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May the words of my mouth and this meditation of all our hearts be pleasing in your sight, LORD, our 

Rock and my Redeemer. Amen 

In the last few months, how many walls have you built?  Now I’m not referring to a physical wall, like the 

one Donald Trump claims he’s going to build at the border.  I’m referring to the mental walls we 

consciously or unconsciously put up when we don’t have the capacity to emotionally process something.    

I know that I have built several.  As I’ve transitioned into graduate school, much of my focus has been on 

fulfilling responsibilities at school, here at St. C’s, and home while also managing to get enough sleep.  As 

I’m wading through dense early Christian texts on the nature of Christ and trying to make sense of the 

spiritual consequences of our society’s obsession with physical appearance, it’s become a little too easy to 

say, “I care about this, but I don’t have the emotional capacity to process and hold… 

-the hate language flying back and forth this election season 

-another mass shooting 

-or another black life lost from an incident of police brutality. 

There is a lot going on around us and it is human to prioritize where we put our energy.  We put up walls 

in an effort to care for ourselves, our family and friends, and for our immediate responsibilities.   
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What we may not realize is that our everyday responsibilities and encounters often intersect with things 

on the other side of the wall.  A few weeks ago, I had the privilege of attending a panel discussion at BU 

where Shaun King (a popular writer, civil rights activist, and pastor) and three other panelists spoke about 

the connections between the black lives matter movement in the US and the Palestinian liberation 

movement in Israel and Palestine. At the end of the panel, they took questions and an 8-year-old black girl 

named Jayden stood up and asked, “Why are the police killing black people?” 

I broke.  Tears filled my eyes.  I felt sick to my stomach realizing that at 8-years-old, Jayden was already 

trying to make sense of violence and racism.  It was time for me to break down some of my own walls 

around race and privilege. 

In the parable today, Jesus introduces us to two characters, the Pharisee and the Tax Collector, who come 

to the temple to pray.  From the outside, the Pharisee appears to have his life together.  He holds a high 

status job, he tithes, he fasts, and he probably takes good care of his family too.  In his mind, the Pharisee 

is doing all that he needs to do to get into heaven. 

From the outside, the Tax Collector appears a little less put together.  By society’s standards, he is a crook.  

He probably carries secrets and burdens.  He does not hold a positive opinion of himself.  The Tax 

Collector recognizes himself as a sinner.  1

And we see what happens: the Tax Collector, the crook, is the one who goes home justified when he 

admits his sin to God.  It is tempting to think that this is the moral of the story- that all we need to do is 

 Eugene Peterson, Tell it Slant1
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admit that we’re sinners and we’ll be good in God’s eyes.  But it’s a bit more complex than that… when 

we draw lines and say, “we need to do this and not that,” we become the Pharisee.  We build up a wall, 

dividing right and wrong, putting wrong on the other side.  

When we look at how Jesus spatially sets up this parable, we see that the Pharisee stands by himself, 

positioned away from what he refers to in his prayer as “the other people: the thieves, rogues, adulterers, 

and the tax collector.”  He physically separates himself from the others with an invisible wall, not wanting 

to be near those who deal with hardship, including the Tax Collector.  In building the wall and being so 

proud of his status and following of God’s laws, the Pharisee loses sight of the true purpose behind going 

to the temple.  When we look at how he prays, it is unclear whether he is praising God or praising himself.  

In looking at the tax collector, we see a shift in the posture of prayer.  The Tax Collector stands “far off,” 

probably at the back of the temple, aware that he is on the other side of people’s walls. He comes before 

God broken, so broken that he looks down and beats his breast as he prays.  The tax collector prays with 

his heart, longing for mercy, and longing to be broken open by God.   

This parable offers a deeper question of how we approach our prayer life and how we approach God’s call 

for us.  Are we praying to say we prayed, to check off the box, and to be good in the eyes of God or 

are we praying to feel it, to be broken open to a new perspective, and to grow with God and those 

around us? 

It’s tempting to focus on results in our lives, unconsciously or consciously asking the questions:  

What will I get out of this?  
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What will this help me accomplish?    

How will I appear if I do this?  

In focusing in on these things, it’s easy to forget about the experience and encounter we can have with 

God and with those around us.   In the reading from Sirach, we heard, “He will not show partiality to the 

poor; but he will listen to the prayer of one who is wronged.” From this passage, we can glean that God is 

not looking at our status, but looking for us to meet him in prayer. 

When we build walls, we must be careful not to build them so high that they can’t be broken down.  We 

must also be careful that we do not dehumanize when we put up walls.  As we saw with the Pharisee, 

those walls may prevent us from truly experiencing God and the humanity around us.  

When 8-year-old Jayden asked her question about police brutality, Shaun King responded by briefly 

explaining the history of race issues in our country and then saying, “I really believe that we can make 

this go away and I hope you’ll join me.  It’s going to take a lot of internal work from a lot of people, but I 

believe that in spreading this message, we are on the right track.  Hopefully, when you are an adult, you’ll 

talk about this time in history and the kids around you will not be able to believe that it happened.” 

8-year-old Jayden’s question and today’s gospel invite us to be broken open.  Breaking is not comfortable.  

As we see with the tax collector’s posture, breaking can be painful.  Breaking involves taking time with 

God to wrestle with our views of the world and examine the different privileges we hold. Our race, our 

class, our education, our gender, our sexuality, and/or our religion may be building walls that we don’t see 

yet.  Are we unconsciously distancing ourselves from certain people? Are certain voices not being heard 

in shared spaces?  These are questions that will not be answered overnight; they are not simple check 
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boxes that will confirm our spot in God’s kingdom.  These questions require us to face God and the 

people around us with open hearts and openness to being transformed.   

In his letter to Timothy, Paul shares that his trust in God allowed him to keep his walls down, even when 

he felt abandoned.  He writes, “At my first defense no one came to my support, but all deserted me. May 

it not be counted against them!   But the Lord stood by me and gave me strength, so that through me the 

message might be fully proclaimed and all the Gentiles might hear it.”   

When I imagine God’s Kingdom, there are no walls dividing humans.  And because there are no walls 

dividing humans, we do not have to put up mental walls to protect ourselves because the violence 

stemmed from other-ing does not exist.   

We can take time to acknowledge that the lives lost from violence are humans- humans that have mothers 

and fathers, humans that have children, humans that have church communities.  We might not always 

have the capacity to weep with those who are weeping, but when we do, we can allow ourselves to face 

God.  When we are open to breaking, as the psalm for today beautifully stated, we might find “strength” 

and a “dwelling place” with God.  Amen. 
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