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I’ve been reading this book lately, really taking my time with it. It’s Francis Spufford’s Unapologetic: 
Why, Despite Everything, Christianity Can Still Make Surprising Emotional Sense. If you’ve been reading our 
monthly newsletter, you may be surprised to know I’m still working my way through it. See, this is one of those 
books that could easily enough be read quickly, but with nearly every page delivering a nugget of truth or 
several nuggets of truth, I’m digesting it slowly. It’s the kind of book I like to carry with me and read a page or 
two while waiting for an appointment. So, I’m slowly reading Unapologetic and letting Spufford’s words work 
on me even more slowly. He’s especially good at expressing things my soul knows but that I haven’t been able 
to put into words. It’s as though my bones have known these truths for ages, but he writes that knowledge into 
reality. It’s a gift he’s got, and I’m so grateful to have stumbled onto his writing. Now, Spufford does not make 
cutting edge theological claims. He’s not introducing the world to anything new in Christianity. He’s just 
communicating it in a way that the world needs to hear.  

And what he’s communicating, more than anything, is the emotional value of faith. He says, “I’m not 
trying to play the game of proof and disproof. … I may not be interested in proof -- you can’t disprove the 
existence of a feeling -- but I am interested in the feeling’s philosophical dignity.” That’s not something we hear 
much about these days, the philosophical dignity of feelings. I know in my schooling, especially when I was 
taking Psych 101 classes, we were taught to look for the explainable, root cause of emotions. I mean, sure, 
respect those feelings, but see if you can’t explain ‘em and, once in a while, explain ‘em away. Y’all, the 
affirmation of feeling as something with philosophical dignity, that’s big. It’s not about being right or wrong. 
It’s not about being provable. It’s about acknowledging a very real part of our humanity right up there with 
reason and experience. I don’t bring this up with the hopes of bringing reason and experience down a notch. 
Rather, maybe emotion needs to be elevated a bit, especially when we talk about God. Let’s be honest, God 
isn’t exactly provable. But that shouldn’t be the end-all conclusion of the discussion. Emotion gets its say.  

One of my favorite sections of Spufford’s book is a reflection on what it’s like to sit in a church, alone, 
or even surrounded by countless others but still alone. He calls churches places of hush. Sit there long enough, 
and the silence begins to make you feel like something bigger is watching you, seeing you in a way you’ve 
never been seen before. And, of course, something bigger is. “This is utterly exposed.” He says, “And while it 
may be safe, it is not kind in one of the primary ways in which human beings set about being kind to each other. 
It takes no account, at all, of my illusions about myself. It lays me out, roofless, wall-less, worse than naked. It 
knows where my kindness comes checkered with secret cruelties or mockeries. It knows where my love comes 
with reservations. It knows where I hate, and fear, and despise. It knows what I indulge in. It knows what 
parasitic colonies of habit I have allowed to form in me. It knows the best of me, which may well be not what I 
am proud of, and the worst of me, which is not what it has occured to me to be ashamed of. It knows what I 
have forgotten. It knows all this, and it shines at me.”When I came across the lessons for this morning, I felt a 
tinge of synchronicity that this Gospel passage and this book would line up so closely in my reading. That tax 
collector knows something of this feeling. This feeling of being seen and being seen through. This safe and 
sacred exposure to the something bigger thing that is God.  

You know what I love about this parable? Jesus doesn’t care what the tax collector confesses. He cares 
that he confesses. But that Pharisee shows God (or maybe all the people watching) the receipts of all his good 
deeds. Maybe he thinks he can distract God’s seeing? Maybe he hopes his list of good works’ll serve as a 
sleight of hand? If God’s paying attention to this, God won’t see all that? But not the tax collector. He knows 
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he’s already been seen. His pride, his shame, his habits all laid bare. He knows all that’s been seen, and still he 
has the guts to ask for God’s forgiveness. Y’all, that’s faith. And it makes no rational sense. But it doesn’t have 
to, because while reason is important, it’s not everything. Your gut matters, too. 

One tiny little problem: right about now, if you’re anything like me, you’re probably feeling pretty good 
about being in church. I’m feeling pretty good about getting ready to pledge, I’m feeling pretty good about 
getting another sermon written, I’m feeling pretty good about a lot of things in my faith life. But I’m feeling 
real good about not being that Pharisee. Whoops. Sound familiar? It’s that darn Pharisee’s own words, “God, I 
thank you that I’m not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even this tax collector.” Thank God I’m 
not like him. That great seeing presence knew that about me long before I said it. But God gives us the 
opportunity to respond with dignity to being caught out. We can flail and try to prove our worth, try to tip the 
scales in our favor. Or, we can own our failings and set them gently before God. And God will shine at us. I 
can’t prove it, but I’ve got a feeling. God knows all this, and still, God shines.  
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