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NT         Luke 19:1-10  "Zacchaeus"

OT          2 Samuel 12:1-7a, 13  "Nathan Confronts David about Bathsheba"

This is one of the best known stories in the Bible.

I still remember the little Sunday School song about it.

Sing with me:

Zacchaeus was a wee little man, and a wee little man was he.

He climbed up in a sycamore tree for the Lord he wanted to see.

And when the Savior passed on by, he looked up in the tree

And he said, Zacchaeus, you come down

For I'm coming to your house today-

For I'm coming to your house today!

It is not very nice to mention that someone is short.  Remember the song Randy Newman wrote that claimed "Short People" were devious and sinister.  Sing along again -- "Short people got no reason . . ."  Forget it!

I loved, after the initial shock wore off, Senator Barbara Mikulski's television ad.  Before moving to Maryland, the only experience I had of the diminutive Senator was the wonderful homily she gave at the televised Senate Memorial Service a few days after 9/11.  The campaign ad ends with the Senator going through a receiving line of people - she looks like a midget among giants.  I think that is part of her persona:  "I'm short and I'm tough!"  

How about an example from Reality TV?  If you're single, you can laugh (or maybe cry) watching shows like Blind Date, Elimidate, and The Bachelor.  Now Dan Jacobs is filming a new series where he goes on a date ineach of the 48 contiguous states.  It is billed as a "Coast to Coast Search for a Date with Destiny." Dan is young, 22, and short, 

5 feet, 6 inches.  Size is a big part of the appeal in the show.  Dan wants to go to the streets and find the heart of the American woman, to find out what she really wants.  He offers himself as the alternative to the "macho bad boy."  Dan is the sensitive short guy who plays the guitar, does yoga, and writes love songs.  Dan says radical things like:  "Girls are not sex objects but . . . like . . . people."

In one scene he meets a woman twice his age on the street, and she kind of adops him, taking him to her church and telling him that, "shortness is a state of mind."

Any Bible story that has a Sunday School song associated with it is so well known you assume that everyone has heard everything about it.  At Princeton Seminary we were taught the two rules of good preaching:


Rule #1:  Don't bore them.


Rule #2:  Tell them something new.

Since Zacchaeus is so well known, I wanted something new to preach about.  I came across a column in the Christian Century magazine.  The author of the article, under pressure to tell his readers, seasoned pastors, something new about Zacchaeus, said that he believed that Jesus was the one that was short -- not Zacchaeus.  That got my attention.  He justified this assumption because Isaiah predicted that the Messiah would not be good looking; whereas, King David was seen as an imposing warrior, and very good looking -- Jesus was the opposite and, this author reasoned, was probably short.

I was skeptical.  I wanted to ask this "creative interpretor" one question.  Can you guess what it was?  Was he "vertically challenged" himself?  I found out - yes, he was - so severely that he stood on a box when he preached in order to see over the pulpit.

In seminary we take classes in hermeneutics - a fancy word for the theory of interpretation.  We are taught that when looking at a Biblical text we should stand back a safe distance from the text so we can be as OBJECTIVE as possible.  When we look at stories in the Bible we tend to bring our own needs and desires and personal biases to bear.  That's unavoidable, but we need to be aware of this.  To truly treat the Bible as the "Word of God," we must be aware of how we tend to see ourselves with rose-colored glasses.  We tend to avoid confronting the vices we have come to love, and to use the Bible to make us feel good about those good qualities we have.  

An example of how we distort facts became clear to me a few years ago.  Two dear parishioners from Scotland gave me a book they had purchased that chronicled the fantastic achievements of people from Scotland.  Amazing!  Our American constitution came from Scotland.  You thought that when Jefferson was coming up with grand phrases we love, he got his inspiration from the beautiful hills of Virginia, (and I always thought he got it from the Bible).  Nope, said this book - he stole them from rugged and tenacious freedom fighters from Scotland who valiantly opposed the British King.  You probably saw the movie, "Braveheart," Gibson's first over-the-top violent movie about a Scottish hero who gets crucified.  The great industrialist Ander Carnegie - Scotland!  Bill Gates, genius - his mother was from Scotland!  Every successful venture in art, business, and politics - the book claimed was Scottish in origin!  

So Jesus was short, the author suggested - - right?

The New Testament never says anything about how people looked.

Why does Luke mention that Zacchaeus was short?  To get him up a tree?  Maybe .. . 

The rest of the information we get about Zacchaeus had a degree of social status and would have been well known to everyone in town.  His social status was not one that most people would desire.  At that time there were a number of taxes people were obligated to pay.  First there were three religious taxes:  the tithe, the temple tax, and alms for the poor.  Then there were the state taxes.

Zacchaeus was a contractor for the Roman governor.  Whatever he could collect over and above what the Romans wanted, he could keep.  Luke says he was wealthy, but along with that wealth came loneliness.  He was hated.  It was this lonely man who risked the ridicule of the crowd and his personal safety to climb a tree to get a glimpse of Jesus.

What happened when Jesus called him down?  Hearing the grumbling of the crowd, he proclaimed to Jesus, "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."

For a man who had this much wealth and gained his position through legalized extortion, this was a bold and dramatic act.  Jesus acknowledged it immediatley, saying, "Today salvation has come to this house."

Jesus had a different approach than John the Baptist to gaining followers.  When John confronted sinners like Zacchaeus, he didn't eat with them.  He condemned them -- 
"You brood of vipers!  Who warned you to flee from the wrath to come?  Bear fruits worthy of repentance."  John scared people into repentance.

Jesus sought out the lost and lonely and obviously sinful people.  When he met them he never judged them.  He welcomed them to form a new relationship with God.  People instinctively knew that to be in a relationship with a holy God you would have to repent.  Repent means literally "to turn around."  It is a change of heart that produces a new way of living.

Everybody in town knew that the only evidence that would provide proof of Zacchaeus's change of heart would be if he changed the way he made his money - legalized extortion - and what he did with his money - share it with those in need.

Who would have thought that Zacchaeus, that little thieving, cheating, traitorous tax collector would ever give even a dime to the poor, much less half of his wealth?  And to top it all off - even restore the money he cheated people out of four times over?  That would have taken the rest of his bank account!  Yet he declared his intentions, in broad daylight, in the middle of town, standing before Jesus.  He wanted to make his repentance bear fruit - to show evidence that this little lost sinner had been found.

Donna Rice grew up in a church in South Carolina.  She was devoted to Christian service throughout her college years.  She graduated form the University of South Carolina magna cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa.  But after college, her life took a series of turns that led her away from the Lord.  She was making headway toward a career in modeling and acting, but some of the photos she had taken were not for family viewing.  Her beauty did catch the eye of a married senator from Colorado named Gary Hart.  In 1987, when he decided to run for president, a photo of Donna on his lap on a yacht named, "Monkey Business," derailed his campaign, and ruined his marriage.  Suddenly Donna Rice was the most famous adulteress on the planet.  Donna was "caught up in a tree."

Donna resigned from her legitimate jobs and for a while couldn't pay the rent.  But she refused offers to sell her story to the tablois or to TV.  Instead, she returned to her roots, and a few Christian friends supported her.  She turned back to Jesus, began to pray again, and learned to love her enemies.  She found hope in Romans 8:  "All things work for good for those who love God and are called according to his purposes."

Over time, God gave her a new purpose in life -- to help and protect children.  Ten years later she married John Hughes, and she is now the host of "Enough is Enough," an organization dedicated to protecting kids from internet pornography.  She has written books on the topic, and testified before Congress.  Looking back on her life she says, "If none of this had happened, I may not have come back to the Lord.  In spite of our failings, God does use all things for good."

I believe that the Lord uses various people in all sorts of circumstances to confront us with our sin and to call us into repentance.

King David tried to hide from his sin by using his position of power.  David knew God's law and yet he rationalized away his affair and his participation in the murder of Bathsheba's husband.  So God sent the prophet Nathan to expose his sin.

Zacchaeus probably hid behind his money and possessions until Jesus spotted imhiding up in a tree and called him down.  

The encounter with Zacchaeus reminds us that God knows everything about us and still loves us completely.  God is just waiting for us to come down from the tree and take steps to recovery.

The NBS season is starting.  Zacchaeus's story reminded me of Spud Webb.  Spud, who is only 5 feet, 5 inches, once won the NBA annual slam dunk contest against behemoths.  He was a great high school star, but because of his height no college would take a chance on him, so he went to a small community college and made a name for himself.  Then North Carolina Sate took a chance on him and he led them to the Sweet Sixteen.  Then he graduated and no one drafted him - the Atlanta Hawks gave him a shot and he played four years, and under his leadership the Hawks - like the Washington Senators, a loser franchise - made the playoffs in four years.  He got traded - the team wanted to make room for a new full-sized college star - and that team has not been in the playoffs since.

Spud said,"I used to pray that the Lord would make me taller when I was in junior high and high school, but every time I went to measure myself, or stand in front of a mirror, I'd always be the same size."  "And then one day I got the message, so I said to the Lord, 'If you won't make me bigger on the outside, will you make me bigger on the inside?'   And the Lord liked that prayer and that's what helped me become successful."

After his encounter with Jesus, Zacchaeus was bigger inside than he had ever been.

Where are we in this story?  We;re up in the tree hoping to catch a glimpse of Jesus - hoping to see what he has to offer us.  That's why we hide behind our own veneer of righteousness.  Instead of critiquing us, Jesus's compassion embraces us.

Are you so ready to confront those sins that distance you from God, and from others?

Are you willing to risk looking foolish?   Admit you are lost?

Here is the good news:  Jesus invites you to come on down out of that tree!

Repent of your sin!

Restore the damage that has been done!  God can and will help make that happen.  Then recover what is lost in your life by turning everything over to Christ, the anchor of your soul.  

Zacchaeus -- you come down -- for I am going to your house -- TODAY!!

