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 Back in the 1930s there was a notorious gangster named Willie Sutton. When he 
was finally apprehended, a newspaper reporter asked him why did he rob so many 
banks, to which Willie Sutton gave the very logical answer, “Because that's where the 
money is.” In today’s Gospel, if we were to ask why is it that Zaccheus was the tax 
collector in the city of Jericho, we would get a response similar to that of Willie Sutton, 
"Because that's where the money was.” Jericho was the first century version of a place 
like Palm Springs, California. It was an oasis in the desert, not far from the city of 
Jerusalem, a place where the wealthy of that day could find a bit of relief from the 
stress and the heat of the capital city. So, naturally, it would be a choice spot for a tax 
collector to exercise his profession, considering the large amount of money in 
circulation in that city.  
 
 A tax collector in any society would not be very popular, but especially so among 
the people of Jericho. The taxes were collected for the support of the Roman Empire 
that had conquered and tyrannized their nation. The tax collector was despised and 
distrusted, as well, because the whole system of collecting taxes was ripe for 
corruption. The tax collector was assigned a certain sum that he was to collect and 
hand over to the Roman governor and anything in excess he would keep for himself. 
So, the tax collector was viewed as a traitor, a collaborator, an outcast from the 
community.  
 
 As the story unfolds Jesus spots Zaccheus sitting up in a sycamore tree, hardly a 
dignified spot for a person of Zaccheus’ wealth. Being “short in stature,” this was the 
only way he was going to be able to get above the heads of the crowd and catch sight 
of the distinguished teacher and miracle worker who was passing by. We might say 
that Zaccheus “goes out on a limb” to see Jesus. Jesus calls him down and says, 
“Zaccheus, today I must stay in your house,” creating a ripple of shock and disbelief 
among the crowd. Jesus calls Zaccheus by name, singling him out as a person, as an 
individual, while among the crowd he had no doubt been reduced to the unwelcome 
label of “tax collector,” the role that he exercised in their community. Jesus invites 
Himself into Zaccheus’ home, bestowing an honor upon him that is not given to any of 
the other good people of the city. Jesus sees in Zaccheus more than he may see in 
himself, for Jesus sees the possibility of what Zaccheus might become.  
 
 Zaccheus responds by saying, “Behold half of my possessions, Lord, I shall give 
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to the poor, and if I have extorted anything from anyone, I shall repay it four times 
over.” Zaccheus may have had second thoughts the following day, but in the 
excitement of the moment the words he says expresses his desire to set things right, 
to make things fair. Jesus calls Zaccheus a true “descendant of Abraham,” because “to 
make things fair” is what it is to be a “descendant of Abraham.” The Jews were 
distinguished in the ancient world by their social ethic, by their concern for the widow 
and the orphan, for those who were left out from sharing in the bounty of the land. 
They were always reminded by the prophets that they were to be “their brother’s 
keeper. 
 
 This year’s election process has already begun with early voting. Today’s story of 
Zaccheus, most especially the decision he arrives at in promising “to make things fair,” 
should help us make our decision in how we will exercise the franchise of our vote. For 
one of the chief responsibilities of a Christian, of a Catholic, is to work for the common 
good, not just for the preservation of one’s own self-interest. The separation of church 
and state has been a valuable part of our national tradition, but that does not mean 
there should be a separation between faith and politics, i.e., between our religious 
values and convictions and how they influence the decisions we make in the political 
arena.   
 
 Benedict XVI has written in his encyclical, Charity in Truth, “If we love others 
with charity, then first of all we are just towards them…Justice is inseparable from 
charity, and intrinsic to it. Justice is the primary way of charity or, in Paul VI’s words, 
‘the minimum measure’ of it, an integral part of the love ‘in deed and in truth’ to which 
Saint John exhorts us.” He goes on, “To desire the common good and strive towards it 
is a requirement of justice and charity….Every Christian is called to practice this 
charity, in a manner corresponding to his vocation and according to the degree of 
influence he wields in the [state]. This is the institutional path—we might also call it 
the political path—of charity, no less excellent and effective than the kind of charity 
which encounters the neighbor directly…” (no.7)  
 
 It becomes more obvious day by day how polarized is our society, with each side 
yelling at and demonizing the other. The words of the poet William Butler Yeats were 
never more true, “The center cannot hold…The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
are full of passionate intensity.” Still we should not fall victims to cynicism and 
pessimism. In the words of the columnist, Lydia Polgreen, “These poses are a kind of 
armor against the vulnerability of hope. To be cynical is to close the door to the 
possibility of disappointment. To be pessimistic is to foreclose the risk of being made a 
fool by optimism.”  The question is what kind of world will we leave to our children and 
grandchildren. There is a Greek proverb that says, “It is a wise people that plants trees 
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in whose shade they will never sit.” It is the responsibility of people living today to 
make decisions, to make sacrifices, not out of self-interest, but for the benefit of future 
generations. That is the choice we will have to make.  
 
 In a few minutes we, like Zaccheus, will welcome the risen Jesus into our 
“homes,” into our lives, when we receive the Eucharist. And what will we say? Will it 
be, “Yes, I will try to make things fair, I will play my part in building a society that is 
more just, more fair, because I know I am my brother’s keeper.” Let us pray that that 
be so.  


