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Yes, You 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Zaccheus was short.  There’s really no escaping it.  He was a good foot-and-a-half shorter 
than the average man in Jericho.  That’s probably where the problems started, with 
Zaccheus’ being short.  As a kid, he’d always been a little too eager to be included, aware 
from the beginning that he was likely to be “overlooked”, not just figuratively, but literally.  
When, consistently, he was not included, he withdrew a bit and worked hard at his studies.  
As it turns out he did very well and so was able to land a plum internship which led to a 
truly great entry position in one of the best companies where his hard work and 
nonexistent social life helped him move right up the ladder until he was president of the 
company which, of course, is where the Romans found him when they recruited him to 
collect the taxes in his neighborhood.  Now, nobody wants to cooperate with the Romans, 
barbarians that they are, marching into town to take over everything.  But being a tax 
collector was the worst.  It meant taking money from the oppressed Palestinians that in 
turn was actually used to fund their oppression.  And Zaccheus was being recruited not as 
a low-level tax collector, but as a regional supervisor.  And it was common knowledge that 
tax collectors added 10% to everybody’s bill to line their own pockets.  So tax collectors 
joined in on hurting their own people, and actually benefitted from it.  But turning down the 
Romans wasn’t really an option, so Zaccheus took the position and even had some ideas 
that he might be able to make this work out to his advantage in every way.  He would be 
the first honest, friendly tax collector.  He’d make friends and influence people, he’d finally 
get to know his neighbors, people would invite him to parties to get on his good side and 
then just fall in love with him for his intelligence and the sense of humor that so far has 
been wasted on his houseplants.  Maybe he could even get the Romans to loosen up a 
little.  But it didn’t work out that way.  People went from ignoring to despising him.  They 
didn’t give him a chance, just assumed he’d swindle and bully them.  Before people had 
passed by him on the street as if he were invisible.  Now they turned away or gave him 
wide berth as if he had the plague.  That’s when Zaccheus discovered shopping therapy.  
He’d pretend he was buying gifts for his friends, instead of more trinkets for his curio 
cabinet.  He could order groceries for a party that had a guest list of one.  He could even 
hire people to sort of keep him company, drivers and housekeepers and assistants and the 
like.  But they didn’t talk to him or even call him anything but “sir”.   
 
When Jesus came to town, Zaccheus received a memo from the Romans, asking all their 
agents to keep an eye on this backwater troublemaker.  With nothing better to do, 
Zaccheus went to the grubby teacher’s infomercial on the common.  He was prepared to 
be irritated by another crazy spiel about the end of the world, and he was expecting one of 
those big pushes for offerings to “guarantee” the donor’s place in heaven.  But this rabbi 
was different, and Zaccheus realized that it was probably Jesus’ very differences that 
made the Romans nervous.  First of all, there was a huge crowd traveling with him.  
Somehow they didn’t seem like the usual “leeches”, hanging around to pick up the scraps.  
For that matter, there didn’t seem to be any “scraps”.  No offering was taken, no gifts were 
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asked for, no tear-powered pleas were made.  Jesus didn’t talk about any special 
messages God was giving only to him, nor did he claim to be able to overthrow the 
Romans, nor did he promise to make them all rich and happy and whole.  He didn’t do 
anything the visiting preachers usually did.   
 
Of course, Zaccheus saw all this in bits and pieces as he jumped to get a glance over the 
shoulders of the others in the crowd.  He cursed himself for having left his little stepstool at 
home, and searched for something he could stand on.  He surprised himself, climbing the 
sycamore tree.  What could possibly be important enough for him to risk life, limb and 
being a laughingstock should he tumble from the branches?  Muttering to himself all the 
while he pulled himself up the tree and out onto a branch.  Settling in, he realized he was 
now above the heads of most people, with a perspective he’d never had before.  Instead of 
being surrounded by a forest of tunics and robes, he could see sky and feel fresh air.  
Rather than being squished and jostled, he had room to look over the crowd, seeing all the 
different faces with all the different expressions:  hope and fear and worry and joy...  And 
then, he realized, the face at the center of the crowd was staring right back at him.  It was 
Jesus.  Zaccheus didn’t hear the people beneath him whispering and giggling to each 
other, wondering what that Zaccheus was up to now, making a fool of himself in the 
branches of a sycamore tree.  All he heard was Jesus, speaking his name – speaking his 
very own name! – and calling for him to come down out of the tree.  The people were 
enraged when they heard Jesus asking to go home with Zaccheus for lunch.  Why should 
Zaccheus, a sinner no doubt cheating his own people on behalf of the Romans, have the 
teacher to his home?  What was wrong with Jesus, volunteering to spend time with such a 
horrible man? 
 
But Zaccheus didn’t hear them.  For once, he didn’t care what his neighbors thought, or 
what they said about him.  He hadn’t realized how desperate he’d been for someone to 
notice him, someone to care about him, someone to just spend a little time with him.  But 
in one glance, one gesture, one word – his very own name, “Zaccheus” – Jesus had 
revealed all this and more. 
 
And so Zaccheus virtually threw himself out of the tree.  It was like he had wings, easing 
his journey back to earth.  For the first time in forever, he couldn’t wait to go home, 
because now he was bringing Jesus with him.  His house, so crowded with things but 
empty of anything that mattered, would, for the first time, be full of compassion.  And 
connection.  And meaning.  For the first time in his life, Zaccheus felt rich…  
 
If you’re at all familiar with this scripture story, you’re not the least bit surprised to see it 
show up on a stewardship-type Sunday, in this case the culmination of Generosity season, 
when we’ve been reflecting on our financial gifts to the church and preparing to make our 
financial promises for the next year.  You know what Zaccheus does next:  he is so 
transformed by Jesus coming to lunch with him that he makes a promise:  “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.”  And Jesus says, essentially, “Bravo!” or, more 
specifically, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham.  
For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”  Well, there we have it!  
Zaccheus was a cheating tax collector who “found Jesus” and turned his life around, and 
became a generous person.  We can do the same. 
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Except that interpretation is based on a mistranslation of the Greek text.  Oh yes, I know 
you’re worn out from the Fair, but we are going to talk about Greek.  English translators put 
future-tensed promises in Zaccheus’ mouth:  “I will give to the poor”, “I will pay back”.  But 
the actual Greek verbs are present tense:  “I give half my possessions to the poor…  If I 
defraud anyone of anything, I pay back four times as much.”  (Don’t worry, I’m not a Greek 
scholar, so I’ve gotten and confirmed this information from people who actually are Greek 
scholars.)  Why would translators do such a thing?  Well, according to some scholars, the 
translators couldn’t help but put their own bias in there.  They wanted Zaccheus to be a 
classic villain-transformed-into-hero, so they shaped the translation to represent that.  
Which means the translators did the same thing Zaccheus’ neighbors did.  The people of 
Jericho had labeled Zaccheus a sinner, by virtue of his job title.  Everybody is ready to 
jump to the conclusion that Zaccheus is a bad guy, from the neighbors who live beside him 
to the people translating his story thousands of years later. 
 
Everybody, that is, except Jesus.  Jesus sees the guy everybody ignores or judges or 
blames, and he calls him “a son of Abraham”, essentially “one of us”, “my brother”, “child of 
God”.  And he has lunch with him.  Jesus looked at Zaccheus and saw a problem, but it 
was a different problem than everybody else imagined.  Zaccheus’ problem wasn’t that he 
was a tax collector, or a thief, or a sinner.  His problem was that he was shut out of the 
community, cut off from the people.  Not because he was cheating them, but because the 
community had judged him and shut him out.  Zaccheus was stereotyped, profiled even:  
people looked at him and saw “tax collector” and that was all they needed to know. 
 
But Jesus, again and again, challenges our desire to put things in nice, neat categories.  
We see “sinner”, outcaste; Jesus sees brother, “child of God”...  I looked up the “most 
hated professions” in 2016, and most were not surprising, direct descendents of Zaccheus’ 
tax collector:  politicians, lawyers, and actual tax collectors.  But one profession on the list 
struck particularly close to home for me:  a call center agent.  You know, the person you 
have to convince to repair the cell phone when it’s still under warranty.  Or the 
representative of the insurance company that can’t seem to find your account even though 
they manage to cash your check every month.  Those are two completely random 
examples and do not in any way represent the hours I spend on hold on my days off.  I 
fear, if I met somebody who said they work at one of those call centers, I might jump to all 
kinds of conclusions and judge them quite harshly.  And if my hero went off to have lunch 
with them instead of me I might quite likely grumble about it.  “Jesus!  Have lunch with me!  
For goodness sake, I’m a pastor!”  And Jesus would tell me that probably means I have 
lots of people willing to eat lunch with me, unlike the call center agent, so he’d take a rain 
check thank you very much. 
 
Traditionally, we see Zachaeus’ story as being about perspective.  Zaccheus climbs the 
tree and suddenly everything looks different, his own life looks different, and so everything 
changes.  And this is, indeed, a story about perspective, but not, I think, Zaccheus’.  You 
might recall that in biblical texts, “the crowd” is often intended to stand in for the reader, for 
us.  So in the story of Zaccheus, Jesus is challenging somebody’s perspective:  ours.  Who 
are we pushing to the margin?  Who are we shutting out?  Along with tax collectors and 
call center agents who are we refusing to see or actively avoiding?  People addicted to 
prescription drugs or struggling with mental illness?  Those who “look Muslim” or don’t 
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speak English?  Native American communities pushed onto land nobody wanted until 
somebody wanted it?       
 
Of course, there is a promise in this story too.  Jesus knows we have all been invisible to 
others at some point, or, worse, judged by our own village.  At some point, most of us have 
felt trapped by the crowd, suffocated by those who are close enough to touch yet their 
hearts are distant.  Most of us have wanted – needed – to climb some kind of a tree to get 
a little space, so that we can breathe clear air and see the sky.  And Jesus promises to see 
us, to be on the lookout for us, to search the leaves and branches until he finds us and can 
call us by name. 
 
That’s the power of being in a community of faith.  We keep working on figuring out who is 
being left out – not just in this sanctuary but in our world.  We keep encountering God in 
each other, when we truly see each other and recognize we’re looking at a child of God.  
And we get reminded that we ourselves are beloved children of God, loved just as we are 
right now.  That’s why this is a “stewardship story”, not because of what Zaccheus did with 
his money, but because in faith communities we practice seeing and being seen, 
sharpening and shifting our perspective, challenging our assumptions and figuring out who 
we truly are.  If this place isn’t here, I’m not sure where we’ll do that transformative work. 
 
Don’t get me wrong, this is still a story about money.  Zaccheus is still a model for us, an 
example of justice and generosity.  He’s just also a little bit of a reality check.  We might 
give away half of our possessions, and still find ourselves judged by the crowd.  We might 
try to use our money to bring more justice to the world, and hear from others that we’re 
doing it wrong.  Living the life we believe God calls us to live won’t automatically make us 
popular.  Like the worries of the poet in our second reading this morning:  our family might 
not like it, the neighbors might judge us, and people might even hate us.  But still God 
says, “Go”. 
 
Thank goodness we don’t Go alone.  Everywhere we Go, God has gone ahead of us, and 
stays beside us.  When we challenge our own bias – whether against people of color or 
people who work in call centers – God is there with us.  When the crowd turns against us – 
because we’ve messed up or because the crowd has – God is there with us.  When we 
struggle against our culture’s encouragement to be afraid – and instead offer out love, 
love, love – God is there with us.  When we wrestle with our money baggage – and 
practice, again and again, baby steps of generosity – God is there with us.  When we feel 
alone, misunderstood, and outcaste – God is there with us.   
 
What will God look like in those moments, in those places, in those challenges? 
Sometimes like a beautiful tree, strong and alive.  Or a piece of music that lifts your heart.  
Or ancient words that echo your own experience.  But more often than not, God is going to 
look like the faces in this very place; God is going to help you through the hands in this 
very room; God is going to come to you through the hearts of this community.  And 
together, we will Go – out into God’s world, to fill it with justice, with peace and with love.  
Amen. 


