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May the words of my mouth, and the meditations of all our hearts be always acceptable in your sight 
oh Lord, our Rock, and our Redeemer. 

 

Contempt. It’s such a nasty, unpleasant word. It is such an uncomfortable feeling to have, and yet it is 
remarkably common one. It means to hold someone or something in disdain; to display a lack of respect 
or reverence for someone or something; to intensely dislike or despise someone or something. Contempt.  

There’s a lot of it in the air these days, I would say, in our culture. Whether it’s red people or blue 
people, snowflakes or performative virtue signalers or racist, white supremacists, there’s a lot of contempt 
flying around. And let’s be truthful, contempt isn’t just out there on CNN or Fox News, MSNBC, or 
Breitbart, it’s in our homes, perhaps at lower decibels, but in conversations between husbands and wives, 
sisters and brothers, parents and children, friends, and neighbors, in our workplaces and in our schools. 

Jesus tells a story to hold up a mirror to those who regarded others with contempt. The figure illustrating 
contempt in this story is the Pharisee. 

But first, we need to take a step back and remind ourselves that despite the bad rap they get in the 
Gospels, most Pharisees were actually good guys. They were the religious liberals of their day. They 
espoused an expansive interpretation of Scripture, so as to make the observance of the Torah—Jewish 
Law—available to all Jews, not just to religious elites. But because of the emerging split between the Jewish 
traditions and the early church—the communities that put together the Gospels—they came to be 
depicted as bad guys—self-righteous, rule-bound religious leaders, lacking in compassion and insight. We 
know that word Pharisaical has, unfairly, entered the English lexicon meaning one who acts with self-
righteousness and hypocrisy.  

Now, whether a Pharisee or not, regarding someone with contempt indicates what the Buddhists call 
“comparison mind.” It is a perilous state. While comparison mind is often useful for learning—for 
instance, I could say, “Tom plays the drums better than I do, how can I learn to play better?”—we more 
often use comparison mind to judge ourselves, not for being less skillful in a particular area, but rather, 
for being less worthy or love or respect. “Fred is a better father than I am. I am a bad father.” 

And ironically, someone who feels bad about themselves will often compensate, by judging others and 
find them wanting.  In psychological language this is called projection. We project our perceived 
shortcomings out on to others, where they are less painful for us in the short-term, but which, when left 
unexamined and unhealed, lead ultimately to damage of ourselves as well as others. Show me someone 
who is contemptuous, and I will show you someone who is hurting inside. 

This is not meant to be a Psych 101 lecture. The Holy Spirit through examination of Scripture takes us to 
truths—found in a variety of places— that are meant to allow God to heal us from the inside out.  

And it’s worth remembering that Scripture is full of reminders of our inherent worth. I’ll share just three 
foundational ones. 

The first passage comes from Genesis, Chapter One: “So God created them male and female. In God’s 
image, male and female God created them.” (Genesis 1.26-27) A parallel passage is found in the Gospel 
of John Chapter One.  
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“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with 
God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been 
made.” (John 1.1-3 And finally, in Romans Chapter eight, Paul writes, “for I am convinced that neither 
death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither 
height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is 
in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (Romans 8.38) 

Our very essence, therefore—our DNA if you will—is inescapably, profoundly, existentially created and 
loved by God. God’s very character and stance toward us, is love. So, comparison is pointless, since we 
are all, by the fact of our existence, created and loved by God. Full stop. 

I know how hard it is to live each moment in that truth. Yet, when we feel our hearts and minds going 
toward comparison leading to contempt, of either ourselves or others, I suggest we try this little mantra: 
curiosity rather than contempt. 

So, for example, I wonder why I feel so hateful toward that person I read about in the newspaper? Or, I 
wonder why that person in the newspaper is saying things that are so hurtful? Or, what is it about what 
my mother- in-law has just said that causes me to feel so contemptuous toward her? 

Curiosity rather than contempt. 

Curiosity honors the other person, and us, by taking seriously their personhood, their dignity, the fact 
that they, too, are created in the image of God and loved unconditionally. Curiosity shows compassion 
by wanting to connect and learn more about what’s making them tick. Curiosity values them by realizing 
that they also have a history, pains and sorrows, joys, and hopes, just like we do. 

Friends, I invite us in this coming week to let God love us into curiosity about ourselves and our 
neighbor. All we have to lose is the burden of contempt. All we have to gain, is a new relationship with 
ourselves, our neighbor, and our God. Amen. 

 

 


