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October 23, 2016   

2 Timothy 4:6-8, 16-18 

Luke 18:9-14   And then be Who you Are—Prayer, part 2 

 

Prayer can be hard to figure out. It can be hard to learn. It can be hard to 

‘get’ how to do it and why. Especially when we think prayer has to be a 

certain way and that WE have to be a certain way in order to do it. But 

the simplest way to begin praying is to just breathe. Inhale, exhale. And 

then focus. First, focus on who God is, that God is good and that God 

wants good for us. Then focus on being yourself before God. However 

you might be. However imperfect, strange, broken, awkward or messed 

up. You are not what the world says you are. You are what God says you 

are. You are a Child of God. God has claimed you as God’s own. 

Because of who God is, you are. And that’s how and why we pray. 

In today’s scripture, Jesus tells a parable about prayer, and how God 

wants us to be who we really are. Jesus says there is a right way and a 

wrong way to go about it. Jesus describes the prayers of two people. One 

is a Pharisee, the other a tax collector. One is self-righteous and 

condescending; the other is humble and penitent. One goes away 

justified before God, the other not so much. Look here, Jesus says, be 
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who you are in your prayers. Don’t try to be more. Don’t try to be less. 

Just be who you really are. Just be a child of God. 

Just be who you are. But who are we? Well, that is a good question. It 

depends on who we are with, and how we are feeling, and what day of 

the week it is. It depends on our neighborhood, and our family, and our 

upbringing. It depends on what box we fit ourselves into. Liberal or 

conservative, old or young, fast or slow, morning person or night owl, 

country or city, Cats or Cards, sweet cornbread or unsweet. We think we 

know who we are, most of the time. But who are we to God? Because 

God isn’t concerned about what box we fit ourselves into or what label 

has been stuck to us. God doesn’t care who the world thinks we ought to 

be, or who WE think we ought to be. God only cares that we are created 

in God’s image. That we are members of God’s family. That we have 

been put here to be part of a great big mission to heal God’s world. 

Every day, every time we pray, we remember who we really are. Not 

who we are to the world, but who we are to God. Breathe in, breathe out. 

We remember in prayer who God is, that God is good, because of the 

great love we know in Jesus Christ. And then we remember, who we are; 
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God’s beloved, made for the good, called to the mission of the good. We 

are so much more than the world would have us believe. We are more 

than a cog in the wheel. We are more than our bank accounts or our 

resumes. We are more than just anybody. We are somebody. We are a 

child of God. We are, because God is. 

But that is not easy for us to keep in mind. Especially when the world 

tells us over and over again that we ought to be something else. We 

ought to be smarter, prettier, more popular, more powerful. We ought to 

buy more and have more and know more. The pressure is on. And if we 

want to compete, then we have to compete. And being better and having 

more, is what life is about and that’s who we are. Jesus knows all about 

this. He knows what the world tells us. But he tells us to remember that 

that’s not who we are, we are different. First of all, we must remember 

we are a child of God. And second, we can’t be more of a child of God 

by making someone less of one. 

First, we are a child of God. We are just a part of something that is 

bigger. We don’t have to focus on ourselves and the good we do. We 

focus on the good that God does. The Pharisee in our parable seems to 
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have forgotten that. His prayer is not about God being good. It’s about 

him being good. It’s about his good deeds and his qualifications. And 

how he has done things right. How he tithes a tenth of his income. And, 

ahem, he also fasts twice a week. And “look at me Lord, I’m praying 

conspicuously in front of everyone. Look at me, I’m good.” Surely 

everyone wants to be like him and OUGHT to be like him. Right? 

The Pharisee does what God says. He has worked hard to be the person 

he OUGHT to be. And we know the person we OUGHT to be too, don’t 

we? That person who always does the right thing and says the right 

thing. And believes the right beliefs and knows the right folks. And 

volunteers at least once a month and eats healthy food at least once a 

week. And knows Angelina Jolie personally because of our work 

together with UNICEF and knows all the Doctors Without Borders. And 

we aren’t even a doctor. We know who we OUGHT to be. And that’s 

the person God wants, right? That’s the person God loves. That person 

of great righteousness and accomplishment. Do you ever feel that way, 

that you ought to be someone else, someone better, in order for God to 

love you? 
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The story goes that a new senior minister was hired at a large church. 

We will call him Charles. Everyone had high hopes for Charles. He was 

from the right school. He had a great resume. He had kids. But after a 

few weeks, it became clear that he was very ‘difficult’. He was arrogant 

and distant. He yelled at the associate pastors and the staff. After a few 

months of tension, he invited one of the associate pastors to his office.  

The associate dreaded the invitation because Charles was so rude to him.  

On this day, though, Charles was very quiet.  He began to talk about his 

time there and then asked the associate, "How do you have such a good 

relationship with people?  I have seen you with others and you relate to 

them well.  How can I relate to them like you do?"  The associate 

answered, "Just be yourself."  He said, "Just be myself?"  The associate 

replied, "Of course. Who else would you be?"  The senior pastor paused 

and wrote on a pad in front of him, "Be Charles.” The associate said he 

could not believe that a grown man who was the senior pastor of a large 

church had to write himself a reminder to be himself. 

It happens to the best of us. We forget who we are, a child of God. A 

child of God’s covenant, God’s promise to love us no matter what. But 
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often, we think we OUGHT to be someone else. Like the Pharisee, we 

think we OUGHT to be more, we ought to be better. We ought to 

accomplish everything. We ought to do it all ourselves. We ought to be 

righteous, instead of good. Jesus says, that’s not who God made you to 

be. You are a child of God. And a child is still a child. A child needs 

mercy. A child needs grace. Let yourself be loved. Let yourself be 

redeemed. Let yourself not do it all by yourself. Let God be God. Let 

God be in control. And let yourself be part of God’s mission of healing 

and resurrection. Be a part of it. 

Just be a child of God, Jesus says, first of all. And then second, don’t try 

to be more a child of God by making someone else less of one. Pushing 

someone else down does not lift you up. Pushing others out does not put 

you any closer in to God. Which seems to be what the Pharisee in our 

parable thinks. He thanks God that he is not like ‘other people’. He is 

better, not like the thieves or rogues or adulterers, or like that Tax 

collector over there. “Thank you God, that I’m not that guy. I’M not 

collecting Roman taxes. I’m not betraying God or selling out my people. 
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WHEW. At least I’m not like that. Or the other sinners out there. Thank 

goodness you have me, God.” 

It’s way easier to say who are by saying who we’re not. It’s easier to 

criticize others and judge others and find fault with others. It’s easier to 

talk about what others SHOULDN’T be doing instead of what we should 

be doing. There is no easier identity to have than one of gossip and 

criticism and contempt for others. Because then we don’t have to think 

about our own problems. We can think about THEIRS. And that just 

feels better, doesn’t it? 

Jesus knew all about this side of us. He knew how we try to pass the 

blame. He knew how we love to compete and one-up each other. He 

knew because his disciples did it. They fought over who was the greatest 

among them and who would sit on his right and left hand. And we see it 

in ourselves and the world around us. In the news. In our communities. 

In our churches. In our families. That need to be better than. To be right-

er than. To say what OUGHT to be said. To do what OUGHT to be 

done. To have contempt for those ‘others’ because we know all about 

their kind. Because they aren’t who they OUGHT to be.  
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Stop it. Stop it. Stop it. Jesus says. Just tell yourself to stop it. Having 

contempt for others is a sin, Jesus says. It’s a sin to pray with scorn for 

others. It’s a sin to notice the speck in someone else’s eye while ignoring 

the log in your own. If you pray that way, you will not go away justified 

before God. You will not be in right relationship with God. That’s what 

sin is. So if you find yourself doing it, just stop. Pray like the tax 

collector, Lord, have mercy on me, a sinner. Pray like the tax collector, 

God make me your child again. Pray like the tax collector. God, please 

be God. Let me not make others less so I can be more. 

A woman who struggled with her weight her whole life decided to go 

out on a nice day for some coffee. It was a big decision for her, since she 

hated her body and the way she looked. She knew what she OUGHT to 

look like and how she OUGHT to be. But she didn’t and she wasn’t. But 

she put on some shorts and a nice shirt and went out to face the world 

anyway. Standing in line at the coffee place, she felt horribly nervous. 

Like everyone was looking at her, and was disgusted by her. She could 

feel their stares and their judgment. The woman in front of her made eye 

contact and smiled, and complemented her hair, and told her she had a 



9 
 

great tan. Ok, she thought, it’s going to be OK. Then she smiled at the 

lady behind her, a slim athletic woman with a COEXIST shirt on. The 

lady behind her smiled back and told her she like her top, but that 

someone her size should probably rethink those shorts. And those words 

stung her and she was flooded with shame. But she gathered herself and 

calmly replied to the lady with the Coexist shirt, Perhaps you should 

rethink your shirt. 

When we pray, we remember who God is and who we are. That God is 

God and that we are children of God. That we are loved because of 

God’s incredible love. That we are God’s own, because of God’s 

decision not to be God without us. Not because of who we are, but 

because of who God is. And we are called to be part of God’s good 

kingdom. We are part of God’s mission of grace and redemption. Who 

are you? You are a child of God. No more. No less.  

 


