
THE PHARISEE AND THE PUBLICAN 2018 
 
    St. Theophan the Recluse once wrote that; “People rarely speak like the Pharisee in words, but in the 
feeling of their heart they are rarely unlike him." 
 
    The Scriptures tell us that Jesus told this Parable " to some who trusted in themselves that they were 
righteous, and despised others" Is this then really applicable to us? Yes it is. The desire to look good in 
our own eyes is common to everyone and people derive a dark pleasure from feeling themselves to be 
better than others. It is easy, almost natural. I can be glad, and even thank God, that I am not like that 
horrible Pharisee. I really don't like self- righteous people like that: or liars, or hypocrites, or the British, or 
somebody/anybody will do. 
 
     Where do such ideas and attitudes come from? St. Theophan tells us, just as Jesus himself tells us, 
that they come from our heart. We can't really "see" our heart, our inner self or soul, but the condition of 
our heart can be discerned through attentiveness to our thoughts, feelings and behaviors. This 
attentiveness is, however, net easy to do or maintain. It is much easier for us to pay attention to the 
thoughts, feelings and behaviors of other people. 
 
     The Saints, however, give clear witness that progress towards holiness, real righteousness, comes 
when we look only at our own faults. That is what the Publican is doing. He is not paying any attention at 
all to the Pharisee. 
 
     The Church puts this hard to hear, but very important message and teaching here at the beginning of 
our "walk-up" to the ordeal of Great Lent in an effort to shake us out of any self-satisfaction and spiritual 
complacency. St. Theophan goes on to advise us;" For why do people pray poorly? It is because they 
feel that they are just fine.... even without praying." Let us not kid ourselves; for the most part luke-
warmness is usually the result of cooling off rather than of warming up. 
 
     The Pharisee is not wrong to be pleased that he "fasts twice a week and gives tithes of all he 
possesses." That is hard to do and he is to be commended for that. What he is missing, what he is not 
paying attention to, however, is the condition of his heart. He has allowed his desire to look good in his 
own eyes, to enjoy the feeling of being superior to others, to blind him to the recognition of a great sin in 
his heart. 
 
      Let's consider what might have happened if the Pharisee had been paying more attention to the 
condition and spirit of his heart. No doubt that he would have looked upon the Publican somewhat 
differently. Might he not have had compassion for him, gone to him and lifted him up. “Brother" he might 
have said, “I am so happy to see you here in God's Temple at last. I have been praying for you, and for 
others like you. Come forward with me now. Don't be afraid. God is merciful. Let's pray together, giving 
thanks for His great goodness towards sinners such as we are." Would the Pharisee not have become 
God's minister to the Publican? 
 
     We Christians are being called here to put away any complacency or self- satisfaction, to deepen our 
own personal repentance and permit God, through the miracle of his Grace, to " create in me a clean 
heart and renew in me a right spirit. “And this is not just for the sake of our own salvation. As Christians 
we are called to be Christ’s ministers in the world, His hands and feet and even His voice to others. A 
Priesthood of All Believers, Vessels of the Holy Spirit, for the help and salvation of the World. He will 
settle for nothing less, and neither should we. 
 
      May the Blessing of our Lord Jesus Christ be with us all, Amen. 
	  


