
Luke 18:31-19:10

Travelling with Jesus these past few weeks has taken us into hostile

territory and desperate situations - the road to Jericho, lament over

Jerusalem, search-and-rescue missions, great chasms and now we

meet Zacchaeus. 

Taken one by one, each is a facet of the Jesus perspective. Taken as a

whole, these stories challenge the prevailing religious order and defy the

established social structures, not just of those old long ago days, but of

our days as well. 

Jesus told his disciples what would happen once they got to Jerusalem,

as he speaks of himself in the third person: “the Son of Man will be

handed over to the Gentiles. He will be mocked, insulted, spat upon, and

flogged. They will kill him, and on the third day he will rise again.” But the

disciples understood nothing of what Jesus said – and it’s not the first

time. 

The people we’ve met in Luke’s gospel weren’t believers because of a

Jesus who “died for their sins.” They encountered a Jesus who lived to

free them from anything and everything that made them less than

human, that diminished them, that kept them in a cocoon of mind-

numbing and heart-stopping stasis, where every day started with the

question, “Really, is this all there is?” They encountered a Jesus who

brought them to life. 
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Jesus is intent on reaching Jerusalem, but there will be two interruptions

before he gets there; a blind beggar and a rich tax collector.  “Jesus, Son

of David, have mercy on me!” Twice, a blind beggar cries out, even

though people tell him to shut up. “What do you want me to do for you?”

Jesus asks the blind man. “Lord, let me see again.” Could the man be

speaking also for the disciples who still don’t understand, who still can’t

see? Could the man be speaking for us?  “Receive your sight,” Jesus

said, and it was so. 

Throughout the gospel of Luke, Jesus seems to be passing by at just the

right time for people. Just when a man is twisted by demons, Jesus the

exorcist passes by. Just as men are involved in the daily grind of making

a living, Jesus passes by and calls them to follow him. Just as a

centurion's servant falls ill, Jesus happens to be in town. Just as we are

involved in judging someone else or being judged ourselves, Jesus

walking by and overhearing, breaks into the circle. Just as someone

reaches the end of her suffering rope, after years of struggle, Jesus

happens to be moving down the street. Just when we are feeling we

haven't achieved enough prestige in our lives compared to others, Jesus

comes along with a word of correction. Just when we realize we don't

really know how to pray, the teacher who does happens to be praying a

stone's throw away. At exactly the moment we are brimming over with

fears, the Saviour utters his anti-anxiety instructions.
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Just when someone thinks they are beyond the notice and reach of a

loving, forgiving God, Jesus the Good Shepherd, the Forgiving Parent,

sets out on his search. Right when we are mired in guilt or smothered by

our possessions, Jesus comes along. And just when a short, insecure

hated tax collector is looking for meaning in his life, guess who is

passing through Jericho? And now we come to the encounter between

Jesus and Zacchaeus.

And so when Jesus calls Zacchaeus, the rich chief tax collector, out of

the tree, we know by now something transformative is going to happen.

It’s what we’ve come to expect. We’ve seen crowds gather around for

healings; we have listened in while religious experts question him; we

have watched outcasts and sinners drawn to his presence. Yet, we don’t

know what happens to any of these people after Jesus moves on. We

can only wonder. Were their lives, which were changed in the moment

by his presence, altered forever? Or did ordinary, everyday life

eventually erode the raw brilliance of that encounter to a faded and

distant memory-tinged sepia by regret that it didn’t bring sweeping

change, to that person or to the world?

Today we find out how a wee little life is forever changed ... Zacchaeus

was an agent of the state. “Somebody has to collect taxes,” he told

himself, “If I don’t do it, somebody else will – if I quit, it won’t make taxes

go away.” He still had that conversation with himself almost every

morning. He knew people despised him, but he also knew that more than

Page 3 of  11



a few would take his place if given the chance. Work, even unpleasant

work, was better than no work. And so it went day by day.

But, Zacchaeus longed for something more. He didn’t talk about it with

anybody. But he knew that making a living wasn’t the same as making

a life. Then one ordinary day he heard shouting in the street. “Jesus of

Nazareth is here in Jericho. A few days earlier, Zacchaeus had

overheard somebody say, “Jesus of Nazareth? Yeah, I’ve heard of him,

but I’d stay clear. He’s a friend of tax collectors and sinners.” Now, what

if it were actually true?

Though he usually tried to avoid crowds, Zacchaeus wanted to see this

Jesus of Nazareth. But people were already standing three-deep along

the road. Then he saw the sycamore tree he used to climb as a child. He

didn’t care who stared or laughed. He hooked his legs around the bottom

branch and hoisted himself up. He felt like he could see all the way to

Jerusalem. He’d tell his family, “I saw Jesus, today – you know, the

prophet everyone’s been talking about. He was so close I could have

touched him.”

Just then, Jesus stopped and looked up. It was probably a second, but,

it could have been a lifetime, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I

must stay at your house today.” Some things you can never explain.

Zacchaeus couldn’t explain why he climbed up in the sycamore tree or

why he came – or how Jesus knew his name. That day changed his life
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in radical ways.

The story of Zacchaeus occurs only in Luke’s Gospel. The name

Zacchaeus means “righteous” or “pure” or “holy one.” 

Yet, most folks would have thought the chief tax collector to be anything

but righteous – a sinner – a sinner who works for the enemy – the

Roman government, and more than likely cheats his neighbours and

community. 

But maybe, just maybe, the story is not about a sinner who shocks us by

repenting, but about the crowd that demonizes a person it doesn’t like

with all sorts of false assumptions and accusations. The traditional

interpretation that Zacchaeus is a sinner who's converted tricks us into

committing the very sin that the story condemns. It presents Zacchaeus

not as a righteous and generous man who is wrongly scorned by his

prejudiced neighbours, but as the story of a penitent sinner. Turns out,

that Zacchaeus does live up to his name. He is, in fact, 'the righteous

one.' Turns out, Jesus knew that all along!

Jesus is once again turning our world upside down, confronting us with

our assumptions about who is good and who is evil and demonstrating

for us the tricks we play in our minds before we treat one another — one

way or another. Like the crowd murmuring about Zacchaeus, it is easy

to be blinded by our prejudice of 'those people” and find ourselves
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accusing the very person or people we should be emulating.

So, how far are we willing to go to protect a flawed idea? Or to overlook

a mistaken assumption? Or to keep intact a faulty theory? When it

comes to hanging onto some of our cherished theological formulas,

apparently many of us are willing to go pretty far.

In the story about Zacchaeus, most interpreters and translators have

taken it to be a classic repentance story: Jesus comes to the home of a

despised chief tax collector who, in a fit of contrition, vows to give away

half of his wealth and exceed by four times, the requirements of the law

for restitution.

There are a number of reasons for this change of heart, but the main one

is this: contrary to most contemporary translations, the tense of the verbs

in Zacchaeus’ declaration is present, rather than future. That means

Zacchaeus isn’t promising or pledging, “Look, half of my possessions I

will give to the poor. And if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will

pay back four times as much.” Rather, Zacchaeus is boasting or

justifying himself, probably in response to the grumbling of the crowd,

“Look, half of my possessions I give to the poor.... and I pay back four

times” – as in right now, already, as a matter of practice. These are

things he is already doing, even before meeting Jesus. This chief tax

collector, who receives only disdain from his neighbours, is actually far

more generous and intentional about doing justice than is the
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respectable ruler of a previous story in Luke - the one who refuses to

give up his possessions to follow Jesus.

So why the variant translations? Those who translate the verbs as future

oriented appeal to a grammatical category called a “present-future”

tense. The problem is that this is the one and only occurrence of this

unusual verb tense in Luke. So rather than translate this sentence in the

present tense as in the original Greek, and which would completely

jeopardize interpreting this as a repentance scene – translators have

actually created a new grammatical category that occurs once and only

once, to justify their own theological interpretation and bias. Almost every

translator, interpreter, or copier, falls victim to their own bias, or has his

or her own agenda, even if it’s subconscious and they don’t realize it.

Unfortunately, some flawed ideas die hard, and one of the most

cherished Christian ideas is that repentance always precedes salvation.

So, at least two things are at stake here. First, it’s hard for us to believe

that a sinner could receive salvation without first repenting. And since

Jesus says, “Today, salvation has come to this house,” it must mean that

Zacchaeus has repented, right? 

Yet, there it is; Jesus has singled out Zacchaeus in order to stay with

him, honouring him with his presence, much to the chagrin of the crowd.

And then Jesus honours him a second time by not arguing with his claim

about his righteous behaviour but instead affirming it, declaring that no
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matter what the crowds may think, Zacchaeus is indeed a child of

Abraham, one of the covenental people, a beloved child of God. Like it

or not, Jesus seems to say, and contrary to all expectation, this chief tax

collector is one of God’s own and, even more, he lives like a child of

God!

Second, many of us struggle trying to imagine that God would just

forgive sin, apart from some meaningful repentance. After all, if God just

forgave us, what would become of God's justice? Well, this passage is

not really about sin and forgiveness -- at least Luke doesn't use those

terms. What if, however, God doesn't care as much about justice as we

do? That is, what if justice wasn't the primary category God uses all

along? Maybe justice is our way of tracking each other, our way of

defining each other, of keeping count, of keeping score, of following

who's in and who's out, who's up and who's down. If this is so, if God's

love regularly trumps God's justice – and I believe Jesus dies precisely

to show us that it does – then we're operating with flawed categories. 

God, Jesus, the whole biblical story, as it turns out, isn't primarily about

justice, but about relationship – God's deep, abiding, tenacious desire to

be in relationship with each one of us, and all of us, which, when you

think about it, was pretty much what the Reformation was all about –

declaring that God is a lot more like a loving parent than a tyrannical

monarch, a lot more interested in relationship with us than holding

righteousness over us. Luther's great insight into Romans, is that phrase
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of Paul's, "the righteousness of God" isn't the righteousness God

expects from us and by which God judges us, but rather is the

righteousness God gives us freely and unconditionally in Christ,” so that

we – whether tax collector or teacher, cleric or homemaker – can hear

and believe that salvation has come to us through Christ.

Yes, God can just forgive sin, and God can pronounce salvation apart

from repentance. Why? Because it's God who is doing it. And this God

is determined, even desperate, to be in relationship with all of us so that,

in turn, we might be in relationship with each other. This may not be easy

for us to hear. We like our formulas because they give us a way to

manage the illusion that maybe we're still in control, at least a little bit;

that maybe God isn't quite so wildly free as the Bible portrays; that

maybe there are rules we can know and follow and hold others

accountable to. All that disappears when God just forgives sin and

pronounces blessings.

But maybe that's exactly why Jesus again shocks the crowds and

disciples alike by seeking out this rich tax collector, honouring him,

affirming him, naming him a child of God and declaring that, indeed,

salvation has come this very day to his household. Maybe it's to remind

us that we never were in control in the first place, which, while hard to

take, proves in the long run to be a good thing as God's mercy so greatly

exceeds either our need or our expectations.
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There is a Christian legend about Zacchaeus. It is said that when he was

an old man, he would disappear for long walks after dinner. His wife had

no idea exactly where it was that he got off to, just that every evening,

when they were finished eating, he would excuse himself and go off

walking and not return until several hours later.

One evening after dinner, Zacchaeus excused himself and went off on

his walk. His wife waited for a minute then followed to see where he

went. She kept her distance as Zacchaeus walked down the dusty

streets of Jericho. Along the way he stopped for every beggar, pulling a

coin out of his satchel and laying it on their mats with a smile,

exchanging pleasantries and making eye contact with each one. She

chuckled to herself. If he does this every evening, no wonder he gets

home so late.

Then Zacchaeus stopped at a house and knocked on the door. An old

widow came to the door. It seemed like she was expecting him. She

smiled and greeted him warmly. He produced a coin and handed it to her

and she exchanged it for a big empty jar. Then Zacchaeus walked for a

while more as his wife followed quietly behind.

Now he reached the well at the edge of town. There, a boy was waiting

for him. She could tell by his dress that he was very poor— probably an

orphan. He gave the boy a couple coins then he enthusiastically drew

water from the well and filled the jar for him. The boy followed behind
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Zacchaeus, carrying the jar for him.

Finally, they reached the middle of town. Zacchaeus gave the boy

another coin and he went skipping off. There, by the road was an old

sycamore tree. Zacchaeus knelt and prayed. Then he began to water the

roots of the tree. When Zacchaeus’ wife caught up to him, she asked, “Is

this where you go every evening? To water this old tree?”

“Yes,” said Zacchaeus. 

“Why?” “Because this is where my soul first fell in love with Jesus.” 

Amen.
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 PRAYERS FOR APRIL 6 
 
Creator of all, we come to you in this time of prayer with thankful hearts. 
Through your expansive love, we receive strength and hope. Through your 
tender mercy, we learn compassion and forgiveness. Through the gift of your 
son, Jesus Christ, we seek justice and peace for all people, all nations and all of 
creation. 
 
God of welcome, let your church be a place of solace for all pilgrims on their 
Lenten journey. Give strength to the weary, confidence to the oppressed, and 
hope to the millions of refugees around the world.  
 
Let us pray for the leaders of nations and cities; May they remember to lean into 
you and to listen to your words.   
 
Holy Spirit, Reconciling God, in Christ make us a new creation, by forgiving our 
sins and sending us out with a mission to be your ambassadors of love, peace 
and new life.  
 
God of peace hear the cry of those who yearn for peace; in battle zones and 
broken states, frightened, fearful, and anxious as they face the devastation and 
crippling heartbreak of every person touched by war in Syria, Israel, Palestine, 
Iraq, Yemen, Sudan, South Sudan, Ethiopia, Russia and Ukraine.  
 
We pray for the church, for all denominations, large or small, that we may love 
one another in practice as well as in prayer. We pray for Dunbar Lutheran in 
Vancouver, for our BC Synod Staff and Synod Council, Bishops Susan and 
Kathy, Bishop Anna, Anglican Primate Anne Germond, Bishops of the Moravian 
Worldwide church, The Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy 
Land, our sister congregation San Juan Camino d'Esperanze and Pastor Ana 
Maria Jara, all pastors, priests, deacons, musicians and volunteers.  
 
We pray for those mourning the death of a loved one, that they may know the 
compassionate presence of Christ in their time of loss. We ask for your healing 
power for all who are suffering emotionally, mentally, physically, or facing 
surgery. May they surrender their life into God’s embrace and experience God’s 
abiding presence with them. 
 
We pray for hospices and for people who work with the dying. Keep them 
strong, and give them peace to do their difficult worth with dignity and 
sensitivity. We pray for all who work with those suffering from addictions. Use 
them to make a difference to their lives and to help them start anew.  
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Loving God, friend of outcast and stranger, prejudiced in favour of those whom 
others reject; the homeless, the lost, the lonely, and those excluded from their 
communities. May our ministry offer dignity and respect to each and every 
person and offer a place at the table for the stranger and outcast.  
 
Beloved God, we pray that you are amongst the rubble and remains of 
thousands who lost their lives from the earthquake in Myanmar, that you are 
there to cradle their broken bodies with your tenderness, and dry their tears as 
they mourn their losses.  
 
Hear these our prayers as we offer them in the name of Jesus who taught us to 
pray. 
 
Our Father....... 
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