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When I first read today’s Gospel reading I thought ‘This is about 

being called’, and that would have fitted in very well with some 

comments about St Francis and the Third Order SSF – but I’m 

sorry to say it hasn’t worked out that way – because every time I 

tried to get started I got side–tracked. I blame the HS! So 

today we start with – money! money! money! 

Here we are almost at the end of our reading of Luke’s Gospel 

and money, or rather, wealth has turned out to be one of the 

major themes of Luke’s writing – along with Jesus’ welcome to 

outsiders, the need for faith and repentance and the presence of 

God’s gracious offer of salvation. In today’s story of the tax 

collector Zacchaeus we have all of those themes – as if Luke is 

tidying everything up for us, before Jesus enters Jerusalem and 

his Passion. It is not Zacchaeus’ wealth which is his problem; it is 

how he got it and what he intends to do with it. This story 

reminds me of the parable of the Pharisee and the tax-collector 

which we heard last week; the tax collector begs for mercy and 

receives it – he goes home justified, that is, in a right 

relationship with God. Surely that will have an effect on his 

behaviour? In faith and gratitude, will he not repent of his 

sinfulness? We are not told, but that is the challenge he faces; 

the gift of forgiveness requires a response. How often do we 

read ‘Go, and sin no more’? – and we go out and do exactly the 

same thing. 

So, thinking of Zacchaeus, let’s look at other stories about 

wealth in Luke’s account. There is the parable of the rich man 

who had a bumper harvest and decides to pull down his barns and 

build bigger to store everything. ‘You fool’, says God. It is not his 

harvest that is the problem, but his hoarding (L12.13-21). Then 

there is the parable of the dishonest steward which ends ‘You 

cannot serve God and money’ (L16.1-13), and the parable of the 

rich man and Lazarus – the rich man only learns the error of his 

ways when it is too late (L16.19-31), and just before today’s 

reading we have the story of the rich ruler who turns away from 

Jesus because he cannot bear to sell his possessions and give the 

money to the poor. Jesus comments ‘It is easier for a camel to go 

through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to 

enter the kingdom of God’ (L18.25). Luke’s concern for the 

proper use of wealth is not simply an indictment of the rich or a 

belief in God’s preferential bias for the poor; it is a matter of 

distributive justice. In Luke’s account of the Sermon on the Plain 



(L6.17f) we read ‘Blessed are you who are poor, for yours is the 

kingdom of God. But woe to you who are rich, for you have 

received your consolation’. And well before that Jesus’ mother 

had sung ‘You have filled the hungry with good things and the 

rich you have sent empty away’, borrowing, of course, from the 

Song of Hannah, the mother of Samuel (in 1 Samuel 2). All of 

these stories highlight the danger of personal wealth which can 

easily become an idol – wealth for its own sake – and the fact 

that if there is only so much to go round, if someone has more 

than they need it means that someone else has insufficient. That 

is a challenge for all of us. 

What would we expect of Jesus, when he meets Zacchaeus, given 

what he has said about riches? Surely we would expect him to at 

least just walk on by, or perhaps to rebuke him? But here we 

bump up against another of Luke’s themes – Jesus’ welcome of 

outsiders, outcasts, the disreputable – general summed up as ‘tax 

collectors and sinners’. One of his disciples was a tax collector – 

Luke calls him Levi. He was invited to ‘follow me’, and got up, left 

everything in his booth, and made a banquet for Jesus and their 

friends – and the scribes and Pharisees complain about Jesus 

eating with tax collectors and sinners. He, Jesus, goes to heal 

the slave of a Centurion, a Roman gentile soldier – you could 

hardly get more outside than that, he forgives a woman with a 

bad reputation, and also a man possessed who lived among the 

tombs, so permanently unclean (if not a Gentile), and then a 

woman with a haemorrhage, again doubly outcast as woman and 

unclean. In the parable of the Great Dinner (sometimes called 

the King’s Feast) those who sit down at table are the poor, the 

crippled, the blind and the lame. No wonder his opponents say 

‘This man welcomes sinners and eats with them’. But Jesus always 

wants to be inclusive, something the church has not always found 

easy. 

In Zacchaeus we have a man of wealth, not all of it legitimately 

gained, and we have an outsider, a tax collector, a collaborator, a 

traitor. We also have a man who knows his faults, a man who 

gladly accepts the love Jesus offers and in that love repents and 

promises reparation. His life is totally changed. He was not only 

an outsider in Jewish society, he was outside the love of God, 

because that was where he had put himself, imprisoned himself, 

because of his love of money. Jesus leads the outcast from the 

kingdom of the lost to the kingdom of the found, where he 

receives salvation as a gift from God. It is the outsider who 



receives the gift and the outraged remain just that – outraged! – 

and they therefore remain in the kingdom of the lost as they 

complain once again ‘He has gone to be a guest of a man who is a 

sinner’. Zacchaeus clearly had a poor view of himself, otherwise 

why would he have been interested in Jesus, risk making a fool of 

himself by climbing the tree in front of a hostile crowd? Jesus 

offers him a vision of who he could be and publically  he makes 

his generous response. No going back. Absolute commitment. And 

salvation comes to his house. 

Jesus tells us he has come to save the lost and not only to save 

them (?us) but to seek us out. He is on a fishing trip, fishing for 

people. He seeks out Zacchaeus and reclaims him for God. 

Whether the crowd will accept that, we are not told. 

When Jesus leaves the dinner party and goes on his way to 

Jerusalem, will the crowd welcome Zacchaeus back into society 

or still think of him as a traitor, an unclean sinner? You (or I) do 

something which offends your family, friends,  your society, your 

church community – are you ever forgiven, do you ever forgive? 

Do you get a welcome back into the fold with open arms and kiss 

of peace or are you required – do you require someone else – to 

crawl back, sit at the back, act as if invisible? Is God the only 

one who genuinely forgives? Can Zacchaeus’ critics be as 

generous as he promises to be, or as Jesus was? Indeed, can the 

church, will the church, will we, ever seek to be as generous or as 

forgiving as God? 


