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 A few weeks ago, a parishioner walked into my office on a Thursday evening, 

while I was burning the midnight oil.  He had a book in his hand and when I looked up, 

he very gently said, “I want you to read this and think about it.”  The book was 

Workaholics Anonymous’ Book of Recovery.

 Knowing full well what I was likely to say next, the kind parishioner cut me off at 

the pass and said this; “If you can’t find the time to read the whole book, at least look at 

this.”  He pointed me to the section on The Signposts of Workaholism.  After the 

parishioner left, I looked down at the list and, as if to confirm the diagnosis, I said to 

myself, “Well, this stuff doesn’t apply to me.  Are you really suggesting that I make 

unreasonable demands upon myself?  Me?  That I lean towards being a perfectionist?  

You think that waiting is hard for me, that I am more interested in results than process?”

 Those of you who have gotten to know me a tiny bit are the ones who are 

laughing right now.  The truth is that this parishioner hit the nail right on the head.  I am 

all of those things, and more.  So here I stand, your workaholic priest.  Bless me 

congregation, for I have sinned.  

 Next month, I will go to CREDO, The Episcopal’s church’s health and wellness 

program for clergy.  I have steadfastly avoided CREDO to this point in my career, 

because I know exactly what I’m going to be told about my work habits and my health.  

But this year, The Rev. Debbie Royals, who happens to be on the faculty of CREDO, 

shamed me into going.  Every priest I know who has taken part in CREDO, even those 

with a bad attitude like me, come back refreshed, renewed and glad they went.  But my 

workaholic self continues to believe that I don’t have time for this navel gazing crap.  
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 So first, I want to say thank you to the parishioner who called me on this and to 

all of you who are continuously attempting to care for me in the midst of my obsession.  

I would like to say in my defense that the immensity of the task at hand here is beyond 

enormous.  This church is way too big for the staff we have and the workload is beyond 

any human being.  I cannot keep up, even with the ridiculous hours I work.  But the sad 

truth is that I also know darn well that even if this were not the case, I would make it so.  

It is my “growing edge”, as we say in the oh so sweet and affirming language of 

theological reflection.

 This, of course, is also not a new development for me.  My mom told me I was 

like this coming out of the womb.  From the earliest that I can remember, what I lacked 

in ability, I have tried to make up for with overwork.  Take for example, my orientation at 

Cardinal Gibbons High School in Baltimore.  Though I somehow was admitted into the 

private school, Brother Tim, made it clear to my parents that my entrance test scores 

indicated that I would never hold a professional position.  They were told not to dismay 

however, that it was still possible for me to make a contribution to society.  Perhaps, he 

said, I could be a plumber or something.  My schooling there nearly ended that day 

when my mom literally stood between my dad and Brother Tim, so that dad could not 

punch him out.  My very less than stellar SAT scores would again prove that the good 

Brother was right about me.  But because I worked myself to death, I finished 23rd in a 

class of 363.  When I applied for my first white collar job, the interviewer actually said to 

me, “Because you are already working at this company, I will give you this job if you 

really want it.  But when I fire you after the 90 day probationary period, just remember I 
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told you so.  And for the first and I believe last time in that gentlemen’s career, he ate his 

words when he promoted me instead of canning me. 

 My so called athletic career took a similar path.  Not blessed with great hand/eye 

coordination or strength, I still wanted to compete in sports.  So I tried track.  The only 

problem with that was that I lacked a few necessities to be a runner, namely speed and 

agility.  The first day I was timed in the 440, I finished dead last among all the boys.  In 

fact, those boys teased me mercilessly because a girl beat me.  But by my senior year, I 

had set the school record.   

 The dangers of being a workaholic, as so many of you have pointed out to me, 

are many and vast.  But when properly tempered, people who are workaholic by nature 

can turn themselves into over-achievers and have a great impact on society.  For one, 

we can make things happen that others might consider impossible.  But perhaps even 

more importantly, we can serve as role models.

 I became aware of this for the first time when our high school track coach 

gathered us for an impromptu chewing out.  We were watching a film of our races and 

suddenly the coach went berserk.  “What the hell is wrong with you guys?  “All of you 

have more God given ability than Keplinger!  And he won his race!  Now I want you to 

take a close look at him.  As my face turned crimson and I crawled under the chair, I 

looked up to see this 98 pound undernourished child with bird legs flailing across the 

screen, paler than a ghost, with this indescribable greenish-yellow viscous substance 

flying out of his mouth as he literally threw what was left of his body across the tape, 

collapsing to the track in a heap of ugly white flesh, with blood starting to spurt from the 

scrape marks.  “Look at that,” the coach yelled.  That’s what I want all of you to look like 
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when you finish a race.  I want you to look as bad as Keplinger!”  Well, thanks so much 

coach.    

 The impact of today’s Gospel hit me just like that when I realized for the first time 

who the role model was in this story.  Because we have been so conditioned to hearing 

Pharisees being castigated by Jesus, we quickly see this smug Pharisee as the villain.  

But when we do that, not only are we misrepresenting the Pharisees of the first century, 

who were the most diligent keepers of the faith of their time, but we nearly always lose 

the power behind the message that Jesus is trying to convey.  The mastery in this 

parable actually comes in Luke’s reversal of expectations.  What shocks and offends the 

first listeners is that the Pharisee not only does everything right, but he also over-

achieves.  He is a bloody workaholic.  Not only is he decent, generous, and committed, 

but he always does more than it would seem he is capable of doing.  He doesn’t just 

fast on the day of Atonement as the Jewish law says, but he does it twice a week, for 

heaven’s sake.  He doesn’t just pay a tithe on his food and animals as the law requires, 

but he pays 10% on everything he gets.  It is people like this Pharisee who hold the 

community together, then and now, keeping their faith with passion and fortitude.  This 

guy is not like some other Pharisees in the gospels whom Jesus rebukes for following 

the letter of the law.  He does it all and way more.  He runs the race all out, even though 

he knows he’s not the fastest.  

 The Good News for me is that I recognized my workaholic self as the Pharisee in 

this story.  Even better for me, I also eventually came to realize that he is not a villain.  

But of course, all of us can’t help but also notice that this Pharisee is not exactly extolled 

by God, is he? What does he do, we ask, that is so wrong?  Here he is beginning his 
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prayer by thanking God, just like we do in our worship.  His prayer, in fact, sounds very 

much like a prayer of thanksgiving found throughout the Psalms and in the Talmud.  But 

there is one word in that prayer that gives him away.  He doesn’t give thanks to God that 

he is not a thief, adulterer, or tax collector, he gives thanks that he is not like “those” 

people.  Suddenly, our beloved over achieving Pharisee, the would be hero of the story, 

has gone from a prayer of thanksgiving to a prayer of narcissism.  Its all about him.  

 Many, many preachers over the years have suggested that this parable is all 

about humility, that what the Pharisee needs to learn is to humble himself in the sight of 

his God.  I think that is close to the message, but I don’t think it is quite it.  I readily 

admit that I am hearing this parable through my workaholic lens.  But for me, it is not so 

much about humility as it is about comparing ourselves to others.

 And herein lies the message that I do really do not want to hear. It is also the 

reason that I don’t care much for this parable.  I don’t like it one bit.  Workaholics have 

an even more deadly problem than burning themselves out.  The real issue with people 

like me is that we WANT to compare ourselves to others, because it makes us feel good 

about ourselves.  It is such a subtle line that I very often do not realize I have crossed it.  

What we do is move from praying, “There but for the grace of God go I”, to purportedly 

praying “thank God I’m not like that scumbag.”  The difference is moving from 

gratefulness for what we have to comparison with another.  The Pharisee stopped 

praying and started peeking at the tax collector.  It’s that sideward glance that moves us 

from prayer to elitism, that takes us from kinship with another to feeling aloof over 

another.
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 It is absolutely true that it is people like the Pharisee who hold our churches 

together.  If everyone here followed his example and gave 10% of their gross income 

during our giving and receiving campaign, we would never have to worry about having 

enough money to live into our vision.  But I don’t want one of you to pledge to this 

church for the reason the Pharisee does it.  This must never be about being better than 

your neighbor or getting jewels in your crown.  It can only be about responding out of 

gratefulness for what God has done for us and the entire GSP community.  Comparison 

leads to self-righteousness and self-righteousness leads us to exclusion and separation.

 Flash back to my so called track career.  Like the Pharisee in today’s Gospel who 

everyone looked up to, my coach wanted everyone on the track team to over-achieve in 

the same way.  That day as I listened to the coach, I stole a glance over at Bob 

Feinstein.  Bob was the consummate athlete.  He was so incredibly agile and faster 

than the wind.  His golden Samson like locks flew behind him as he raced down the 

track, setting record after record, and making the girls swoon as he breezed by.  Bob 

had set the high school record for the 100 yard dash as a freshman.  His time, believe it 

or not, was the same as Bob Hayes, who four years later would be referred to as the 

world’s fastest human.  But while Hayes continued to get better, Feinstein actually 

slowed down.  He was still faster than 95% of those he competed against.  But like the 

Pharisee, I found myself thinking, what a waste!  Feinstein could be the best in the 

world, if he would just practice and work.  He never used, I thought, the unbelievable 

talent that God had given him.

 The danger in being a workaholic does not come in performing beyond our 

expectations.  We, like the Pharisee, do nothing wrong by being the best people that we 
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can be.  The problem comes when we accuse others of not living up to OUR standards.  

The problem comes when we judge others based on ourselves, when we become self-

righteous and condemn others for not using what God has given them.  Beloved, let me 

tell you first hand.  It is impossible for any of us to judge someone else’s effort.  We 

cannot know what they are able to carry.  We cannot understand what is going on with 

them emotionally and physically, even if we think we know them through and through.  

Any attempt to do so can only result in what happens to the Pharisee today, being 

separated from and rejected by God.  When I looked down at Bob for not making 

himself better, I sinned big time.  And that sin would continue to haunt me into my adult 

life, as I expected people working for me to perform at the same standard I set for 

myself.  That is self-righteousness and what it does is separate us from others and 

make it more difficult for them to be aware of God’s compassion in their lives.

 The “tax collector” goes home in today’s parable filled with grace, despite the fact 

that he is the alleged bad guy.  God’s grace comes to us not because of who we are or 

what we do or how much we manage to accomplish despite our lack of ability.  God’s 

love comes to us in spite of who we are.

 This has been a particularly difficult lesson for me to learn.  But today’s Gospel 

makes it clear that making the comparisons I have is exactly what Jesus teaches us not 

to do.  As Mark Twain put it, such behavior makes us “a good person, in the worst sense 

of the word.”

 It is this behavior that separates us from each other and from God.  It is also 

what has created our disconnection from God’s world. When we compare ourselves to 

the rest of creation and suggest that as humans we are somehow more important, we 
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create a culture of elitism.  What we are doing is refusing kinship with the rest of God’s 

world.  And such behavior leads us to an attitude where we can treat that world as an 

object.  

 What Jesus points out to us so artfully today is that when we participate in such 

self-righteousness, it is not those people or those parts of creation that are excluded 

from God’s realm, it is us.  The realm of God is not a place where we are rewarded for 

being over-achievers, but a place where we are welcomed, no matter how despicable 

we seem to others.  If our churches are to live into Jesus’ vision of the realm of God, this 

is our call.  Despite all of our attempts to do otherwise, Jesus tells us today that the 

church is supposed to be the only institution in the world where membership is based on 

unworthiness, where God’s grace is bestowed not on the over-achiever, but on those 

who refuse to compare themselves with others.

 Today, I urge all of you to embrace this message that has taken me much of my 

life to get into my thick skull.  Yes, be an over-achiever.  Always do more than is 

expected of you.  Always accomplish more than anyone says you can.  Be more than 

the best you can be.  But never, ever ask the same of anyone else.  Never compare 

your life with someone else’s.  When you thank God for what you have, don’t look at the 

person next to you.  But instead do justice, and love kindness, and walk humbly with 

your God.”  Amen.     
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