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Both the Old and New Testaments teach us about the dignity of 

the poor. In recent decades, the Catholic Church, particularly in Latin 
America, has developed a whole theology around poverty, known as, 
‘the preferential option for the poor,’ in which those living in poverty 
are to receive extra care and concern from the Church due to their 
oppressive situation. Overall, whether we follow the teachings or not, 
our Church has a strong tradition of emphasizing God’s plan for the 
poor. But we might ask ourselves, what about the rich? Do they play a 
part in the plan of God? The answer is yes! 

 
In today’s Gospel, we come across a chief tax collector and 

wealthy man named Zacchaeus. Even though Zacchaeus was rich, Jesus 
wanted to stay at his house for the evening. By the end of the story, 
Zacchaeus made an important resolution: "behold, half of my 
possessions, Lord, I shall give to the poor, and if I have extorted 
anything from anyone, I shall repay it four times over." Because of Jesus’ 
care for him, the rich man Zacchaeus freely decided to repair the harm 
he had caused to the poor by making reparations to them. That was to 
be his salvation. 

 
For those of us like Zacchaeus not living in poverty, we can play 

an important role in giving back to the poor what truly belongs to 
them. This could include financial stability, food and shelter, material 
goods, human dignity, the ability to make decisions for themselves, and 
a place in our Catholic Churches, among others. Making reparations, 



even in small ways, has always been part of our Catholic theology, 
especially in connection to the sacrament of reconciliation. 

 
Howard Zehr, a pioneer in the field of restorative justice, 

composed a list of ten ways that we can live justly. His third way states 
the following: “when your actions negatively impact others, take 
responsibility by acknowledging and seeking to repair the harm – even 
when you could probably get away with avoiding or denying it.” The 
first part of this principle could stand on its own – “when your actions 
negatively impact others, take responsibility by acknowledging and 
seeking to repair the harm.” We should always make an effort, even if 
symbolically, to fix what or who we have harmed. The addition of the 
second part, however, greatly intensifies the principle: “even when you 
could probably get away with avoiding or denying it.” Zacchaeus is a 
beautiful example of living out this third principle. He freely chose to 
make generous reparations to the poor for the harm he caused them, 
even no one forced him to do it. He was simply motivated by Jesus 
caring for him. 

 
Our encounters with Jesus should motivate us to make reparations to 

the poor and oppressed in order to create more justice in our communities. In 
what ways can I help the poor through acts of charity? Would I be as 
willing as Zacchaeus to give up some of my wealth to assist the poor 
out of justice? 

  
As we continue with this mass, let us pray that like Zacchaeus, we 

may desire to see Jesus and be willing to make reparations to those we 
have harmed, for all of us, including the rich, play an essential role in the 
plan of God. 


