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 There was a t-shirt that was popular some years ago, particularly on college 

campuses.  It read simply:  “People who think that they are perfect really annoy those of 

us who are.”  I’m sure the company that manufactured the shirt saw the humor in it.  But 

you have to wonder if everyone who purchased the shirt or wore it really thought of it as 

funny.  Most, I hope saw the shirt as ironic – how could someone complain about the 

judgmental attitudes of others without – at the same time – passing judgment upon 

them.  I am convinced, however, that a few of those who wore the shirt really were 

annoyed at others who thought that they were perfect.  After all, perfection began and 

ended with them. 
 

 Had t-shirts been popular in the time of Jesus, we can expect that the Pharisee 

might have worn the one just described.  The Pharisee went to the temple area and 

offered thanks to God that he was not greedy or dishonest or adulterous like all of those 

other people – especially like that tax collector standing off at a distance.  The Pharisee 

was entitled to look down on others, after all, he regularly fasted and paid tithes on his 

whole income (clearly he wasn’t Catholic).   By contrast, the tax collector didn’t even 

look up.  He just admitted his sinfulness to God and asked for mercy.  And well he 

should, the Pharisee would probably add – he is, after all, a notorious sinner.  The tax 

collector had better be humble, while the Pharisee was entitled to be righteous. 
 

 This tension between entitlement and humility plays out daily in our homes, our 

schools, our workplaces, our parishes.  We are often approached by people who need a 

sympathetic ear, a kind word, just someone to pray with them.  They approach us 

humbly, gratefully, and they usually don’t ask for much.  They just need to see the face 

of the Lord – and, hopefully, in our small way, we can be that for them.  By contrast, 

there are those who demand our attention – who believe that they are entitled to our 

attention.  Maybe they are the most popular kid in school or the rising star at the office 

or just someone who filled out a parish registration form thirty years ago or two weeks 

ago and who now expects everyone in the parish to stand on their heads to please them.  

Unlike those in the first group, these people don’t want to see the face of the Lord – they 

gaze on him daily in the mirror.  All they want from us is our surrender.  We are 

supposed to do everything they want – they are entitled, after all.   
 

 In his parable, Jesus has much to say about both groups.  Those who exalt 

themselves – those who, like the Pharisee, need nothing from God except his 

congratulations – those who exalt themselves will be humbled, Jesus says.  While those 

who humble themselves – those who, like the tax collector, admit their sinfulness and 

ask God for mercy – those who humble themselves will be exalted.  That’s quite a 

turnaround.  We might expect a small rebuke of the self-righteous, some small comfort 

for the humble – but for things to be completely turned upside down – well, that says 

something important about how Jesus views humility and what little regard he has for 



entitlement.  That shouldn’t surprise us.  Jesus is, after all, the eternal Son of God.  He is 

absolutely entitled to our worship and adoration.  Yet, in his abundant love for us, Jesus 

humbled himself to take on human flesh – human pain and suffering.  Jesus is the 

perfect model of humility.  And so, like the tax collector, all of us are to acknowledge 

our sinfulness before God and to ask for his mercy.  All of us are called to recognize 

that salvation comes from God alone – not from any fasting we might do or prayers we 

might recite or tithes we might pay.  Fasting, prayer, and almsgiving are the ancient 

spiritual disciplines we accept when we seek to turn our lives toward God – but they do 

not purchase our salvation.  Indeed, our salvation is jeopardized when we rely upon our 

own actions rather than on God and his mercy.  As Christians, we are called to imitate 

Christ in his humility and to offer him our heartfelt gratitude for the gift of salvation.  

That is a message of this gospel – but in light of contemporary events – there is one 

more message, a clarification if you will, that needs to be articulated. 
 

 The parable tells us that the Pharisee came before God as self-righteous and that 

the tax collector came as one who was humble.  It does not tell us what happened when 

or if the two spoke to one another.  What should have happened?  Well, just like when 

any two people meet – they should have acknowledged one another with mutual respect.  

Though Jesus doesn’t tell us, I suspect that didn’t happen here.  Someone like the 

Pharisee who would be boastful even before God, is unlikely to greet the tax collector 

with respect.  Indeed, he probably carried his feelings of entitlement right into the face 

of the tax collector.  The Pharisee was probably what we would call today a bully – 

someone who believes that he or she is entitled to belittle and humiliate someone 

inferior.  And to someone as blessed, as perfect, as the Pharisee – well, everyone is 

inferior.  In the past few years, we’ve seen children and teens whose lives have been 

devastated when they were subjected to non-stop bullying – in person and more 

frequently on social media.  Many of these young people tried to ignore it, to take the 

high road, but found that the bullies just wouldn’t stop.  I bring this up because I don’t 

want any of us to misread this gospel on humility.   Yes, we are called to be humble 

before God.  We are called to acknowledge our need for his grace, his comfort, his 

saving work.  But humility does not mean that we must endure humiliation or tolerate 

the degradation of another.  Whenever we are confronted with injustice, with one person 

belittling another, with a Pharisee among us who refuses to accord another his or her 

basic human dignity – then we are called to stand up and say, “Enough.”  We are to be 

humble, but we are also to work for justice.  It is not true humility when we see another 

person being harassed, when we see another person being made fun of, when we see 

another person treated with disrespect and we say nothing.  We are not called to 

retaliate, to descend with the bully into the gutter, but we are also not called to silence.  

Respectfully, but firmly, we have to stand up and say, “No, not any more!”  People who 

think they are perfect are everywhere.  Clearly, the gospel tells us, we must not fall into 

that trap.  But more than that – from time to time – we must stand up to those whose 

supposed perfection is denying another their God-given dignity. 


