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“Rubbernecking Righteousness”

“… for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.”

I’m often asked if there is anything I miss from living in the New York Metropolitan Area.  While Susan and I
are quite happy in our home here in Stratford, there are some things I do miss from the place where I grew
up and lived for many years:

· I miss my friends and family
· I miss the excitement of New York City
· I miss watching Yankees and Giants games on television
· I miss the Jersey Shore
· I miss New York style pizza

One thing I do not miss is the traffic, especially on Long Island.  There are simply too many cars on too few
roads, and the result is traffic that crawls at a snail’s pace, making Toronto traffic look like a pleasant ride on
a country road.  In addition to such causes of traffic jams as volume, construction, or accidents, the most
annoying cause of traffic delays is “rubbernecking,” in which people “drive slowly past a motor vehicle
accident to see the crash.”  To me, rubbernecking delays are the most aggravating of all causes of traffic
jams, because they are completely unnecessary, as if none of those drivers has ever seen a motor vehicle
accident.  I often think that the reason why so many people rubberneck is to look upon the victims of the
accident while thinking, “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes!”  Rubberneckers slow up traffic to look upon
the accident while thinking how they would not trade places with someone who is in a bad situation.

While rubbernecking delays are a modern phenomenon, a form of looking upon another person while
thinking “I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes” can be seen in today’s parable involving two characters: a
Pharisee and a tax collector.  Luke introduces the parable as one that Jesus teaches “to some who trusted in
themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt” (Luke 18:9).  It extends the theme
of prayer found in the previous parable widow whose persistence causes the unjust judge to grant her
justice “so that she may not wear me out by continually coming.” (18:5).  “By reading the two parables
together, the reader is instructed to pray with the determination of the widow and the humility of the tax
collector.” (Alan Culpepper).

The simple parable begins with a description of the setting: “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a
Pharisee and the other a tax collector.” (18:10).  People “went up” to the Temple to pray because the
Temple was situated at the highest point in Jerusalem.  These two persons could not have been more
different: the Pharisee would have been considered a righteous person, while the tax collector was a
stereotypical sinner.  In the ancient world, “tax collectors” were not officials working for a government
organization like the Canada Revenue Agency; they were often not natives of the areas where they worked,
and their wealth and collusion with the Roman oppressors made them targets of scorn.  In Jesus’ time, there
was no such thing as a “good” tax collector.  

In typical fashion, the Pharisee stood by himself while he prayed.  The Pharisees separated themselves from
others to maintain their purity before God, so this Pharisee takes a potion that reflects his identity –
“standing by himself.”  His prayer is one of thanksgiving, but it is a self-serving prayer, thanking God that he
is not in the “shoes” of “other people” – “thieves, rogues, adulterers, and even like this tax collector.”
(18:11).  It is a form of rubbernecking in which the Pharisee looks upon the fate of these persons in their



dire straits and thanks God that such a fate has not befallen on him.  Not only does he engage in such
“righteous rubbernecking,” but that Pharisee reminds God of the fasting and tithing that are the proofs of
the piety that he offers to God.  While both practices are established in the Torah, what is significant about
the Pharisee’s citation of these practices is that he asks nothing of God in his prayer; he presumes that he is
not a sinner and that his fasting and tithing are ample evidence of his piety.  “The Pharisee gives no evidence
of either humility or contrition before God.” (Culpepper).  In his rubbernecking over the fate of sinners such
as the tax collector, the Pharisee offers his thanks that he is not in this poor soul’s shoes.

By contrast, the tax collector stands “far off,” a position that anticipates his confession of unworthiness
before God.  While the common prayer posture of the time was to look up to God with hands raised (“I
desire, then, that in every place the men should pray, lifting up holy hands without anger or argument…” – 1
Timothy 2:8), the tax collector “would not even look up to heaven,” beating his breast in remorse as he cries
out “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!” (18:13).  If the Pharisee asks nothing of God, the tax collector boasts
nothing before God.  He does not engage in rubbernecking because he knows that he has nothing that
would make him look down upon the misfortune of another person in thanksgiving that “I’m not in their
shoes.”  His prayer is one of confession, echoing the opening words of Psalm 51: “Have mercy on me, O
God.”

Up to this point, there is nothing shocking about this parable.  The Pharisee is not speaking falsely about
himself; he has been living up to the expectations of a righteous person.  The tax collector, on the other
hand, should have felt remorse for his sinful behavior:

· “If anyone within the community of Judaism would not go home from the temple justified, it would
be a tax collector.  Working for a foreign government collecting taxes from his own people, a
participant in a cruel and corrupt system, politically a traitor, religiously unclean, a publican was a
reprehensible character.  While his prayer is in the spirit of Psalm 51, his life is offensive.  As for the
Pharisee, his recitation of his performance is that of one exceeding the law’s demands.  His prayer
of thanksgiving is a modification of a common rabbinic prayer (“I thank God that I am not …”) joined
to the spirit and content of Psalm 17:3-5 [“As for what others do, by the word of your lips I have
avoided the ways of the violent.  My steps have held fast to your paths; my feet have not slipped.”]”
– Fred Craddock.

The parable’s shock comes in Jesus’ closing statement that “this man [the tax collector] went down to his
home justified rather than the other [the Pharisee]; for all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who
humble themselves would be exalted.” (18:14).  As there was no such thing in Jesus’ time as a “good”
Samaritan, neither was there any such a person as a “righteous” tax collector.  While Luke does not report
on any crowd reaction, those who heard these words must have been stunned as to who Jesus makes the
hero of this story.

The Pharisee’s problem is not that he has violated the Law; indeed, he has been very faithful to the Torah’s
expectations of a righteous person.  His problem is that he has missed the true nature of his blessing; he is
one who has “trusted in themselves that they were righteous and regarded others with contempt.” (18:9). 
Martin Luther states that “men of this kind wish to be like God, sufficient in themselves, pleasing themselves,
glorying in themselves, under obligation to no one…” (Two Kinds of Righteousness, 1519).  While his prayer
of thanksgiving is spoken to God, it is really about himself, for “he locates his righteousness entirely in his
own actions and being.” (David Lose).  In his rubbernecking at what he sees as the miserable condition of
the tax collector, the Pharisee is really congratulating himself that “I am not like other people,” because he
sees himself as better than others.



· “Those who trust in their own righteousness will regard others with contempt, and those who
regard others with contempt cannot then bring themselves to rely on God’s grace.  Therefore,
persons who exalt themselves over others and boast of their virtue before God will discover that
they have cut themselves off from both, and persons who are aware of their need for grace and
forgiveness will not be able to despise other people.” – Culpepper.

The tax collector knows that he possesses no means to claim righteousness, but that he has done much to
offend the law of Israel.  He cannot rubberneck at others because he does not see anyone as lower than
himself or in a position in which he can say that “I’m glad that I’m not in your shoes.”  He knows that he has
done nothing to merit God’s favor, completely throwing himself at the mercy of God.  

· “The tax collector … isn’t so much humble as desperate.  He is too overwhelmed by his plight to take
time to divide humanity into sides.  All he recognizes as he stands near the Temple is his own great
need.  He therefore stakes his hopes and claims not on anything he has done or deserved but
entirely on the mercy of God.” – David Lose.

The tax collector recognizes in himself what Paul would acknowledge in his letter to the Romans, in which
the Apostle despairs in his inability to follow the dictates of the Law and throws himself upon the mercy of
God:

· “So I find it to be a law that when I want to do what is good, evil lies close at hand.  For I delight in
the law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my
mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members.  Wretched man that I am! 
Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” –
Romans 7:21-24.

The Pharisee trusted in his own righteousness and his ability to live in accordance with the Law of Moses as
the grounds for his thanksgiving; but as Robert Farrar Capon has noted, “if the world could have been saved
by good bookkeeping, it would have been saved by Moses, not Jesus.”  While he addresses God in his prayer,
in trusting in his own righteousness the Pharisee has no need for God, and certainly no need for a Savior like
Jesus Christ.  The tax collector, on the other hand, realizes that he is like Paul in that he is also a “wretched
man” who cannot save himself from “this body of death.”  The tax collector – not the Pharisee – is the one
who comes down from the Temple Mount justified because “a person is justified by faith apart from works
prescribed by the law.” (Romans 3:28).  This verse is the cornerstone of our Lutheran faith, that “we cannot
obtain forgiveness of sin and righteousness before God through our merit, work, or satisfactions, but that we
receive forgiveness of sin and become righteous before God out of grace for Christ’s sake through faith,
when we believe that Christ has suffered for us and that for his sake our sin is forgiven and righteousness
and eternal life are given to us.” (Augsburg Confession, Article IV: Concerning Justification).  While the
Pharisee believed that he would justify himself before God by his own actions, the tax collector
acknowledged that “by my own understanding or strength I cannot believe in Jesus Christ my Lord or come
to him.”  The tax collector’s exaltation comes only when he humbles himself and recognizes that it is God’s
amazing grace “that saved a wretch like me; I once was lost but now am found, was blind but now I see.” 

The problem with the “rubbernecking righteousness” of the Pharisee is that in looking down upon the tax
collector and giving thanks that he isn’t in the other person’s shoes he fails to recognize that he is in that
very position, because one is justified before God solely through the grace that is ours in Jesus Christ apart
from works prescribed by the law.  Not only does his rubbernecking blind him to his true condition, but it
also prevents God’s grace from blessing him with God’s liberating grace:



· “For as long as the opinion of righteousness abideth in man, so long there abideth also in him
incomprehensible pride, presumption, security, hatred of God, contempt of his grace and mercy,
ignorance of the promises and of Christ.  The preaching of free remission of sins for Christ’s sake,
cannot enter into the heart of such a one, neither can he feel any taste or savour thereof.  For that
mighty rock and adamant wall, to whit, the opinion of righteousness, wherewith the heart is
environed, doth resist it.” – Luther, Commentary of Galatians, 1531).

Before we engage in “rubbernecking” at the misfortune of another person, we have to recognize that we
too are often in that place: victims of various misfortunes, forsaken, lost, or abandoned.  We are in that
place where we are unable to help ourselves, crying out for “a savior to rise from these streets.” (Bruce
Springsteen).  True righteousness comes not in rubbernecking at someone else’s condition but recognizing
that all of us are in that place where our only salvation comes from our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom
“God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners Christ died for us.” (Romans 5:8).  True
righteousness comes when we acknowledge that all of our blessings come not through our own actions but
solely “out of [God’s] pure, fatherly goodness and mercy, without any merit or worthiness of mine at all!”
(Small Catechism).  True righteousness comes not in being thankful that we are not in someone else’s shoes
but in walking in the footsteps of Jesus which calls us to reach out to others so that they might also be led
by our Good Shepherds “in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.” (Psalm 23:3).

Besides being an unnecessary cause of traffic delays, rubbernecking is also a negation of Jesus’
commandment to “love one another as I have loved you.” (John 15:12).  In the parable of the Good
Samaritan, the two Temple officials take on the role of rubberneckers when they saw the man in need and
“passed by on the other side.” (Luke 10:31).  The one who was a true neighbor was the Samaritan who saw
the man at the side of the road and – instead of rubbernecking and giving thanks that he was not in that
man’s shoes – “was moved with pity” and came to his aid.  In being “a neighbor to the man who fell into the
hands of robbers,” (10:36), the Samaritan takes on the role of Christ, who did not look on our human
condition from afar but became one of us so that he might rescue us from “sin, death, and the power of the
devil,” all that separated us from the abundance that God desires for all of God’s people.

· “When Jesus loved a guilt-laden person and helped him, he saw in him an erring child of God.  He
saw in him a human being whom his Father loved and grieved over because he was going wrong. 
He saw him as God originally designed and meant him to be, and therefore he saw through the
surface layer of grime and dirt to the real man underneath.  Jesus did not identify the person with
his sin, but rather saw in this sin something alien, something that really did not belong to him,
something merely chained and mastered him and from which he would free him and bring him back
to his real self.  Jesus was able to love men because he loved them right through the layer of mud.”
– Helmut Thielicke.

I truly don’t miss rubbernecking delays – not only because they recreate unnecessary traffic jams, but
because they are counter to God’s intention for humanity.  We are not called to look upon someone from
afar as the Pharisee did – inferior to us and someone in whose shoes we glad we’re not walking.  All of us
are in the place of that tax collector: unworthy of God’s grace, yet recipients of that free gift because God’s
grace is truly amazing – a love so amazing, so divine that it demands my soul, my life, my all. Amen.


