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I tried my best.  
 
This past week, all of the priests of the diocese were in Staunton for our annual 
convocation.  During the day, we had presentations. After mass and dinner, there was 
usually another event. 
 
As I looked at the schedule for the week, I smiled – because on Wednesday night, right 
when the debate between Hillary and Donald was scheduled to start, all the priests were 
supposed to gather in the ballroom… to go to confession. How appropriate. It would have 
been more appropriate if Hillary and Donald went to confession too! 
 
I smiled. I had a sacramental excuse to miss the debate! 
 
So after I went to confession, I visited to the hotel bar and ordered an iced tea. I planned 
to sit there and watch highlights of the baseball game. 
 
Other priests finished their confessions and they, too, came to the hotel bar! They sat 
down. 
 
Then, one of them said to the bartender, “Turn on the debate!” I cursed under my breath. 
Another said, “I don’t want to miss it.” I cursed again. 
 
Soon, they moved all the chairs in the bar and turned up the volume on the TV. 
 
I kept cursing. 
 
I sat there long enough to here two candidates who seem woefully unaware of their inner 
contradictions. In the time I sat there, I hear Hillary do the breathtaking mental 
gymnastics necessary to say, on one hand, that we must ban handguns so that toddlers 
don’t get killed. Then, on the other hand, she partial birth abortions, in which 9 month old 
babies… are killed. I cursed again. 
 
I also heard Donald say that we must not pay any attention to the women who have 
accused him of abuse. Then, he said that we must pay very close attention to the women 
who accused Bill Clinton of abuse.  I cursed again. 
 
I had tried my best.  But after listening to both of them, I felt like I needed a shower. And 
then the Holy Spirit told me what to do – I went back into the ballroom, and I went to 
confession again! 
 
Are you ever confused by people who apparently “just don’t get it?” Do you ever say to 



yourself, “that person isn’t making any sense?” Do you ever hear someone espousing two 
contradictory ideas at exactly the same time, and you marvel at the fact that they 
apparently don’t see their own hypocrisy? 
 
Frankly, I’m an expert at pointing out other people’s hypocrisy. And that’s fun…until 
someone makes me see my own hypocrisy. 
 
When I was in college, I had a conversation with a classmate about abortion. I was 
passionate in my arguments with him. I kept repeating, “every life is sacred. Every life is 
sacred.” Then my classmate asked, “Didn’t you write a paper in your philosophy class 
defending the death penalty?” And I had.  
 
He said, “If every life is sacred, doesn’t that mean EVERY life – including the criminal’s 
life – is sacred? I became silent. Frankly, I was angry at him for pointing out my failure to 
see the truth. On one hand, I told myself I was a ‘great defender of life.’ On the other 
hand, my anger and desire for vengeance led to call for the death of criminals. I was 
being a hypocrite. That was my inner truth. But I didn’t want to deal with my truth, 
because it was going or require me to change. 
 
Many of us are engaged in a daily attempt to deny our inner truth. Whether at work or 
with neighbors; whether with our spouse, our children, or our best friend; almost all of us 
are engaged in some kind of mental gymnastics to avoid dealing with what’s true in our 
thoughts and actions. We adjust the truth, tell little white lies, in order to prop up our 
image. 
 
Through a combination of busyness and a constant stream of distracting electronics, 
many of us try NOT to deal with the truth of who we are, and how we are really doing. 
And, the greater our inner chaos, the more energy it takes to keep the charade going. 
 
In today’s Gospel parable, Jesus tells the story of two people who come to the temple. 
The tax collector knows the truth of who he is. He is a sinner, in need of God’s help. He 
has looked at himself through God’s eyes, and he is willing to name what is true. He 
prays, “O God, be merciful to me, a sinner.” 
 
That prayer is honest and clear. “Lord, I am a sinner. Forgive me.” There is no denial, no 
hypocrisy, no blaming others. No attempt to complain to God that life stinks because 
other people aren’t making me happy. No. It’s the prayer of someone who knows what it 
true. “God, be merciful to me. I’m a sinner.” 
 
This is the prayer of someone who knows that all healing, all real change in life, begins 
when we NAME WHAT IS TRUE in us. And so often, the truth is: “I am imperfect, God, 
and I need your help to change.” 
 
Then, we meet the second character in the parable. The Pharisee is a prominent religious 
leader in the community. Notice what Jesus says: “the Pharisee took up his position and 
spoke this prayer to himself.” To himself! Many people claim that they love and serve the 



Lord. But, actually, they really are worshipping themselves, and serving themselves. The 
Pharisee prayed to himself…. 
 
And what does he say? He points a finger of accusation  at everyone else. “O God, isn’t it 
great that I am not like the rest of these slobs? They are greedy, dishonest, 
adulterous…but I’m not! This tax collector over here is a sinner…but I’m not! I do 
everything right…they don’t.” This isn’t a prayer – it’s Narcissism. This isn’t prayer – 
this is the desperate attempt of a desperate person to use religion to cover up his inner 
hypocrisy and chaos. For this Pharisee, the thought of looking at his own life with any 
honesty must be profoundly frightening.  
 
According to Jesus, only one of these men goes home with any real healing or peace. It’s 
the one who was willing to say what was true about his life.  
 
On a daily basis, you and I have to deal with imperfect people (Can I get an “Amen?”) 
Every day, we have to relate to sinful, hurtful, folks who sometimes lie to us or mistreat 
us. 
 
And, on a daily basis, I keep telling myself how much nicer life would be, if those 
OTHER people would just take my advice and CHANGE, and stop doing the hurtful 
things that they do. 
 
But, the longer I wrestle with this Gospel, the more I am convinced that Jesus’ message is 
straightforward. I cannot force another person to change.  Ultimately, we change our 
spouses, or our neighbors, or even our candidates.  
 
The one person I can change is … me. And that change begins when I stand before Jesus 
and say, “Have mercy on me, a sinner.”  
 
I could spend the rest of my life pointing out to Christ what is wrong with others folks. 
But I don’t want to be a Pharisee. I don’t want to be a hypocrite. I want to be changed, 
and set free! And that begins when I turn toward the Lord and say with truthful honesty, 
“Have mercy. I’m a sinner. I need your help.” In my experience, every time I ask for that 
kind of help, Christ answers. 
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