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Two weeks ago Kendra Crabtree and I went to the       
 Presbyterian retreat center in Montreat, NC 
  for the Disgrace conference. The subtitle was  
   "Looking for God's Grace Amid the Disgrace of Racism." 
I knew the conference was going to be a powerful experience, 
 but really I was not looking forward to going 
  the way you don't look forward to things  
   you know are needful and important but that are also  
    going to be hard and which are only going to be effective 
     if they end up leading you to change in ways you 
       didn't know you need to change to begin with. 
 
The truth of all this hit me right off the bat with          
 the very first event that was offered was a pre-gathering  
  on the afternoon of the first day, 
   when conference attendees divided ourselves according to race, 
    with about 400 of us who think of ourselves as white  
     gathering in the main auditorium  
      while some 50 or 60 attendees  
       who identify as people of color met upstairs in a smaller  
        room. 
My gathering was entitled "White Fragility" 
 and had to do with some of what might be  
  in your own minds right now,  
   such as our sincere desire to be recognized for our good intentions, 
    for our attempts never to do or say racist things, 
     for the real efforts you may have made to treat people equally 
      and teach your children to do the same, 
  all the while not seeing that all the good effort and good intentions in the world 
   are not enough and never has been to overcome       
    the damage done to people of color in our system at every turn.  
Respectability, good intentions, self-management, 
 no matter how sincere or heartfelt, 
  are not enough to bring real healing or newness 
   to harmful racial divides, and they never have been. 
 
 
Two men stand in the same room, 
 a room in the Jerusalem Temple,  
  where a Pharisee and a tax collector are praying.  



The Pharisee prays to himself, says our storyteller.  
 Maybe he does not want to be overheard by other fellow.  
  More likely he does not want to be in the same room with him. 
The Pharisee is a disciplined, respectable man,  
 who observes the standards of his faith with admirable consistency.  
He tithes, not out of gross income but net.  
 He fasts twice a week, even though once a week is all that's required.   
In other words, he is a Pharisee's Pharisee,  
 He’s that woman in the firm who will make partner before you do,  
  the man in the department whose tenure is assured  
   even in uncertain times. And you will not begrudge him, or begrudge her, 
    because they really have worked hard and done well,  
     and on top of that they are genuinely likeable people.   
       That’s who this Pharisee is. 
 
The tax collector on the other hand is standing at a distance.  
 He cannot even raise his eyes to God, says our storyteller.  
He beats his breast, which is a strong detail in a culture where  
 that was something often done by women,  
  but by men only when they were in deepest anguish.i  
   A modern writer would probably opt for silent tears  
    wetting his face until they dripped from his chin.  
He makes his living by collecting taxes on crops  
 or other goods that have been imported into his region to be marketed.  
Either he is so profoundly wealthy that he won the bid  
 when Roman officials auctioned off the rights for his area,  
  or, more likely, he is employed by the man who bought the rights. 
Either way, he is a rich man, charging more than the going tax rate  
 and pocketing the difference, meaning he is a master of kickbacks. 
  —and his neighbors hate him for it. 
 
We don't know why he's praying.  
 Maybe he feels guilty about the corrupt system that pays his bills 
  even while it makes him religiously unclean.  
 Maybe his prayer is personal and has nothing at all to do  
  with his hated profession.  
   All we know is that in his prayer,  
    he places himself completely in God's hands.  
     And, as the storyteller says, he "went home justified." 
 
I have always had a love hate relationship with this story. 
 Every time I read it, I fall into its trap. 
  I find myself feeling grateful that I am not like the Pharisee,  
   the kind of person who holds him or herself up  
    as better than other people. 
 He represents, for me, the kind of Christian  



  who make my skin crawl with their rules and their judgments. 
   "No, I am not like the self-righteous Pharisee, thank you, God," 
    I think to myself, and WHAM, there I am, caught,      
     for all who exalt themselves will be humbled.      
     
  
We don't even get a crack at interpreting the story for ourselves. 
 Apparently Jesus and Luke don't want us to mess this one up. 
  "The tax collector went home justified," Jesus says  
   i.e. he went home healed and whole in his relationship with God. 
The Pharisee and I and all those other Christians who I love to criticize 
 are stuck in the Temple savoring the elegance of our prayers.  
We can't go home yet, because we don't know how to get there. 
 We have been operating out of the assumption that we do know, 
  That we can describe the streets along the way.  
   But we are dead wrong. 
 
How do we come to know the grace of God? 
 How do we find our way home? 
Out of the best of intentions I fear we try  
 to gain God's grace like the Pharisee, 
  by doing good.  

He is genuinely good, this story doesn’t work if he’s a jerk. 
  So think of someone you really admire,  

because he follows all the rules and he is better than other people, 
    and he’s respectable and sincere  
    and he also trusts in himself alone as we all too often do.    
 Because this story says that the way home  
  comes from knowing we are broken at our core, then confessed it deeply, 
   then trusting in God to restore and welcome us. 
 
When you approach the question of grace the first way, 
 respectability and good works, good intentions,  
  you get a God who looks a certain way. 
When you approach the question from the perspective of God’s 
 love for the sake of love alone, you get a very different God. 
That is why the question of God's grace matters so much. 
 It is a question of what our God is like 
  and how we find our way to him or her, 
   a question of how we find our way home.  
 
 In the first congregation that I served  
 a teenager in my youth group wrote me a letter from Germany. 
She was spending a year there in an exchange program. 
 "I'm having an incredible time here—things are good," she wrote.  
  "But I miss home so much it hits me in waves. I guess that will stop."   



The decision about whether or not to go had been very hard for her. 
 She wanted to apply, she wanted to ‘make the cut’,         
  in this hugely competitive program 
 She had asked me, as her associate pastor, to write a recommendation for her,  
 which I did gladly. 
It was when she was holding the acceptance letter in her hand 
 that the decision became hard. 
She was only 16 and did not have much time left  
 to be at home with her parents before college. 
  Should she go? Could she handle being so far away from home? 
   She called me for advice. 
"Do whatever you want to," I told her. 
 Being accepted in the program doesn't mean you have to go. 
  No one will think less of you if you turn it down." 
"Really?" she asked. I could hear the relief in her voice. 
 "Really," I said. There's no wrong decision here. 
  Whatever you choose will be right." 
 "Thanks a lot," she said laughing, "You're no help at all!" 
Now I was reading her letter from Germany 
 and I wrote back instantly. 
  But I didn't say "It will get better.  
   Buck up, your homesickness will go away." 
    Because I knew her homesickness might not get better  
     the whole time she was there. 
 So I wrote and said I was glad things were going well 
  and I was sorry her homesickness was so deep, 
   but that it was probably the way it would be 
    —both good and hard. 
     For why should it ever be easy to be far from home? 
 
And we are far from home. 
 This year, with the increased racial tension in our country, 
  the instability in the Middle east and Europe,   
   the surreal and disheartening political campaigns here in the US, 
     I have felt at times felt cut loose from the very earth itself. 
 
But then, world and racial events have often left me feeling       
  as though all the safe places and wise people have disappeared.      
  At such times I have always turned to my faith and the church for solace.  
   Yet even that can fail to satisfy. 
 
Another pastor put it to her congregation this way. 
 "Our house, our church buildings, our offices— 
  even this lovely old chapel, they are good places  
   to park ourselves and rest awhile, 
    but they are not good places to define ourselves by,  



     or sustain ourselves with,  
      because they do not have that kind of power… 
  If God is where we come from and God is where we're going, 
   then all our shelters along the way are temporary…"ii 
 
She is right. This sanctuary and this building, 
 and all the amazing things that go on here by us and other people  
  who we generously invite into the facility with every week, 
   this place I have come to admire and love with my whole heart, 
    this is not home. 
 This place and even our ministries are only shelters. 
  They places of rest and care along the way. But they are not home. 
 
Next Sunday is Reformation Day when we remember our founders. 
 As I was preparing for today weeks ago before going out of town  
  it struck me hard that the person in our faith tradition  
   who did more than any other to teach us  
    that God's grace is free—that the way home is wide open— 
     was himself homeless. 
He lived his life in exile, a refugee from the country he loved 
 and longed for without ceasing. 
In a sense he first lost his home when he was only four, 
 when his mother died,  
  and he was sent by his father to live with neighbors. 
   They were kind to him, but they were not his own. 
I am talking about John Calvin, 
 who does not get the admiration he justly deserves 
  for his brilliant theology and biblical scholarship, 
   and whose commentaries on the scripture  
    are still stunning nearly 500 years on. 
His private life is not as well known as that of   
 other Reformers—Martin Luther or John Wesley. 
He has often been mistakenly equated with people who took his ideas 
 and built a rigid and, at times, a sorry history with them. 
  At the end of his life Calvin was an ill and bitter man. 
But it was not always so. 
 He loved music, played the violin, and is thought  
  to have written the words to the opening hymn we sang this morning. 
Portraits of Calvin as a young man show  
 a handsome and intelligent face with an open expression.  
  It is the face he wore when he was doing  
   the astonishing writing which,  
    whether we've always known it or not,  
     is behind most every idea we've ever heard  
      about God's free and overwhelming grace 
       that can never be earned by anything we do. 



 
As a young scholar, Calvin had to flee Paris,  
 and his French homeland, after a friend  
  preached a daring sermon Calvin had helped write. 
Calvin fled for his life, and wrote his great work 
 The Institutes of the Christian Religion,  
  which he addressed to the King of France 
   in hopes it would save the lives of Christians there 
    who were being put to death for ideas that        
     we take completely for granted. 
He could never go back to France without risking death 
 and he spent much of the rest of his life in Geneva,  
  where he preached and taught and led the Swiss Reformation. 
He wrote often of home and homeland. There's this: 
 "Love of country, country which is, so to speak, 
  our common mother, is naturally planted in us." 
And on another occasion: "Native soil is sweet to everyone.  
 It is sweet to dwell among one's own people." 
  And also, this: "Exile is, in itself, sorrowful."iii 
 
Beloved we are all of us in exile until we find our home in God, 
 by which I mean our way of life, here and now, in God,  
  not our inevitable death. 
I think it just might be exile 
 that accounts for how much value we put  
  on being thought respectable, being the best, being deserving,  
   not being like everyone else. 
 
We spend so much time in exile, but there is a way home. 
 We keep in trying, like the Pharisee to build it, 
  but it can't be built or made by us. 
But we can do what the tax collector does: 
 We can put ourselves in God's hands and walk, 
  just walk, expecting God to guide us. 
When we do we will find to our amazement  
 the very ground beneath our feet 
  will come up and meet our every step  
   showing us that we are home. AMEN. 
 
 
 
 

i Cousar et al, Texts for Preaching, Year C, p. 574. 
ii Barbara Brown Taylor sermon, "None of Us Is Home Yet," The Preaching Life, Cowley Publications, 1993, p. 
158. 
iii William Bouwsma, John Calvin, A Sixteenth Century Portrait, Oxford University Press, 1988, p. 16. 

                                                 


