
Brothers and sisters in Christ grace and peace be to you from God our Father. Amen. 

I was sitting at my desk at First Lutheran of Richmond Beach when Charles walked up 

to the window that separated me from whoever walked in. Charles was in his 80’s, a 

WWII vet and always liked to tell a story. This day was no different. He took off his 

veteran’s cap, and pulled out a folded newspaper article. Then said, “boy have I got 

one for you today.” 

I later learned the title is “Heaven’s Surprise:”– a poem by Taylor Ludwig 

Here is what Charles read to me: 

I was shocked, confused, bewildered as I entered Heaven’s door, 
Not by the beauty of it all, nor the lights or its decor. 
But it was the folks in Heaven who made me sputter and gasp– 
The thieves, the liars, the sinners, the alcoholics and the trash. 
There stood the kid from seventh grade who swiped my lunch money twice. 
Next to him was my old neighbor who never said anything nice. 
Herb, who I always thought was rotting away in hell, 
Was sitting pretty on cloud nine, looking incredibly well. 
I nudged Jesus, ‘What’s the deal? I would love to hear your take. 
How’d all these sinners get up here? God must’ve made a mistake. 
‘And why’s everyone so quiet, so somber – give me a clue.’ 
‘Child,’ He said, ‘they’re all in shock. They never thought they’d be seeing you here!’ 
 
Charles giggled  then with a gleam in his eye he said “makes you think doesn’t it? Who 
will you be surprised to see in heaven… and who will be just as surprised to see you 
there?” 
 Then Charles folded up the paper, took out his wallet and said “I think I need to keep 
this one close to help me remember,”  shook his head and walked off.. smiling; 
pondering it all. 
 
What Charles didn’t realize is that he had convicted me. He reminded me of a phone 
conversation I had with my mom. We were discussing a family matter concerning the 
death of a loved one. Mom had off handedly said of the loved one “I can’t imagine what 
he will have to say to his brothers when they meet again in heaven.” I quickly replied 
“People like that don’t go to heaven.”  
 
The words had no sooner left my mouth when I found myself on the other end of what 
would have been a whooping when I was a child… but since it was the phone it was a 
tongue lashing that I had not experienced in a long, long time:  “Audrey Faye don’t ever 
even think something like that; you should be ashamed.”  
 
I felt the sting of her voice. I felt the shame that was intended and deserved. Here was 
my mom being horribly wronged yet she was the one to remind me even those who 
wrong others were created in God’s image and God wants them in heaven as much as 



any other sinner. It is a tough pill to swallow; but it is the foundation of our faith to trust 
that even those we might deem a sinner of sinner’s is loved by God. 
 
The sinner of sinners is loved by God. Who is the sinner you will be surprised to see? I 
think about all of the lines of division we draw. With the mid-term elections a few weeks 
away I have heard more than I care to about the sinner of sinners… pro-choice or right 
to life; the green deal or fossil fuels; open borders or tighter restrictions on 
immigration… the rhetoric can almost make a person profess there are people on both 
sides of the issue who have no merit being loved children of God; and when we open 
ourselves to our creator we realize we don’t. One professor always declared “just 
remember that when you draw a line in the sand of who is right with God and who is 
not Jesus will be on the opposite side of the line than you choose.” 
 
It is in this realization, then, we try to do better. We get these strange ideas that we, on 
our own,  can change our judgemental ways. We are told to just “listen to the ‘other 
side” for understanding… and not to change their way of thinking.” But let’s be honest 
how often do we come away from even these well intentioned conversations thinking to 
ourselves “boy  am glad I am not like that person. She is so wrong.” 
 
But it is not just the political world that cause us to say “I am so glad I am not like him.” 
Close to home we encounter the abuser, the former addict, the person who didn’t 
guard her health and now is terminally ill; or the one who failed to invest wisely and 
now has nothing… “sure glad I am not like that person.” 
 
It seems impossible to be better than the Pharisee…. The guy who thought he had it all 
together. The guy who is in the Temple “praying” yet totally focusing on himself… “I” do 
this, “I do that”, at least I am not like THAT guy as he points the finger. So many “I’s” 
yet professing he is in the Temple to pray to God. Should prayer not be about the One 
we are praying to? This guy is so wrapped up in himself, it is not even a fleeting 
thought that he is forgetting the one who gives life; the One who makes what he is 
doing even remotely possible. This self-righteous, finger-pointing, religious man, fails to 
let God dwell in his heart,  let alone be first. 
 
And that is what sets the Pharisee apart from the tax-collector… the tax-collector 
knows who he is not; he knows he deserves nothing; he knows he is the sinner of 
sinners… he doesn’t even try to compare himself or justify what he does… He only 
relies on the mercy of God.. he puts his life in God’s hands. And God says “you are 
made right” There is nothing the tax-collector can do but rely on God’s work.” 
 
I hear this story, I understand this story YET the sinner I am still finds myself 
questioning God’s judgement on even this. Am I the only one that feels the tax-
collector should at least have to admit his wrongs, and promise to try and do better, 
maybe even find a more honest profession?  
 



Hear what the tax-collector does not say: He doesn’t say: 
God be merciful to me, I’m not a Pharisee. 
Or God Be merciful to me, a repentant sinner. Or even a praying sinner. 
He could have at least said God be merciful to me – I’m only human and I do have to 
make a living.  
This lowly tax-collector didn’t even promise to do better. 
He simply prayed, with body, soul and mind “God, be merciful to me a sinner.” This 
man who abuses his power and takes from others, trusts God and trusts God wholey 
with his life. He knows he can do nothing but place his life in God’s hands. 
 
And Jesus says this man went home with his life given to him. 
 
Our way is not God’s way, thanks be to God. It seems the sinner we are cannot help 
but compare our lives with the lives of others.  
 
What are the situations you find yourself saying “I may not be perfect but at least I am 
not… you fill in the blank.” 
 
When you find yourself filling in the blank take pause… Remind yourself 
God loves those people as much as God loves you;  God only wants life for those 
people He created in His image just like you. God created them out of dust, just like 
you, and you just like them, we all will return to dust. We cannot humble ourselves; we 
cannot change ourselves; we can only remind ourselves who we are not, and who we 
are.. beloved children of God; redeemed by the blood of Christ; forgiven through the 
cross… just like all THOSE people. 
 
Let us pray: Gracious God, thank you for your mercy. Thank you for loving us as the 
sinner of sinners we are. Help us to see all sinner of sinners as you do. Amen. 
  


