C. 31st Sunday in Ordinary Time #3                                                               Lk 19: 1-10

Scene

Because of Jesus’ offer to stay with Zacchaeus, a wealthy toll collector, and because of his acceptance of Jesus and his change of life, salvation comes to him and his entire household.

Background

This is the last story in the long account of Jesus on his journey to Jerusalem. It recalls ch 15 with its three examples of finding what was lost: the lost sheep, the lost coin and the lost son.

The episode is found only in Lk. It is a personal “legend” about Jesus, full of anecdotal detail essential to the narrative. It follows on the episode of the blind man who sought compassion from Jesus that he might “see again” (18: 41). This episode presents a wealthy inhabitant of Jericho taking extraordinary steps “to catch sight of” Jesus as he passes by.

Text

v. 1 Jericho: This was on an important trade route from Jerusalem to the East. It was a good spot for a taxman. There was a good deal of wealth there.

v. 2 Zacchaeus: This is a graecized form of the Hebrew name Zakkai meaning “clean, innocent.” It was a term often used in parallelism with tsaddiq, “righteous, upright.” When Jesus gives him salvation he will make his condition coincide with his name. Up to that point, Zacchaeus was far from clean or innocent. As a toll collector he would be wealthy as a result of his unscrupulous extortion of his fellow Jews.

v. 3 he was seeking to see who Jesus was: Lk wants to indicate that his interest in Jesus went beyond mere curiosity, a curiosity characteristic of most of the crowd. No mere sightseeing curiosity would account for a hated tax collector risking either ridicule by climbing a tree or violence by mixing with a crowd so hostile to him and those of his profession. He must have been prompted by some inner but unmentioned urge. Perhaps he was fed up with the loneliness his wealth and the way he got it imposed upon him. Perhaps his conscience was calling him to change his ways. Perhaps a man with Jesus’ reputation for friendliness towards those of his ilk prompted him. Lk shows no interest in these psychological factors. He is answering the question whether a rich man can be saved posed in 18:26.

v. 4 sycamore: The fig mulberry or sycamore fig was rather like an oak and easy to climb. It had evergreen leaves and bore an edible fruit, not to be confused with the European sycamore or North American plane tree.

v. 5 Zacchaeus, come down quickly: Lk is not interested in whether Zacchaeus intended to remain hidden (lost) from view. The point is that Jesus called him by name. Lk does not tell us how Jesus knew his name, only that he “found” him literally “up a tree.” (It is more likely that our expression “up a tree” for “in dire straits” developed from this story at a later time, rather than it actually having that connotation when Lk told it.)

Today: While this is meant quite literally in the story, it is also a code word in Lk to convey the idea that the time has come for the fulfillment of God’s plan of salvation. Jesus had come to inaugurate the Kingdom now, in his lifetime. Zacchaeus responds swiftly, without further hesitation (something the self-righteous Pharisees did no do). He joyfully received Jesus, unlike the joyless “clean” people.

vv. 7 they began to grumble: TV has given us plenty of examples of the low grumbling that goes through a crowd when they are complaining. The word also reminds of the mumbling of the desert Israelites when they didn’t like the way God was using to free them. The Jews in the crowd, presumably Pharisees,  condemned Zacchaeus out of hand for being a sinner and criticized Jesus (implying he, too, was a sinner) for being the guest of such a man.

v. 8 but Zacchaeus stood there: This time (today) he stood his ground, no more hiding, eluding, evading, running from his own conscience and the judgments of others. He was a changed man.

Half my possessions: Zacchaeus shows his gratitude to Jesus by showing generosity to Jesus’ special people, the economically poor. Half will go to them and most of the other half will go to making restitution to those whom he extorted.

And if I have extorted: This does not mean there is any doubt whether he extorted anyone, but a question about the extent of it.

I shall repay it four times over: His fourfold restitution follows the law in Ex 21: 37 for the theft of sheep: four sheep to make up for one stolen sheep. Considering the way Zacchaeus made his money this is not likely to be a short list. He now valued salvation much more highly than money. He would use his money to “make friends” to ensure a “lasting reception” in heaven (16: 4, 9).

v. 9 today salvation has come to this house: Jesus is speaking as a Jew to Jews. We know that salvation requires each individual to say his or her own “yes” to Jesus. Salvation is not a matter of being born into the right family or being in the right place at the right time, e.g. a member or slave of a household wherein the master is saved. The context makes clear that Jesus is speaking first of Zacchaeus and, more broadly, of all people, especially Jews. When Jesus says, “This man, too, is a son of Abraham,” he is saying that his faith in Jesus qualifies him to be considered a real Jew once again (an innocent man, a man in whom there is no guile, as Jesus said in Jn 1: 47 of Nathaniel), a Jew saved by faith not by pedigree. All Jews can claim lineal descent from Abraham, but not all are saved. The members of Zacchaeus’ household would no more be automatically saved by association with him than would other descendants of Abraham be saved by such an association. But the sharing of the same faith would do it. Just as the head of a race, nation, or household, leads by example and others benefit by that (corporate personality) so Zacchaeus’ faith is compared with that of Abraham and those who form part of him, his household, benefit as well.

v. 10 to seek and to save what was lost: Like ch 15 the lost are not abandoned by the Son of Man even if they abandon him. Zacchaeus is no longer a renegade, no longer among the “lost.” As a true disciple of Jesus he is also a true son of Abraham.

Reflection

In 16: 13 Jesus said, “You cannot serve God and mammon.” Zacchaeus’ problem was that he was serving “mammon.” His problem was money. Not only did he have too much of it, he worshiped it. A disciple of money, such as Zacchaeus, behaves very much the same way and operates on the same principles as a disciple of Christ. He gives up everything to follow money. He is willing to abandon family for money, friends for money. He will endure having a bad reputation (people speaking ill of him for the sake of the kingdom of “thingdom”). He will go to any lengths and use any means to acquire more. He evaluates everything in the light of money.

An idolater, whatever the object of his/her worship, behaves very much the same way as a true worshiper. The dedication is total, the commitment is all encompassing, the consciousness is focused. Zacchaeus was such an idolater. Yet, he found salvation. Rather, salvation found him, but not until he put himself in a place where he could be found. He could not change himself, but he could be changed. He seemed to sense that if he put himself in Jesus’ path, Jesus, known for his concern for the outcast, would take care of the rest. He was proven right.

Zacchaeus was not just going to walk away saved. He was going to live as a saved person does, trusting in the Lord. So, he left his former religion, lock (no need to lock the box of money, there’s none there), stock (no need to invest for the future, his future was assured; it didn’t need to be insured) and barrel (even though he might need the barrel to cover his clothes-less body) he gave it all up. He embraced a new way of life, one that gave him joy. Unlike most of us, Zacchaeus knew the “comforts” money would bring, really only “promise” never really deliver. He knew them and “found” them wanting and himself oddly wanting more and more of what delivers less and less. That religion was not only odd, it was empty.

In the society in which he lived Zacchaeus was an outcast (much like Christians are outcasts in secular society), yet salvation was for him, too. Nobody is so lost, or so last on the totem pole, that he/she does not “qualify” for salvation. Such folks “qualify” because no one really and truly qualifies. No one deserves salvation. We are all outcasts in that sense, all “small in stature.” That is good news by far, and yet, it gets better. Jesus takes the initiative to find us. We do not have to do it ourselves. He is always looking for us, so to speak, even in the most unlikely places, psychological places not geographical ones. So, when we find ourselves (even by our own doing) “up a tree,” we can listen for the call to come down and get serious about the Lord. Like Zacchaeus we can give all the old stuff (even money, which was worshiped heretofore) up and away, to those in need, and make friends for ourselves by our wise use of this world’s goods so that a lasting reception will be ours. Zacchaeus joyfully received Jesus into his earthly home for a feast, but it symbolized receiving him into his heart forever. Zacchaeus’s “house” wasn’t his real house at all. His heart, his inner being, the eternal side of himself, that was his “house” and Jesus said he would stay there, there in his “forever house” forever.

Jesus said in Lk12: 34, “ Where your treasure is, there also your heart will be.” Zacchaeus, in giving up and giving away his earthly treasure, shifted his “center of gravity” from the superficial to the essential. In Lk6: 45 Jesus said, “From the good treasure of the heart the mouth speaks.” Zacchaeus would no longer speak like the greedy taxman and say, “You owe me,” instead he would ask, “And what do I owe you, what can I do for you?” He now recognized that the Lord owned him, not Rome, and that the Lord now owned everything he formerly thought he himself owned. He would now use his earthly possessions as the Lord saw fit and, as a result, he would “have treasure in heaven (Lk18: 22).” He would not have to wait until he physically died to enjoy that heavenly treasure, for the Lord said to him, “Today I will move into your house.”

Key Notions

1. A person’s stature, be it physical, social, economic, political, or religious, has nothing to do with where he/she stands before God.

2. No one is so “lost” that he/she cannot be ‘found” by Christ.

3. Once a person has accepted Christ his/her behavior changes radically and no longer conforms to the ways of the world.

4. People who are saved are also very generous, especially to the poor, thereby imitating the Lord’s generosity to them.

Food For Thought

1. Stature: All we know about Zacchaeus before he met and accepted Christ is that he was physically short, economically wealthy, politically a traitor, and religiously an idolater. He certainly was not a person to be emulated, let alone imitated. True, we might want to be wealthy, but when we realize that Zacchaeus got his wealth at the expense of others, especially the poor, we would even reject that kind of wealth. Indeed, from what the Lord has said in other places about being economically rich, we might erroneously conclude that the economically rich are automatically, ipso facto, disqualified from being saved. This story sets us straight. The story also reminds us that our physical characteristics- looks, size, weight, skin, etc.- have nothing to do with our inner stature. While almost everyone would agree with that, it is still true that in our society (indeed all human societies) relative values are placed on these characteristics that do have a negative effect on people who do not fall within the “correct” category of height, weight, looks, skin color, even skin tone. People do make snap judgments about the worth of others on such superficial bases. Even if one does fall within the acceptable range of physical characteristics, there is always room for criticism, for wishing one were just a little “more” of this or “less” of that. Ironically, it only took the gospel writer a short phrase, namely “short in stature,” to dismiss a very large and long list of disqualifying characteristics that people are inclined to think mean something important to God. Let humans show how superficial their hearts really are and criticize, even ridicule, others for this or that characteristic. God cares about character, not stature.

2. “Half My Possessions”: In Lk18: 18-23 Jesus encountered a rich official who wanted to know what he had to do to inherit eternal life. He was very different from Zacchaeus, the opposite really. He had kept all the commandments from his youth. He was no idolater. He did not work for Rome, the empire that occupied his country, as did Zacchaeus. He was no traitor. The only thing he had in common with Zacchaeus was that he, too, was economically wealthy. Jesus said to him, “Sell all that you have and distribute it to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven.” This made the rich official sad, “for he was very rich (Lk18: 23).” Yet, Zacchaeus only promised to give away half of his wealth (albeit, return what he extorted fourfold). Despite this very generous gesture we can presume that he would be left with some money, though maybe no longer be wealthy. Our present story corrects what might have been some false conclusions about what Jesus actually taught about rich people. According to this story they are not automatically disqualified. (Remember we are using “disqualified” in a very “qualified” sense, for no one really qualifies for the free gift of salvation.) In one case, the case of the very rich official, Jesus required the man to dispense with all his wealth. In this case, the case of Zacchaeus, half was acceptable. It is clear that what matters is the motivation of the heart, not the calculation of the amount. In actual amount it is entirely possible that Zacchaeus’ half was even larger than the rich official’s all. That would not have mattered to Jesus. He does require all of our heart and that would include all of our earthly treasures. However, how that works out practically is determined on a case-by-case basis. Once we give all our heart, mind, soul and strength (and “strength” would include economic power), we are at the disposal of Christ who will reveal to us where we need to place our priorities and use our energies and resources. 
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