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 As the Gospel writer Luke tells the story in chapter 19, a crowd gathered around Jesus the 
day he was passing through Jericho on his way to Jerusalem. They were a curious crowd, and 
seemingly mostly friendly. They were interested in this traveling rabbi named Jesus. Earlier – in 
chapter 4 – Luke has told how Jesus was in his hometown for worship, reading Scripture from 
Isaiah and preaching, when a seemingly curious – and we might think friendly – group of folks at 
worship turned unfriendly. A year or so after the crowd’s antagonistic reaction to Jesus’ preaching 
in Nazareth, here in Jericho, a crowd in a different town seems curious and friendly.  

Unknown to the curious and friendly crowd, however, a much despised tax collector named 
Zacchaeus has climbed a tree to get a better view for himself of this “traveling through” rabbi. 
Possibly Zacchaeus did not desire to be rubbing shoulders with and to be jostled among the crowd 
on the path below – a crowd among whom he knew he had no friends. Jesus, however, passing 
near the tree, spots the lonely man among the branches. “Hey, you up there. Zacchaeus, climb 
down! How about I join you for lunch at your place? I can’t think of anywhere else that I’d like 
more to dine for lunch; and I can’t think of anyone else with whom I’d like more to share lunch!” 
Then Luke tells us, “Zacchaeus hurried down from the tree branches and was glad to welcome 
Jesus.” Then Luke reports, as if noticing the sideways glances and murmuring, “All who saw it 
began to grumble.” This particular word in Luke’s Greek script is used only twice in the New 
Testament. The other time is also in Luke, at chapter 15, verse 2. It’s the context setup-description 
prior to Jesus telling three parables about lostness and being found: “Now all the tax collectors and 
sinners were coming near to listen to Jesus. And the trained religious leaders were grumbling and 
saying, ‘This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.’” Oh, wow!  

So Luke tells readers generally, in chapter 15, that Jesus sometimes tells parables about how 
Jesus will spend his life reaching out and welcoming all who feel separated from others – even if 
religious leaders are displeased; and how Jesus will always desire to re-prioritize the attitudes of 
all for relating to one another as God desires and as God demonstrates with the model of Jesus’ 
life and ministry. Then Luke gives us an example of how the attitude of religious leaders who are 
self-satisfied and smug has been contagious. Now “regular people of town and country” are self-
satisfied and smug, and are resentful that Jesus is ecstatic to go to the house of someone they resent 
deeply. As Luke tells the story, in chapter 15, religious leaders are resentful and in need of Jesus 
telling three parables to help them see another way. Now, in chapter 19, when he (Jesus) goes to 
the home of a very happy Zacchaeus for lunch, many more “average citizens” who are not religious 
professionals have “caught the bug” and are exhibiting symptoms of “the virus” of resenting Jesus 
and the company he likes to keep. Therefore religious leaders and, in time, the ”possibly attracted 
to Jesus” street-crowd grumble about those from whom they are satisfied to be separated being the 
very ones with whom Jesus desires to visit and share a meal. Those who might “sort of like Jesus 
until they don’t like his choices” are as much in need of God and Jesus re-prioritizing their lives to 
overcome brokenness and separation as Zacchaeus was. Yet, on that day, Zacchaeus was willing 
to have his life re-prioritized through a devoted relationship with Jesus! He reaches for his 
checkbook to tap his bank account, or for his iPhone to transfer funds via a QR code or Venmo, in 
order to restore to others amounts they have been shorted, and shorted by Zacchaeus himself. 

Let us not think though, that what Zacchaeus felt he needed to do to demonstrate his new 
and in-depth relationship with Jesus is exactly what Jesus expects you to do, or me to do. Possibly 



some things similar. Possibly some things different. Even to consider Zacchaeus or oneself without 
the part of this story which includes others can be problematic and different from what Luke thinks 
Jesus intends. It’s well known that Luke – as well as Matthew, Mark, and John – portrays Jesus as 
an advocate of women and of the poor and others who are disregarded by traditional proponents 
of organized religion, imperial government, and exclusivistic or exclusionary cultural opinions. 
Jesus demonstrates wide open arms for accepting, affirming, and blessing the breadth of the human 
community. So Jesus chooses Zacchaeus as his lunch partner, and Jesus chooses you and even me. 
But what about the other average citizens, the broader constituency in Brazos County or Jericho 
County – even if they/we grumble about others whom Jesus welcomes? Don’t we see that we can 
place ourselves in the place of Zacchaeus as a character in this story whom Jesus is intentional to 
invite and excited to visit? And we can be stunningly glad about that. But Luke – in telling the 
story – and Jesus – in living the story – would not have it be lost on us that we also are among the 
Jericho-ites grumbling about Jesus going to lunch as Zacchaeus’ guest. “Are you kidding me? 
Jesus, who loves me, is going to lunch with him?!?!” Do we let go of our separation from others, 
so that the spirit of Jesus re-prioritizes us for relating with others different from folks we prefer? 
Do we? Usually not on our own. Usually only with the spirit of Jesus touching us deep within for 
relating to others who are potentially as judgmental at times against us as we are against them. 

Eight days ago, I was walking our pup when, from a pecan tree nearby, I heard a songbird 
that I’d been hearing for a few weeks near Camelot Park, but I could not tell what variety it was. 
When I looked up, I first saw a male cardinal in the right side of the branches. The cardinal – which 
can sing beautifully – was silent and staring to the left. When I glanced left, I saw it was a chickadee 
singing its 5 note song over and over as it flitted from branch to branch to branch. Rather than 
seeing the male cardinal as being like the religious leaders who despise “tax collectors and sinners” 
as unworthy, and thus judging Jesus as despicable for caring about them, what if the male cardinal 
is part of the best in each of us: gifted, capable, faithful, self-confident enough, and accepting of 
another potential part of each of us: like the chickadee, that’s happy, full of song, glad for the 
partnership in the branches of gifts like we see in the cardinal, as the cardinal is glad for the whistled 
joy of the chickadee? There’s no reason in God’s love that the cardinal in us should resent the 
chickadee in us. There’s no reason in God’s love that, if we sense we are more a cardinal than 
others, or more a chickadee than others, that we resent others for their particular strengths or 
characteristics. Isn’t that the kind of faith community God and Jesus desired and called for in long-
ago Jericho? Isn’t that the kind of faith community God and Jesus call us to be today? 

How good would it be if we could catch ourselves complaining, sensing that we ourselves 
are too often those who have no interest in God re-prioritizing our lives for coming together more 
widely and broadly with others whom we judge to be sinners and not as worthy of God’s love as 
we judge ourselves to be? It would be very good if could catch ourselves. Why resent tax collectors 
and sinners, seeing ourselves as more worthy? Jesus’ arms are wide. He’s excited to eat lunch with 
Zacchaeus. He can even be excited to dine with you, with me, with others no matter how different 
or similar. We can even discover that we are a faith community called for a witness of accepting 
and sharing joy and equity and generosity among so many with whom we’re not sure we have all 
that much in common. Some are more cardinal, and some are more chickadee, but what a fabulous 
and faithful witness to God’s love in Jesus when we recognize and practice the great gifts of both: 
complimentarily, respectfully, and even gladly! – All honor and praise be to God. 
 


