
The prayer that reaches Heaven 

  "Two people went up to the temple area to pray; one was a Pharisee, and the other was a tax 
collector." (Lk 18:10) 
They both went to the temple to pray; who knows, maybe they even arrived at the same time. 
Physically they were present in the same place, but spiritually they were in different places. The 
Pharisee was only in the temple physically, while the tax collector was spiritually in front of 
God.  
  

The Pharisee 

We read that the Pharisee took up his position and spoke this prayer to himself [even in the 
Greek language this phrase sounds awkward – literally, it would mean he prayed quietly to 
himself].  The reason for his visitation to the temple was not to dialogue with God, but to praise 
himself. He reduced his “prayer” to an inner praise. It was a way to satisfy his own spiritual 
needs. In his short prayer, he repeated the word "I" five times:  

 I thank you, God,  

 that I am not like other people—cheaters, sinners, adulterers.  

 I am certainly not like that tax collector!  

 I fast twice a week, and  

 I give you a tenth of my income. 

What the Pharisee was saying was accurate; however, it was not a prayer pleasing to God, 
because his pride made him self-centered.  
  

The Tax Collector 

In the temple the tax collector was truly standing in front of God. He begins his prayer by 
recalling God's mercy. He doesn't see anything good within himself. He also doesn't look at the 
actions of others and compare himself to them.  
  

The Gospel tells us that the tax collector stood at a distance, but it is not about physical 
distance. In the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:20) we find the same words when the 
oldest brother is close to home – the father saw him coming when he was still a long way off.  
  

The tax collector didn't play the role of a perfect man. He didn't hide his true nature from 
others and, more importantly, he didn’t hide it from himself. He was ashamed of his sins, as 
Scripture says, for he didn't lift his eyes, he was on his knees, and he beat his chest. And, for his 
true sorrow, he returned home justified before God. He didn't earn justification with eloquent 
words of prayer. He earned it because, as a sinner, he humbly prayed for mercy. 
  

Humble prayers reach Heaven 

By being humble we can simply see things the way they are instead of the way we perceive 
them. The Pharisee saw himself as something great when he wasn't, and the tax collector saw 
himself as a sinner needing God's mercy, which he was. 
  

Lent is an excellent time to follow the path of humility, recognize our mistakes and weaknesses, 
and to make a good act of contrition - the prayer that reaches Heaven. 
 


