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 When John Jacob Astor died in 1884, he was considered to 

be the richest man in America.  He was German-born, raised in the 

village of Waldorf.  Having received just enough education to read, 

write and do simple arithmetic, John Jacob Astor left home at the 

age of sixteen: 

 Soon after the end of the Revolutionary War, he came to the 

United States.  The ship on which he was a passenger got stuck in 

the ice of the Chesapeake Bay for two months in January of 1783.  

Astor put this to good time by learning everything he could about 

the fur trade from a fellow passenger.  For two years he worked 

with his brother in New York City, and then traveled up the 

Hudson River to trade for furs. 

 `By the mid 1790's, Astor was one of the leading fur 

merchants in the United States.  In time he founded his own 

shipping line to carry his furs to Canton, London and New York.  

After an appointment from President Jefferson, Astor organized 

The American Fur Company which gave him control of the 

Northwest.  Two years later he organized The Pacific Fur 

Company which gave him control of the fur trade to the Orient.  

He founded Astoria at the mouth of the Columbia River, the first 

permanent American settlement in the Pacific Northwest. 

 In time Astor sold all of his fur interests and thereafter 

devoted his interests to real estate in New York City.  It was at this 

time that he built the Astor House, which was the forerunner of a 



series of family hotels, such as The Waldorf Astoria which was 

built by John Jacob Astor's great grandson. 

 Astor left a fortune of over $20 million, some of which was 

used to benefit the libraries of New York City.  When Astor died, 

the newspapers and all of his contemporaries assessed his life and 

found very little to admire.  He was referred to as a “self-invented, 

money-making machine,” and described as ruthless, selfish, and 

grasping. 

 According to [one biographer] there was an event that took 

place that illustrated his true character.  While on his deathbed, he 

ordered one of his rent collectors to go out to collect from an 

impoverished widow, but the employee told Mr. Astor that the 

woman needed more time. 

 John Jacob Astor, the most prosperous man in the country, 

would not accept such an excuse and demanded that the employee 

go back and get the money.  The employee went to Astor's son and 

explained the circumstances to him.  The son took money from his 

own pocket and gave it to the employee who in turn gave it to Mr. 

Astor.  The dying man's response was:  “I knew she would pay up 

if you were hard enough” [Kenneth W. Porter]. 

 While Astor did leave a fortune of over $20 million, he left 

only $200 to his faithful servant who had worked for him for many 

years (Rev. Dr. Rodney Wilmoth). 

 Somehow it isn't much of a mental leap to go from a 

pretentious, cruel, self-promoting man of the 19th century to Jesus' 

Pharisee in our lesson for the morning from the 1st century!  "The 

Parable of The Pharisee and The Tax Collector” is a story about 

prayer and is the companion to last Sunday's scripture, "The 

Parable of The Widow and The Unjust Judge."  Just as we had the 

huge contrast between the defenseless widow and the corrupt 

judge, in this morning's passage from Luke 18 we have an arrogant 

Pharisee paired with a humble tax collector.   

 Now while Pharisees have always been popularly known as 

"Lovers of Money," still to be fair we have to acknowledge that it 

wasn't all bad with these people.  We read in Chapter 13 that Jesus 



hears from some friendly Pharisees of Herod's intention to kill him.  

And some scholars defend them for preserving the faith in the face 

of crushing domination by the Roman military.  But still we also 

have to remember the numerous times Jesus took the Pharisees to 

task for their materialism, their adultery and their hypocrisy (Kate 

Huey, Sermon Seeds, "Just Worship," UCC.org). 

 Certainly in this passage, the spotlight shines on a Pharisee is 

who is arrogant and self-absorbed.  Jesus pictures the Pharisee 

praying at the temple, standing center stage and saying:  "God, I 

thank you that I am not like other people:  thieves, rogues, 

adulterers, or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice a week; I 

give a tenth of all my income."   

 You have to wonder if this is a prayer or a rant or a brag 

session!  Is the Pharisee actually talking to God or to himself?  

While we can't be honestly sure whom the Pharisee is addressing 

in this parable, there is no doubt about the tax collector!  Time and 

time again, Jesus makes his point by turning the tables, by infusing 

his stories with irony.  "The Parable of the Pharisee and The Tax 

Collector" is true to form.  We know in the time of Jesus that tax 

collectors were hated.  Tax collectors were regarded as 

collaborators and as unclean; they were "on the wrong side 

religiously, politically, and economically" (David Schnasa 

Jacobsen, New Proclamation 2007).  Above all, a tax collector was 

"The instrument of economic oppression by the Roman empire" 

(Huey).   

 So in the normal scheme of things, a Pharisee was regarded 

as holier than thou and a tax collector was regarded as evil.  But 

not in this case!  Here Jesus goes against type and portrays this tax 

collector as the soul of humility:  "but the tax collector, standing 

far off, would not even look up to heaven, but was beating his 

breast  and saying, "God, be merciful to me a sinner!" 

 Jesus is the master of the role reversal, and here, surprisingly, 

we receive a picture of a man filled with anguish, a person deeply 

aware of his own sinfulness as he flings himself on the mercies of 

God.  As the storyteller gives us these stunning little portraits, the 



choice for Jesus is an easy one:  humility trumps pride every time.  

And so Jesus tells his hearers, "I tell you, this one went down to his 

home justified rather than the other." 

 The private, self-effacing manner of the tax collector reminds 

me of what Henri Nouwen says about the profile of Jesus.  Writes 

Nouwen:   

I don't think you'll ever be able to penetrate the mystery of God's 

revelation in Jesus until it strikes you that the major part of Jesus' 

life was hidden and that even the “public” years remained 

invisible as far as most people were concerned.  Whereas the way 

of the world is to insist on publicity, celebrity, popularity, and 

getting maximum exposure, God prefers to work in secret.  You 

must have the nerve to let that mystery of God's secrecy, God's 

anonymity, sink deeply into your consciousness because, 

otherwise, you're continually looking in the wrong direction.  In 

God's sight, the things that really matter seldom take place in 

public (Henri Nouwen, Letters To Marc). 

 And, in an odd way, that word reminds me of our current 

stewardship campaign, “Anchored In Hope.”  Certainly there is 

secrecy about it.  The theme is always kept under wraps and is 

never announced until the kick off.  But during the official 

campaign, the Stewardship Committee switches to public mode 

and shouts the theme with every refrigerator magnet!  But once 

consecration Sunday occurs, then there is a return to secrecy.  Your 

pledge to Hammond Street Church, we say, is between you and 

God.  I have no idea what anyone gives to the church and that is 

the way, I think, it should be. 

 Unlike the life of John Jacob Astor, unlike the life of the 

Pharisee, I find much to admire in Jesus' tax collector.  I also love 

the story that a man by the name of Kevin Felts tells.  It speaks to 

the essence of what living in hope is all about: 

 When you're a freelance cameraman like I am, you can't 

always pick and choose your assignments.  Often, you accept work 

not out of any particular affinity you have for the subject but 

because you have bills to pay and a family to feed. 



 Sometimes, though, you're fortunate enough to land an 

assignment that you can really get into and feel passionate about, 

even learn from. You pray for jobs like that.  Well, I do anyway. 

 That's why I was pumped when I got a call from a local client 

last April.  They were selected to do a documentary on Paul 

Young, a novelist in my area who wrote the surprise best seller The 

Shack.  They asked if I'd be their cameraman. 

 Are you kidding? I thought.  I loved shooting documentaries.  

And about a book that my wife, Julie, and I had both enjoyed 

immensely?  It's the story of a man who meets God when he's at the 

lowest point in his life, inspired by Paul Young's own dramatic 

spiritual journey. 

 He didn't intend for it to be published.  He wrote it for his 

children, to show them the redemptive power of faith.  He printed 

up 15 copies at Office Depot and gave it to family and friends for 

Christmas.  His friends passed it around.  Eventually a major 

publisher picked it up and The Shack became an international 

phenomenon, with 14.5 million copies sold worldwide. 

 The crew and I shot a series of interviews with Paul, at his 

beautiful suburban house and at different locations around town.  

Writing the book, he said, had been his offering to God, who'd 

reached him and restored him when he'd hit bottom. 

 Listening to him over the course of several days, I was struck 

by the assurance that good followed faith.  I believed in God, but I 

had a lot of questions about how exactly [God] works in our lives. 

 One afternoon, as we were wrapping up for the day, the 

producer said to me.  “We're going to film the last segment 

tomorrow at Paul's old house, where he lived when he wrote the 

book.” 

 The next morning I picked her up [The Producer] at her hotel 

and together we drove over.  We pulled up in front of a modest 

house on a quiet street about 20 minutes from my home. 

 “Paul sure has come a long way from here,” the producer 

remarked. 



 A shiver went through me.  “I think I know this house,” I told 

her. 

 Six years ago I had driven to a house that looked very much 

like this one, on a far different mission.  After years of struggle as 

a freelancer, I'd finally carved out a comfortable career in sales. 

 Christmas had turned from a time of anxiety, from can we 

afford anything besides the necessities this year?  How will we 

break it to our kids that we won't be able to see their cousins in 

California? To a time of celebration, visits to relatives and gifts 

under the tree. 

 Our family had been freed from want, and I wanted to find 

some way to pass our blessings along. 

 Christmas was coming. The local paper was full of people 

struggling to keep their families afloat.  “We could donate to a 

charity,” Julie suggested.  But I wanted to do something more 

directly. 

 “What if I could find one husband, one father, to help 

anonymously?” I said.  I'd slip one hundred dollars under his 

door.  To the recipient, it would be a gift from god, not from me.  

Julie was all for it. 

 A few days later, a friend of a friend...told me about a family 

of eight that was just about broke.  The husband was working three 

jobs trying to keep his house warm and his kids fed. 

 Sounded perfect.  I knew what it felt like to disappoint your 

family on Christmas.  I asked my acquaintance for the address.  He 

gave it to me, then said, “His name is...” 

 “No, don't tell me,” I said.  “I don't want to know his name 

any more than I want him to know mine.” 

 The next morning I drove to the man's house, checked to see 

that no one was looking and slipped a plain white envelope 

containing five crisp twenty-dollar bills under his door.  I walked 

back to my car and drove away unseen.  Merry Christmas!  I 

thought.  Other than Julie, I never told a soul. 

 I hadn't thought of the man and his family since then.  Till 

now. 



 We walked up the pathway to the house.  Yes, this feels 

familiar, I thought.  But maybe I had misremembered.  After all, it 

had been six years. 

 Paul was standing there on the porch, waiting for us. 

 Should I ask him? I thought.  A part of me wanted to.  But the 

key to the gift was its anonymity.  I was relieved when the producer 

said, “Let's get to work.” 

 I set up my camera on the porch.  The sound man prepped for 

the shoot.  We filmed for 15 minutes, then the producer needed to 

pause.  The whole time I gazed at Oregon's most successful new 

author, wondering. 

 Paul and I chatted.  My curiosity finally got the best of me.  I 

had to know.  This was my last chance.  “Hey, Paul,” I said, “do 

you remember that Christmas when you found a hundred dollars 

under your door?” 

 He stopped short and turned around, his eyes widening.  “Of 

course,” he said.  “I'll never forget it.”  He looked at me.  “But 

how do you know about that?” 

 I told him.  We hugged, amazed at how circumstances had 

brought us together again. 

 “Want to hear the most incredible part of the story?” Paul 

said.  “When I finished writing The Shack, I didn't think I'd have 

the money to print the copies I needed for Christmas.  I used that 

hundred dollars to help print the original 15 copies.  And without 

that first printing, word about the book would never have gotten 

out.” 

 Did I say circumstances brought us together? Did I say I 

wished I could have proof that God is at work in our lives? I 

couldn't wait to get home and tell Julie (Kevin Felts, “an 

anonymous gift to Paul Young kept on giving,” Guideposts). 

 A tax collector in Palestine and a cameraman in Oregon, 

though separated by twenty-one hundred years and by very 

different professions, share a common trait.  Regardless of any of 

their other failings, there is a characteristic that redeems them both, 

one that lies at the very heart of true stewardship.  When our lives 



are anchored in hope, we humbly ask God what more can we do?  

How can we help make life easier for the people around us and 

beyond?  I love what Daniel Berrigan says, “All is Gift.  Give it 

away.  Give it away.” And that brings us to Consecration Sunday 

and our pledge of gratitude for ministries within and without our 

walls: 

We have an anchor that keeps the soul steadfast and sure while the 

billows roll, fasten'd to the rock which cannot move, grounded firm 

and deep in the savior's love (Priscilla J. Owens). 
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