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      Beloved in the Lord, St. Luke tells us clearly and without any ambiguity that 
today’s Gospel parable was spoken by Jesus “unto certain who trusted in 
themselves, that they were righteous and despised others.” The Fathers teach that 
self-righteousness and judging others are the twin children of pride and are 
inseparable from one another.

      Many people hear this parable and, trusting in their own righteousness, despise 
the Pharisee. That said, I would like to spend our brief time this morning in 
reflection upon the Publican. He is a model of what we should be working towards 
here in the preparation for Great Lent. Repentance. Let’s take a look at this 
Publican.

      Although the story of the Publican and the Pharisee is a scriptural parable, 
some Orthodox writers and preachers like to draw a connection with it to the 
account about Zacchaeus the Publican that we heard last week. Like most pre-
modern writers, they are less concerned with a strict historical “factualness” than 
with making a moral/ethical or theological truths more visible. They found this 
connection useful in bringing out certain truths about the process of repentance.

      Zacchaeus was profoundly moved by his encounter with Christ. Not only was 
he able to recognize his corruption and dishonesty but was, also, inspired to 
renounce his former way of life and to even go beyond making amends by 
pledging to give half of his wealth to the poor. All of this he confessed and pledged 
publically before Christ and his guests at the dinner. In this encounter with Christ, 
the Fathers recognized, not the entirety of repentance but only its first steps.

      Going on from that wonderful moment,however, Zacchaeus is going to meet 
some very strong and difficult resistance. Most of us have made resolutions to 
correct or in some way improve our lives. What happens to us in such situations is 
the same thing that happens to Zacchaeus. Habit rises up to oppose our intentions.          
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      The dictionary defines habit as, “an acquired mode of behavior that has  
become nearly or completely involuntary”; “habit implies a doing, unconsciously 
or without pre-meditation, often compulsively.” This sounds a lot like what the
Fathers describe as “passions”. 

      These habits or passions have their roots in our inner world, our hearts. Our 
bad or destructive behaviors are really rather like symptoms of a deeper dis-ease. 
As Father Peter pointed out last week, repentance, in our Orthodox context, 
requires not just a change in our behavior but more importantly a change in our 
hearts. The Pharisee makes it clear that, even if our behavior is exemplary, our 
hearts can be sick.

      In addition to the diseases of our hearts rising against our good intentions, we 
are very likely to experience resistance from our outward circumstances, patterns 
of life and even our personal relationships with others that have all been previously 
built and set up to accomodate and support the behavior we now want to change.

      Certain situations, activities and people will need to be avoided. Zacchaeus will 
not be able to “hang out” with certain of his old publican buddies if he hopes to 
keep his promise to Christ. I can almost hear Mrs. Zacchaeus now, “Are you 
crazy? Half our money to the poor? What will your children and I do? My mother 
told me not to marry a short person!”

      In the face of all this opposition, it is not hard to imagine our Publican 
backpedaling a bit or even falling into some of his old ways. Then, with the 
memory of that Blessed Encounter with Christ still freshly glowing in his mind, he 
perceives the shadows beginning to gather again in his soul. In fear, lest he lose the 
new life that is forming in himself, he turns to God in heartfelt prayer – perhaps for 
for the first time in his life. And Christ, telling the Parable, says that this man went 
down to his house justified.

      To be justified, in this context, means to be forgiven and made right with God. 
Then, as now, those who will humble themselves before God will be justified. 
Humility is always the key that opens the door to God’s Promised Blessings of 
spiritual help and the strength needed to perservere in repentance. 
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Despite many oppositions, Zacchaeus did perservere in his repentance and, as 
Father Peter reminded us last week, he eventually became the first Orthodox 
bishop of Caesarea.

      Now let us consider this, that Zacchaeus did not so much repent and then “have 
a happy life with Jesus” as had an encounter with Jesus that propelled him into a 
life of repentance. This life of repentance, which he maintained even as a bishop, is 
our Orthodox way of life. Our three fold path of continual purification, 
illumination and glorification/communion. To be justified is to have that 
communion restored again and again. We Orthodox do repentance in much the 
same sense that Hindus do yoga or Buddhists do zen.

      Every liturgy is a repentance. Every vespers, matins or vigil is a repentance. 
The monastics who are in church 6-10 hours every day often describe their 
monastery very lovingly as “the place of my repentance”. The parish church is, 
also, a place of repentance. In all honesty, I must tell you that showing up at your 
place of repentance once a week, if that, for an hour and a half is not going to get 
you very far in terms of spiritual progress. Such a routine is, at best, a holding 
pattern.

      People who think that they can “pray at home” or repent at home are fools.      
Of course, we can and should do these things at home but even if we do, and most 
people don’t, its not enough, in and of itself.

      The drama of today’s parable takes place “in the temple”. This is significant. 
During the Great Lent there are many special services added to our program. Begin 
now to prepare for this. Consider making a promise to Christ. Truly, if we do not 
make time for repentance, we are very unlikely to find any time for it.

      Next week we will continue our study of repentance with the Parable of the 
Prodigal Son where we will again see repentance as something continuous – like a 
journey. This is what St. Isaac of Syria, whose feast day is tomorrow, is refering to 
when he says that the only prayer we should make for ourselves (beyond the 
Prayer of the Publican) is to ask to be gifted with the Spirit of Repentance. May 
God Bless us with this most precious gift. Amen.


