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It’s Always about Jesus!
Have you noticed that we have been talking a lot about tax collectors lately?  Last Sunday we heard a story Jesus told about a proud religious person thanking God for his own goodness.  To demonstrate to God how much better he was than others, he points to a tax collector who is standing afar off, unable to look up, beating his breast and saying, “God be merciful to me, a sinner!”  Jesus ends his story by saying, “I tell you, this man went down to his home justified rather than the other.”

This week the lectionary moves past three small sections of Luke to where we are again thinking about a tax collector.  This tax collector has the name Zacchaeus and he is the chief tax collector and rich.  So if ordinary tax collectors were hated, Zacchaeus, as chief tax collector would be hated all the more. Why does Jesus keep befriending these people everyone else thought should be cast out?  
Last week we heard a story about a tax collector asking for God’s mercy.  This week the chief tax collector doesn’t ask for anything, hides in a tree and still Jesus wants to go to his house.  
The story begins with Jesus entering Jericho with no intention of staying in the city.  He is passing through on his way to Jerusalem and to a fate for which he has already begun preparing his disciples. Crowds of people line the roads but this is not the triumphal entry.  There are no cloaks laid on the ground, no shouts of hosanna, and no palm branches waving.  This crowd is curious, tense and volatile.  The tensions will thicken even more as they leave Jericho and the Jordan River valley and climb 3,400 feet in 18 miles on the final leg of their journey to Jerusalem.    
Zacchaeus is among the curious.  He wants to see Jesus but being short he can’t see over the crowd and he dares not get caught in it.  A man as hated as he could find himself beaten or stabbed in a situation like this.  Using his clever mind he anticipates the route Jesus will take and finds a sycamore tree that he can climb into and hide.  With everyone focused on Jesus, they won’t notice him.  He waits.

When Jesus reaches the spot below Zacchaeus, he looks up and he says, “Zacchaeus, come down immediately. I must stay at your house today.”  
Jesus looks up!  Last week we heard a story about a Pharisee who looked down on a tax collector with contempt and disgust.  This week Jesus looks up in mercy at Zacchaeus, another tax collector.  Do you see the contrast?  The religious leader looks down in judgment, but Jesus looks up in mercy.  The religious leader sees with the eyes of condemnation and superiority, Jesus sees with the eyes of God and from the heart.  He sees the real human; the one who is vulnerable and afraid and still hoping for something more, somehow, in his lonely life. Even though he has wealth and power, he doesn’t have peace and wholeness.  Jesus sees this and is moved with compassion.  Does God see us the way Jesus does?  I think so.
Luke’s gospel wants us to see Jesus so that we can model ourselves after him.  The gospels were all written to guide people who no longer had access to those who knew Jesus as a person.  When the gospels were written the saints, on this all saints Sunday, who knew Jesus had all died and even the persons who knew the persons who knew Jesus were disappearing.  How would they teach people about Jesus if all who knew him were gone?  And so they wrote the gospels.  They were a mentor’s guidebook to who Jesus is.   That’s why for me, the key question every week is what we can learn about Jesus in this passage and what does it tell us about how we are to live.   
Back to our story!  Jesus tells Zacchaeus that he must stay in his house today.  It is a divine imperative.  He is not speaking on his own behalf.  He is doing what God wants him to do.  Through Jesus, God is choosing to go to the home of Zacchaeus, the guy everybody loved to hate.  Is Luke saying anything about the character of God?

We come now to the second contrast from last week’s story.  Instead of a tax collector going to God’s house and praying for salvation, Jesus goes to the tax collector’s house, and proclaims salvation.  Now it is Jesus taking the initiative and going to the tax collector.  Luke wants us to see that Jesus comes into our world and declares that God is in the process of rescuing us!  He is opening up a way toward peace and it is for all people.  
Jesus tells Zacchaeus to hurry and come down; his time of isolation and shame has ended.    His life has been invaded from God’s side by compassion and grace.  Is there any news better than that?  Zacchaeus climbs down rejoicing.
But those who saw this happen were not so happy.  “All who saw it began to grumble and said, “He has gone to be a guest of one who is a sinner.”  What’s wrong with their attitude?  Did they depend on Zacchaeus’ grey dots to feel assured of their gold stars?    It wasn’t long after this, when Jesus and the disciples arrived in Jerusalem that another crowd gathered and grumbled and this time they shouted “crucify him, crucify him.”  Instead of Zacchaeus and all the others they wanted to cast out, they cast out Jesus.  He would pay for accepting the wrong people and refusing to hate the people they hated.   
Zacchaeus stood there in the midst of this hatred and grumbling and made a declaration.  “Look, half of my possessions Lord, I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much.”  
Something has happened to Zacchaeus.  He has changed.  Suddenly his possessions don’t have the value to him they once did.  He doesn’t need them.  He is not in rivalry with anyone now.  He can give half his possessions to the poor and do it with joy for he now knows something he has never known before.  He is loved, at the deepest level, even he is loved.
His conversion has been sudden and dramatic and now he doesn’t want anything to stand in the way of connecting with his neighbors, particularly those who feel he cheated them.   He tells them he will replace their loss four times over.  The crowd may be smoldering but Zacchaeus doesn’t care.  He has found salvation.  He feels content.  He knows who he is.  He is a child of God and this is the only identity he needs.  Speaking to the crowd and standing with Zacchaeus against them, Jesus says, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham.”  
We could end here.  But we have one more thing to learn about Jesus from this passage.   Luke wants us to know “that the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”  He wants to seek us out and rescue us from our violence, our rivalry, and our fear and he wants to rescue not just us, but the human species.   Luke wants us to know that this is why Jesus came among us and why he was journeying toward Jerusalem on that day in Jericho.  You see, the story wasn’t about Zacchaeus really, it was about Jesus—it’s always about Jesus.  Amen. 
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