Gloria R. Carpeneto, Homily
October 30, 2016
30th Sunday, Ordinary Time, Cycle C
Sirach 35:12-14; 2 Timothy 4:6-8, 17-18; Luke 18:9-14; Psalm 34, Our God hears the cry of the poor.  

There’s a psychologist at Columbia University by the name of Carol Dweck. Dr. Dweck has made a career of studying people’s motivations, understanding the basis for why we do what we do. Over the years, Carol’s research has shown that each of us seems to have one of two motivations that are primary in us as human beings, and that inform our behaviors (although at times we do exhibit them both).

On the one hand, we can be motivated by a need to perform for others.  People motivated by a need to perform are people who are extrinsically motivated. They seek and get the affirmation they need from outside themselves. They like rules and regulations and boxes they can check to make sure they’ve done things right. They work hard to succeed because they believe that competence in life is a stable characteristic. It doesn’t change much. They don’t trust themselves to grow very much. These are the kids in school who, when you say they did a good job, will sometimes say, “Oh, the test was easy,” or “Oh, the teacher just likes me.”  For performance-motivated people, life is all about doing what I think the world wants me to do, so as to never appear incompetent. Performance people rarely fail, since they rarely take any risks that might make them appear incompetent. But they’re not necessarily on any growth trajectories either.
On the other hand, according to Dr. Dweck, we can also be motivated by our own intrinsic need to learn or to master all we can about life, whether we do that perfectly or not. People motivated by a need for mastery are people who are internally motivated. They don’t seem to enjoy all the rules and regulations, and it doesn’t matter to them that they have done something right, so much as that they have learned from it. Mistakes are part of learning, and there’s no limit to what they can learn from their mistakes. They trust themselves and their ability to learn and grow through life, and for them, failure is just a sign they’re on the right path. Mastery-motivated people don’t need to succeed all the time; they just have to believe they’re making some kind of progress.
In today’s Gospel, I think we see an example of both types of motivations – performance and mastery – as Jesus tells us all the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector. 

The Pharisee is a classic case of a person who’s motivated by a need to  perform. He fasts twice a week. He pays tithes on everything he earns. He’s not adulterous, greedy or crooked. And most of all, he doesn’t disobey any of the Laws the way the tax collector does. The Pharisee’s preening prayer at the front of the Temple is characteristic of one whose motivation is to please powerful others through perfect obedience, and whose contempt for anyone who breaks the law is scathing – making him look better while boosting his very weak ego.

The tax collector, on the other hand, probably does all the things that give the Pharisee such reason to hold him in contempt. Remember that tax collectors in Jesus’ time were Jews who were employees of Rome. As such they were seen as traitors to their own people, and it was not uncommon for them to line their pockets with a little extra they collected for themselves. So I suppose the Pharisee wasn’t the only person scornful of the tax collector. He probably gave people plenty of reason to dislike him.

At the same time, for all his bad behaviors, I think Carol Dweck’s research would say that the tax collector’s prayer was motivated by a need for mastery. Remember, people motivated by mastery are people who don’t need to perform; they just need to constantly be learning and growing and not be stuck in place. And what greater learning can any of us have in life than that God is loving and merciful and  forgiving … that God loves us purely and simply because we are God’s precious creations … that God doesn’t need us to perform … that God needs us only to love, only to return again and again when we have wandered off in some way. O God, be merciful to me, a sinner … every single  time he prayed that prayer, the tax collector was learning more and more and more about the infinite love of God. His was a prayer motivated by mastery. And that seems to be why Jesus commended him, tax collector and sinner or not.  
We often look at this parable as though it’s a story of two men. But what if it’s the story of any one of us who can be motivated one way or the other on any given day? That’s my sense of it. Richard Rohr and others often talk about the dualism that as human beings we’re so prone to –  categorizing, dividing things up,  thinking this or that, one way is good and another way is bad. But what if we are all just men and women in the Temple, praying like both the Pharisee and the tax collector, depending on the day, and depending on how weak or strong we are on that particular day? 
We know that good and evil inhere in each of us. We are saints and we are sinners. We exalt ourselves, only to be humbled. We humble ourselves only to be exalted. That’s just the way life happens. I think what Jesus is saying to us today is that in all things, we should remember who we are; remember who God is; and try to keep that as the basis of our prayer. No amount of correct performance is going to make us one bit better in the eyes of God. And the only thing worth learning more and more every day – that pearl of great price that Jesus once spoke of  – is that God is Love. And our prayer in the face of that Love will always be O God, be merciful to me, a sinner. .

As we heard in the psalm we sang this afternoon, Our God hears the cry of the poor. But that doesn’t necessarily mean widows-and-orphans-type- poor. It can also be the poverty and simplicity of those who stop trying so hard  to please God, and just allow themselves to be loved sinners instead, When our motivations shift from performance to mastery, we can understand why Sirach says that the prayer of the humble pierces the clouds. The prayer of the humble is the prayer of the sinful tax collector, dependent on God in all things, and learning to live in that Love more every day.     
3

