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Theme: Corner People    

 

It was the day before Hurricane Matthew landed in Florida.  A friend 

from Pittsburgh left a frantic message on my answering machine to 

call her immediately.  When I returned the call she was agitated and 

irritated but also deeply concerned because a mutual friend lived right 

where the storm was headed and she was refusing to evacuate.  She 

was calling me so that I would call our friend to try to convince her to 

leave the area immediately before it was too late.   
 

I knew the gravity of the situation but (as I listened) I also smiled to 

myself and did my very best to calm my friend down.  Our mutual 

friend, Janet, is a pastor and one of my closest friends.  She and her 

husband recently retired to Florida and she currently serves a small 

congregation as an interim.  We know each other so well that I knew 

exactly what she was doing.  I knew she was staying in place because 

there were people in her parish who could not easily evacuate and she 

was not going to abandon them.   
 

And that was exactly what happened.   
 

I kept in communication with Janet as the storm unfolded and (when 

she could) she let me know that they were all okay.  Once their power 

was restored and batteries were recharged, Janet posted on Facebook 

several pictures of how the evening unfolded.  Janet and Keith opened 

the church doors before the storm hit and 22 people (most using 

walkers and others in wheelchairs) spent the night at the church for 

one big slumber party.  They shared meals together, played cards and 

board games, and then slept on air mattresses in one large room.  

Janet knew exactly what she was doing when she made the decision 

to stay (as unwise as it seemed to some). 
 

I invite you to keep this story in the back of your mind as we look at 

the gospel lesson for today.  Jesus sets the scene for our next parable 

in a house of worship and he speaks directly (and plainly) to those 

who thought way too highly of themselves. 

 

In this parable we are introduced to two men.  The Pharisee who – 

fasted twice a week 

offered a tenth of his income to the Lord 

was really good at following all the religious laws 

and saw all that he had / and all that he did / and was thankful  
 

He was especially grateful that he was not like the other man in the 

temple (the tax collector) who was standing off in the corner beating 

himself up because he was such a sinner.  We can almost see him 

laughing at the other man who could not even lift his head because he 

was so ashamed of his sins. 
 

There is a painting (I do not know the name of the artist) that shows a 

church filled with people sitting in pews with their heads bowed in 

prayer.  Off in the corner Jesus looms over a shadowy figure that 

cannot be identified.  Only one person in the pew is looking in that 

direction and he has an expression of disgust on his face.   
 

Like our parable everyone in the pews is in the right place and doing 

the right thing.  Everyone is being respectful of our Lord and showing 

true piety in a house of worship.  However, the artist captures 

beautifully the face of the one person who is filled with contempt as 

he sees the blurred figure in the corner. 
 

It is such a simple parable: Jesus is making it clear that the sin of the 

Pharisee is not that he obeys the law because that would be ridiculous.  

But his sin is twofold: He takes full credit for adhering to the 

commandments and he has contempt for those who do not live up to 

his standards.  Once he does the comparison, they do not measure up. 
 

We are not going to spend our time this morning trying to discover 

whether we are like the Pharisee or like the tax collector (or both 

depending on the day) because that just leads us into a trap.  As soon 

as we believe that we are somehow better than other people then we 

have already aligned ourselves squarely with the Pharisee.  Anytime 

we draw a line between us and them (based on the standards we have 

established) then we will find God on the other side.   
 

But I do want to spend our time talking about the people who stand in 

the corner of our lives.  We (as the church) do not stand around and 

condemn individuals for their sins.  We want to minister to them and 

care for them.   



But people found in the corners are not just people who are ashamed 

of their sins and keep their heads bowed low.  Some come to worship 

and feel genuinely disconnected.  Even more come who are weighed 

down by the weight of this world.  And then there are those who stay 

away from worship but we can still hear their cries.   
 

This is one of the most frustrating aspects about serving a church.  

People who figuratively (or physically) hover in the corners are not 

always easy to identify.  Because of our size and because of our 

mobility and because of schedules it is very difficult to know who to 

check on when they are not seen in worship after a few weeks.  There 

are some people that I know have receded into the background 

because of health concerns and personal situations.  I see them in the 

corner of the church unnoticed and sometimes totally invisible.    
 

And yet one of the many endearing qualities about this church is that 

when you know a person is in a corner filled with grief or just having 

a difficult time you are very good about letting me know (not to 

substitute your own care for the person but to add to their support).  

Meals are shared, prayers are offered, and the body of Christ does 

what it is called to do without thought of divine reward. 
 

Jesus is talking directly to those who had contempt for crooks and 

robbers and adulterers and (heaven forbid) even tax collectors.  Jesus 

is talking directly to those who trusted in themselves and took pride in 

their good works.  Even though their prayer of gratitude was spoken 

to the Lord, it was really about them.   
 

We clearly know we have no claim on God’s righteousness except 

through the cross of Christ.  We know we must rely solely on the 

Lord’s benevolence.  And when we see someone we know and care 

about off in the distance we are called to approach them with the same 

love and care that Jesus (himself) would offer to his children.   
 

I want to take us back to the story about my friend in Florida.  Janet 

was one of my mentors in ministry.  Even before I started attending 

seminary she taught me how to keep my eyes open to those who sat in 

the corner of our worship space and out in our community.  She 

taught me how to approach people with a deep love and compassion 

… no matter what they did or how they looked.   

In the churches she served, honesty was the law, authenticity was the 

way, and an overflowing capacity to forgive and ask to be forgiven 

was always the path to follow.   
 

I have never been in the eye of a hurricane but there have been other 

storms in my life that kept me tucked away for a while.  My own 

shame over sins committed also kept me in a corner.  But in both 

cases, people came and surrounded me with love and care.   
 

In our piety we can bow our heads in prayer and seek ways to be 

obedient to our Lord.  But let us also lift our heads up long enough to 

hover with Christ as he stands by the one who is crying out either out 

of a need to be forgiven or just out of need to be loved.  Amen  

 


