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Today’s gospel lesson is one that almost everyone is thoroughly familiar with, the 
story of Zacchaeus the tax collector.  This is one of the most popular Sunday 
school stories around.  Although it was a long, long, time ago, I remember coloring 
pictures of Zacchaeus, sitting out on the tree limb, with Jesus standing beneath 
and telling him, Zacchaeus, “Come down, for I must stay in your house today!”  I 
used to love to sing a song about Zacchaeus, one that I have long since forgotten. 

The fact is that this is an exceptionally rich text, and much more than a cute 
anecdote.  Today I want to explore a little of the complexity of this particular story. 

Now, we aren’t told too much about Zacchaeus, but the pertinent information from 
Luke’s point of view is summed up in a very few words: he was a tax collector, and 
he was rich.  The proper use of wealth is such a strong emphasis in the gospel of 
Luke that this is all Luke feels he has to say to let us know that this is a bad guy.  
Zacchaeus is looked down upon by the others in the community as the worst kind 
of sinner. 

Jericho at the time was a very wealthy city, sustained by a lucrative trade in dates 
and balsam.  With all its wealth and commerce, Jericho was a tax collector’s 
dream, and Zacchaeus is not only a tax collector, but according to Luke he is the 
“chief” tax collector.  He is actually the former-day version of a corrupt Internal 
Revenue Service.  The chief tax collector would have the equivalent of a 
“franchise” to collect taxes in a particular region, and would then subcontract the 
actual collection of taxes to others.  Almost no commerce would occur in 
Zacchaeus’ area without his having a piece off the top of it.  So the implication is 
that this man, Zacchaeus, was not only engaged in the oppression of the people, 
he held the regional monopoly on it.  And he must have been a very rich man 
indeed. 

Another thing we must know about Zacchaeus to properly set the stage is that he 
is a very small man.  Perhaps we are also to understand that metaphorically as 
well.  He was a small person, living a pinched existence in a small world, with 
himself and his money and his concern for his own well-being at the center.   

Jesus was passing through Jericho on his way to Jerusalem.  The text tells us that 
“[Zacchaeus] was trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he 
could not, because he was short in stature.” (Luke 19:3) But Zacchaeus didn’t get 



 2

where he is without being resourceful, and he soon hits on a plan.  His plan leads 
us to the rather humorous picture that has been “colored in” by so many Sunday 
school students through the years.  This powerful and wealthy man, who is 
probably no spring chicken, climbs into the branches of a sycamore tree, and waits 
there for Jesus to pass by. 

The first thing I find interesting about the character of Zacchaeus is that he wants 
to see Jesus.  More specifically, I find it interesting that he only wants to see 
Jesus.  It’s kind of odd, don’t you think?  Usually when someone important comes 
to town the powerful people all want to meet them, be seen with them, and maybe 
have a photo op.  But not Zacchaeus.  He just wants to see who Jesus is.  We 
have no idea why.  He’s certainly gotten word about Jesus.  He has no doubt 
heard about Jesus’s teachings; about the miracles he has performed and the 
changes he has wrought in peoples’ lives.  And yet, all he wants to do is to see 
what Jesus looks like. 

This might not make Zacchaeus unique, but it does make him unusual, at least in 
the gospel accounts.  Think about it – the gospels are full of people who seek 
Jesus out in order to connect with him.  People feel they need to get close to 
Jesus, even if they themselves don’t completely understand why.  There’s the rich 
young ruler who wants to know how he can inherit eternal life.  A Roman centurion 
wants his servant healed.  

Many people just will not be denied.  An unnamed woman literally fights her way 
through a crowd believing that her hemorrhaging will be cured if she can just touch 
the hem of Jesus’s robe.  A blind man who is told that Jesus is passing by hollers 
and hollers at the top of his lungs over the din of the crowd until Jesus comes to 
heal him.  Some people are so desperate to get to Jesus that they break a hole in 
the roof of the house where Jesus is teaching, and lower their friend down to him 
with ropes.  The list goes on and on.   

Zacchaeus is different.  He must be curious, maybe even intrigued, about Jesus.  
But he just wants to see who he is. Zacchaeus is perfectly happy watching Jesus 
from the safety of his tree. 

Does this picture of a little person sitting in a tree seem familiar to us?  
Specifically, I’m wondering whether this could this be an accurate metaphor for 
some of our faith lives.  How often are we content to observe and ponder Jesus – 
to admire him and even worship him – but from a safe distance.  Do we come to 
church to touch and be touched by the God of creation, or is church more like a 
visit to Tiffany’s?  “It’s got really nice stuff, but I’m not buying today.  Just looking, 
thank you.”  Honestly, now, aren’t most of us just more comfortable with believing 
things about Jesus than we are with believing Jesus? 

Why do you suppose that is?  Maybe it’s because we’re anxious about what 
climbing down from the tree might mean.  Because we know from the gospel 
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accounts I mentioned and many, many more that nobody has ever come face to 
face with Jesus without having their lives radically and permanently altered.  
Maybe the idea makes us uncomfortable because we know, or at least we sense, 
that accepting such awesome grace and love must entail some equally awesome 
ramifications for our lives. 

Are we prepared for the kinds of demands that an encounter with Jesus would 
involve?  What if Jesus suddenly just invites himself into our hearts the same way 
he walked up and invited himself to Zacchaeus’s home?  It’s risky business to let 
someone like Jesus into the part of us where our real selves reside.  Do we really 
want that?  Isn’t it just so much safer and more predictable up there in the tree?  
Just looking, Jesus, but thanks for asking! 

So Jesus comes along and, apparently with no hesitation, comes right to the tree 
where Zacchaeus is sitting.  Luke tells us that Jesus said to him, "Zacchaeus, 
hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today." (Luke 19:5) Now, 
Zacchaeus could have simply said, “No, I’m comfortable here.”  But he doesn’t.  
He comes down quickly, or at least as quickly as it’s possible for a person “of a 
certain age” to come down out of a tree. 

The passage also tells us that he came down joyfully.  Why wouldn’t he, when 
nobody had ever sought the hospitality of his house before.  But it was more than 
that.  I’m sure he was amazed that Jesus knew his name, but it was more than 
that, too.  As he looked into the savior’s eyes, he understood that Jesus knew him 
– knew all about him – and still loved him. 

And in that split second, Zacchaeus also knew what he had to do.  He swore to 
give half of what he owned to the poor, and to repay anyone that he had 
defrauded fourfold.  We don’t know exactly what happened to Zacchaeus, but we 
do know that he came face to face with God’s grace, and things could never be 
the same after that.  And the whole point of the story is that it is easy to recognize 
anyone who has opened themselves to a genuine encounter with the Christ.  The 
unmistakable sign is just this: a generous heart.  Not only a generosity with the 
material things that God has given us, but a generosity, and an expansiveness, of 
spirit. 

And if you think about it, it’s easy to see why that would be the case.  You 
probably remember these words from Paul’s letter to the church in Rome, words 
that we often use in our prayers of confession and pardon when we celebrate the 
sacrament of Communion.  .”But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: 
While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.”  (Romans 5:8) 

God didn’t wait for us to begin living differently, to come to our senses, or to 
somehow prove that we were worthy of Christ’s sacrifice for us.  Christ died for us 
while we were still sinners.  That’s how it worked with Zacchaeus, isn’t it?  It was 
Jesus who made the first move.  Jesus’s unconditional acceptance of Zacchaeus 
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came before Zacchaeus had decided that something had to change in his life – 
before Zacchaeus could even get out of the tree.  Jesus had sought him out, and 
treated him not like an outcast, but like a long-lost friend.  For that was what he 
was.   

And if we truly understand the astonishing nature of what Christ is offering to us, 
how can we possibly accept an invitation like that without responding in the very 
same way to those around us?  I will say categorically that this explains the warm 
welcome that people find when they come to this church.  This is one way that 
through the years this congregation has engaged and internalized Christ’s 
message of love – that you have made it your own message of love. 

But like most of what Jesus said, this story issues us a challenge this morning – 
one that we need to be constantly engaging together.  Are there ways that our 
individual and collective spirits have remained less than expansive?  Are there 
ways that we still sitting out on our limbs, and remaining spectators?  Are there 
ways that we can’t – or won’t – come down out of the tree, and meet Christ, face 
to face? 


