
1 
 

Pride or Humility? Separated or Connected? 
C-25: Sirach 35:12-17; Luke 18:9-14 

 

Sermon-in-a Sentence:  When we are filled with pride and look at others with contempt, we will be humbled 

and separated from God; and when we are filled with humility and reach out to others, we will be exalted, 

and connected with God. 
 

Children’s Sermon: 

Who would like to feel closer to God?  Would you like to feel that God is very much with you, almost 

with God’s arms around you?  What can we do to get closer to God?  Is going to church every Sunday going 

to make us closer to God?  Not by itself.  Reading the Bible?  Listening to my sermon?  Making a big 

donation to the church?  Those things, by themselves, are not going to do it either.  In the story Jesus told 

in our Gospel reading this morning, there was a man who went to church regularly, said his prayers, gave 

generously to the church, but he was still separated from God, he was missing something.   

What can we do to draw us closer to God?  What if we see someone who is having a really bad day?  

What if they did something stupid and are in big trouble at school and with their parents?  Should we say, 

“I’m glad I’m not like that person,” and walk away?  That’s what the man in Jesus’ story did –  it didn’t work.  

What if we noticed they were having a hard day and we went over and sat next to them.  Maybe, we start a 

conversation.  Maybe be invite them to play a game or do something fun.  Maybe we just hang out with 

them, so they won’t be so lonesome.   

Would reaching out to be kind to someone who is hurting have anything to do with connecting us to 

God?  Yes!  Why?  How does being nice, to love someone who is suffering, connect us with God?  What is 

love?  Where does it come from?  God is love!  When we share love with someone else, that love that is 

flowing through us is God’s presence!  And so when we love someone else, we are experiencing God 

flowing through us.  We feel closer to God.   But when we ignore people who are suffering, and don’t try to 

love them, we cut ourselves off from God.  We move further away from God.   

OK, you want to feel closer to God, what should you do?  Love someone – your brother or sister,  your 

friend, even a stranger. 

 

Adult Sermon: 

So, three days a week, usually Monday, Wednesday and Friday, I get up early, ride my bike over to 

Madison Square Park, downtown, near the Baptist Medical Center, where there is an outdoor workout 

facility in the park.  As I’ve shared before, I love working out outdoors, watching the sun rise as I exercise, 

watching the birds.  But there are always some homeless people in the park.  Usually sleeping on the 

benches or on the ground when I arrive, and gradually waking up as I work out.  They remind me of how 

blessed I am, to have a good job, a good paycheck, a nice home, a good marriage, healthy kids, pursuing 

good careers.  Sometimes, I thank God I am not like those homeless people sleeping in the park – with 

criminal records, addictions, mental illness; no work, no family, no future.   

Sometimes at the beginning of my work out on Wednesday mornings, (which is the day I usually write 

the 1st draft of my sermons), I look up the Gospel passage for the coming Sunday on my cellphone, read it, 

and then reflect on it as I’m working out.  And of course this past Wednesday, I got a slap in the face as I 

read this morning’s Gospel, when the righteous Pharisee says:  “I thank you God that I am not like these 
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other people, rogues, adulterers, (or even these homeless people).”  I’m not as condescending as the 

righteous Pharisee in our Gospel reading.  But I do at times allow my relative wealth, and life success to 

sometimes separate me from “those people.”  And according to Jesus’ parable, when we let our self-

righteousness and pride separate us from our needy neighbor, we also separate ourselves from God.   

What if the Pharisee, when he noticed this tax collector beating his breast, weeping, begging for God’s 

mercy, what if the Pharisee, instead of thinking about all the ways his life is better than this other man, 

went over and stood near the tax collector, and as the tax collector started to leave the Temple, stepped up 

to him, maybe shook his hand or patted his back and said, “Looks like you are struggling.  My prayers are 

with you.  Let me know if I can do anything”?  How would God have responded? 

According to Jesus’ story, it seems it is humility and vulnerability that connect us both with our 

neighbor, and with God.   

 

I had another similar slap in the face earlier in the week.  We were watching a recording of the Daily 

Show with Trevor Noah, and he was interviewing his guest, Russel Simmons.  Simmons is an African 

American, entrepreneur, music producer and author.  He co-founded the hip-hop music company Def Jam 

Recordings and is now a multi-millionaire.  Simmons is also a Christian and an activist, supporting veganism, 

animal rights, interfaith relationships, gay rights, and he often participates in social justice movements like 

Occupy Wall street.  And as with every other TV interview these days, the conversation between Trevor and 

Russell soon moved to our crazy presidential election.  Not surprisingly, Simmons is a big Hillary supporter.  

But, and this is what surprised and challenged me, he also said he is a friend of Donald Trump, and he said 

several nice things about Trump, even though he did not see Trump as suited for being president.   

Almost every interview we watch or listen to about the presidential election is all about dumping on 

either Hillary or Trump.  Period.  Rarely, if ever, do we hear someone speaking kindly and even 

complementary of the candidate they don’t plan to vote for.  The media and the political atmosphere has 

convinced us that the other candidate, the one we don’t support, whether it’s Hillary or Trump is down-

right evil.  “I thank you God I’m not like Trump, . . . or Hillary.”   

As the interview of Simmons ended, I asked myself, “Have I ever said anything kind or positive about 

Donald Trump?”  I don’t think so.   

How different would our political world be if we made it a priority to honor and respect all candidates, 

even if we strongly disagree with them on some issues?  I fear that all the hatred and vitriol that this 

presidential campaign has stirred up between Hillary supporters and Trump supporters, and which our 

media has promoted and poured gasoline on, could cause great damage to our country and political 

system. 

In some ways, this campaign is driving us away from God.  Our Gospel parable makes it clear that when 

we separate ourselves from others who we see as different and in some respect deplorable, we are in fact, 

unintentionally, separating ourselves from God.  If we let our pride and self-love and ego, bubble up, set 

the stage, even if we are regularly attending worship and tithing, giving at least 10% of all our sources of 

income, fasting, reading our Bible, etc., we are not connecting ourselves with God, but instead are 

separating ourselves from God, our God of Love and compassion.   

But if we can get out of our bubble, if we can, for a moment, take off our narrow lenses of 

righteousness and success and pride, if we can see and confess our own failings, and let our eyes be 
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opened to see the outcast, the homeless person, the immigrant, the person of color, the poor, the 

Republican or Democrat, to see them with compassion, as a beloved child of God, then we reconnect with 

God. 

I am stronger, I am more effective, I am closer to God, when I am conscious of my weaknesses; when I 

am able to be humble; when I do not let pride and ego separate me from others, especially those who are 

very different from me, who see and experience the world through very different lenses. 

One of the best example of this truth that Jesus is trying to teach us through this parable – that we 

separate ourselves from God when we let our ego’s separate ourselves from others, and that we must be 

humble and confess our own failures if we are going to be close to our neighbors and to God – is the 12 

Step recovery programs.  The 12 steps are about overcoming pride and ego, acting out of humility, 

connecting with and supporting others, and in the process reconnecting with God.  Humility opens us up to 

our fellow addicts, to the healing presence of God, and to the pathway to sobriety and abundant living.  

 

I have been trying to see these homeless people at my workout park, through a different lens.  I wonder 

why they are sleeping in the park.  Why not go to Haven for Hope?  Where they will have access to food, 

clothing, opportunities to enter programs that are designed to help them work their way out of 

homelessness?  So I started asking them, “Why hasn’t Haven for Hope worked for you?”  “It’s not safe; 

especially for women.”  “The outdoor pavilion is full of drug dealing.”  “It feels like I’m back in prison.”   On 

and on.  I thought the staff and leaders of Haven need to hear this.  So I set up a meeting in the park one 

Monday morning a couple of weeks ago.  I got several of the staff of Haven for Hope to come and listen to 

their stories and try to understand why they don’t want to be at Haven and why they see the system at 

Haven as broken.  It didn’t work very well because all of the homeless people I’d been talking to and invited 

to the meeting, didn’t show up.  There were a few new homeless people in the park that morning, and I did 

get them to tell their stories, but they weren’t very helpful.  I’m going to try again.   

What is clear to me is that a lot of the homeless have mental illness or addiction issues.  We have to 

figure out a way to address these problems first, before we can expect them to be willing to enter into and 

stay connected with a program like Haven’s that is trying to lead them out of homelessness into a better 

life. 

 

This experience of being consistently with or near the homeless is having a real impact on me.  

Especially since I came back from sabbatical.  And today’s Gospel story helps me better understand why 

this has been impactful.  On the days that I really listen to a homeless person; or even spend time with a 

fellow Reconciler who is struggling with difficult issue; or listen to stories of people who have been 

incarcerated and are struggling to work through the system and find a life worth living  -- those are the days 

I end up feeling closest to God. 

 

Where is it in your life that you have opportunities to connect with someone like the “tax collector” in 

our Gospel story?  Someone who is truly struggling?  Someone who sees the world through a very different 

lens than your own?  How could you connect with or show respect for that person?  And if you did, how 

might that affect your relationship with God? 
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That’s the end of my official sermon, but I have a related issue I want to talk to you about.  We will go 

into this issue in more depth when Julie and I lead the Adult Ed class through the month of November, 

which will focus on our experiences and what we learned on our sabbatical interviews with faith-based 

nonprofits reaching out to serve their needy neighbors.  But I want to introduce you to this issue, and give 

you an opportunity to get involved.  One of the main things I learned on my sabbatical is how often well-

intentioned churches and nonprofits think they already know what their neighbors need, and out of true 

compassion, they design the program, raise money, recruit volunteers – and often miss the mark.   

One of the primary principles of Asset Based Community Development, which is the training we both 

took in Milwaukee as part of the sabbatical, and is the strategy which many of the more successful 

nonprofits or faith communities were using, is to first, before you start your nonprofit or build the facility or 

launch a program, to go out and truly listen to your neighbors.  Instead of assuming you know what they 

need and how to fix it, first, listen to them.  And instead of simply asking about their needs, begin by asking 

them about their assets and gifts, that they might be willing to share with their neighborhood, and asking 

them what they see as the assets of the neighborhood, and asking about how they might collaborate with 

other neighbors to use these gifts and assets to serve the community.   

Instead of outsiders simply providing for the needs of the neighbors, if the nonprofit or faith community 

can tap into the gifts and assets of the neighbors and the community, and begin to build a coalition, a team 

that includes the neighbors, then there will be a much better and deeper understanding of what the true 

needs are and a process that will lift the neighbors up and give them a chance to be leaders. 

Our Community Center Team and our Barrington Neighbors nonprofit team have done a wonderful job 

of planning our nonprofit and coming up with a proposed plan for our community center.  But coming back 

from my sabbatical, I think we have missed an important step.  And that is very intentionally going out and 

listening to the very diverse group of neighbors around Reconciliation, and hearing not only what they see 

as needs, but also what they see as the gifts and assets of this community that we can together tap into.   

So in the next couple of months, I would like to put together a group of teams to go out and listen to 

our neighbors.  I would like to set up teams that would talk to our neighbors in the Marymont, Village 

North, and Fairfield neighborhoods.  Teams that would interview the residents of our various condo and 

townhome units.  And teams that would interview our neighboring Apartment complexes.  I’ve started 

reaching out to our Reconcilers who live in or are connected with these various parts of our neighborhood, 

but we also need you, if you are willing and able, even if you don’t live in our immediate area, to help out 

with these teams.   

I know this is not easy for most of us, it makes us uncomfortable to reach out to connect with and talk 

to strangers, or people who are very different from us.  But this is the Jesus Way.  This is what he did all the 

time.  And according to today’s parable, this is what will connect us with God.  So in the near future you will 

be getting letters, emails, maybe even phone calls inviting you to join in this project to listen to our 

neighbors.  And I hope you join us. 


