the kingdom of God is full of surprises. The last are first. The humbled are exalted. The despised are honored. The great reversal has begun.
In Luke 18:9-14, the evangelist pairs a Pharisee and a tax collector. They are praying. Now, for a first-century audience (as well as a 21st-century reader), one would think that the religious leader would have no problem praying. After all, he supposedly does this every day. Surely, God will honor his prayer. Yet, it is the despised tax collector, who likely rarely prays, who earns Jesus’ praise.
In the context of this parable, the reader encounters others who are on the outskirts of society. Luke pairs this unit with a story of a persistent widow, immediately before, and sayings on the acceptance of little children into God’s rule, immediately following.
The irony of the setting is partly in the purpose of the first two juxtaposed parables. The parable of the widow and the unrighteous judge demonstrates the power of persistency. In 18:1, Luke tells the reader, “Then Jesus told them a parable about their need to pray always and not to lose heart.” Jesus praises the widow for coming constantly to the judge to seek vindication.
In verses 9-14, however, the irony is that the one who comes regularly to pray is not the example to emulate. The problem is not one of consistency, but of intention. The Pharisee does not seek his own vindication, as the widow did, but his own glorification. He compares himself not with other supposedly righteous individuals, but with the “other people” (literally “the rest of humanity”), whom he dubs “thieves, rogues, adulterers” and even tax collectors. There is nothing spectacular about the vices that he names. These “sinners” commonly receive mention in vice lists of the New Testament. The effect of such a list is significant, however. The lines have effectively been drawn. On the one hand, there is the Pharisee who considers himself righteous, and on the other hand, the rest of the world whom he considers sinful. After the Pharisee praises God that he is not like the sinful tax collector, he proudly lists his own pious acts: “I fast twice a week; I give a tenth of all my income” (v. 12). These are commendable practices (5:33; 11:42), but the Pharisee’s boast demonstrates that he is a prime example of those who “trusted in themselves that they were righteous” (v. 9). Although his prayer begins by thanking God, he fails to commend God for God’s own actions. The Pharisee is consumed instead by his own pious deeds.
The publican, on the other hand, does not dare talk to God in such a manner. Instead of thanking God for his exalted position, he recognizes his lowly status before a holy God. Jesus tells much about these two characters simply by their posturing. In verse 10, Jesus says that both went up to the temple to pray, but in verse 13, the tax collector is nowhere near the Pharisee. He is standing far off — presumably farther away from the inner court of the temple, even farther away from the holiest part of the temple. As a child who has done something wrong is afraid to approach a parent or even make eye contact, so this publican does not go far into the temple court and refuses to lift his eyes. He knows that he has sinned. He does not rely on fasting or tithing to make his relationship right with God. Instead, he cries out for mercy. “And will not God grant justice to his chosen ones who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long in helping them?” (v. 7). God hears the prayer of the unrighteous. God vindicated the despised tax collector who went home justified, and the Pharisee went away exactly as he had come — only thinking that he was righteous (v. 14a).
This parable should not be utterly shocking to Luke’s readers. Tax collectors in this gospel are not universally terrible people (consider 3:12; 5:27-32; 7:29, 34; 15:1-2). Not only does Jesus eat with tax collectors, but in the next chapter, there is a prime example of a chief tax collector — Zacchaeus, who, in the end, breaks the social stereotype. Furthermore, this is not the first negative portrait of religious leaders. In fact, Luke introduces the parable in verse 9: “He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.” This echoes other negative portraits of the religious leaders exalting themselves (11:43; 14:7-11). In 16:15, Jesus condemns the Pharisees: “You are those who justify yourselves in the sight of others; but God knows your hearts; for what is prized by human beings is an abomination in the sight of God.” Ultimately, the Pharisees, who claim to know God, fail to recognize the kingdom of God in their midst (18:20-21).
The theme of the righteous vs. the sinner also echoes other features of Luke. In 15:7, Jesus teaches, “I tell you, there will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.” In 5:32, Jesus announces his mission, “I have come to call not the righteous but sinners to repentance.”
The theme of reversal is explicitly announced at the end of verse 14: “For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.” The Pharisee had his reward. He was not like “the others.” The publican recognized his standing before God, and he was humbled — so humbled that he was not even able to look in God’s direction. He requested God’s mercy. This request recalls Mary’s song of praise in 1:46-55, where she recognizes God’s regard for “the lowliness of his servant” (v. 48). She declares praise because “His mercy is for those who fear him” (v. 50), and “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly” (v. 52).
Those who are humble in Luke’s gospel are those who receive the greatest praise. They are the ones who recognize God’s kingdom and power. Indeed, in Luke there is great reversal. The valleys are filled, and the mountains are brought low (3:5). Those who think that they are righteous must reconsider their actions in light of God’s in-breaking kingdom. This parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector teaches the audience that prayer alone is not enough. Even persistent prayer must be accompanied by the recognition of what God is doing. In the end, the Pharisee who never even asked God for justification walks away unjust, and the sinner who comes to God begging for mercy goes home justified.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Luke 18:9-14
Show the children a mirror and a magnifying glass. Ask them which one we should use when we come to God in worship. Explain that some people use a magnifying glass in church, and they look very closely at the sins of their neighbors. Let the children know that Jesus talks about a Pharisee who did this, looking at his neighbors and thanking God he was not like other people who do bad things. Point out that some people, on the other hand, use a mirror in church, and they look at themselves and the mistakes they have made. Say that they are like the person by Jesus, who said, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” (v. 13). Ask them which approach Jesus prefers. Encourage them to leave the magnifying glass at home, and to focus on their own sins when they come into the presence of God. Emphasize that we are able to move into a good relationship with Jesus and God when we look honestly at ourselves, admit the bad things we have done, and receive the forgiveness that God wants to give us.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
Leader: God is revealed not to the person who is self-sufficient or self-righteous,
People: But to the one whose mind is open, whose will is receptive, and whose soul is humble.
All: In that spirit, let us come in worship before the Lord.

Prayers — General
God of great love, grant us the courage to honestly open our hearts as we come to you in prayer. As we admit our weaknesses, we know we will receive your loving understanding and come away strengthened because of our conversation with you.
Forgive us for the times when we have been less than patient with others.
We regret the instances when we have not given others the mercy that has been extended to us.
We are sorry when we trivialize the important issues and exaggerate the small stuff.
Forgive us for all the occasions when we fly off the handle … and thank you for the people in our lives who love us anyway.
And we ask you, loving God, to grant us the grace to forgive ourselves. Help us to let go of the times when we have been less than our best. When others have forgiven us and when you have long forgotten, we still harbor feelings of shame and remorse. Help us to let go … and love ourselves anyway, just as you love us. We pray the lessons of the past in our world, where hatred and fighting have been redeemed by love and forgiveness, might give us hope for the future. We pray in the name of Jesus Christ, who came that we might follow in love and life eternal.

Benedictions — General
Go forth, relying upon the Lord to stand by you and give you strength to fight the good fight, finish the race and keep the faith, this day forward and forevermore. Amen.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Just as I Am, Without One Plea 
Depth of Mercy
God of Mercy, God of Grace
Worship and Praise* 
Majesty (Smith)
Trust in You (Daigle) 
Another in the Fire (Hillsong UNITED)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Twentieth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
Joel 2:23-32
Psalm 65
2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18
Luke 18:9-14
