
31st Sunday in Ordinary Time 
 

Today’s gospel is a good example of the truth that 
everyone has a chance with God, and everyone has 
something to work on in order to make the most of 
that chance. 

For us who are not familiar with the system under 
Roman occupation we might be inclined to see 
Zacchaeus in a more favorable light that warranted. 

Because he was this little short guy who just wanted to 
see who Jesus was and what he was about, we can 
think of him as if he were the underdog.  But there 
was something hard-edged and ruthless about him, 
too, and that’s why people were inclined to shun him 
and think badly of him. 

Zacchaeus worked for the Romans.  The reason Rome 
was so interested in conquering people is that they 
would then pay taxes to Rome and support the 
lifestyle of the emperor and the upper class.  The 
Romans did not want to bother with collecting the 
taxes themselves, so they hired local people to do that 
little bit of dirty work for them.   

Enter Zacchaeus.  The Romans would work out an 
amount of taxes that Zacchaeus had to turn over to 
them and then it was up to him to collect that plus his 
share in whatever way he could.  It was assumed by 
many that tax collectors extorted the people by setting 
the tax rates too high, so that they could get rich.  And 
the Gospel tells us that Zacchaeus was, in fact, 
wealthy. 
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The solution for many was to pay the taxes, but then to 
make the tax collectors pay by not allowing them to 
take part in the life of the community.  The tax 
collectors may have had money, but they were not 
welcome.  And the people made sure they knew that—
day in and day out. 

So, when Jesus arrives in Jericho and discovers that 
the little guy in the tree trying to get a look at him is 
the city’s chief tax collector Jesus already knows that 
he’s probably an outsider who has been cut off from 
the community.  He decides to go to him, above all 
others, and ask for hospitality. Jesus wants to bring the 
two sides together. 

Zacchaeus is as surprised as anyone, maybe even more 
so, but recognizes the chance that is being offered to 
him.  He’s more than happy to welcome Jesus into 
him home. 

That’s when the grumbling starts: “What does Jesus 
think he’s doing?!  Zacchaeus is the last person he 
should be associating with!  We know what to do with 
collaborators; how to make them feel their guilt.  Jesus 
is ruining it!” 

What Jesus sees in Zacchaeus, though, is someone that 
God wants to bring back into the fold, someone worth 
saving.  Zacchaeus does prove himself willing to 
accept the changes that he needs to make, and makes a 
promise to Jesus to be generous to the poor—half of 
all he owns!—and to make good on any injustice he 
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might have done to others by collecting more taxes 
than he should have. 

Turns out, Zacchaeus might have been a tax collector, 
but he wasn’t a monster.  And Jesus tells all the 
onlookers that they need to recognize that he is a 
descendant of Abraham just like they claim to be. 

Abraham was a wealthy man.  He had flocks and 
herds and enough people working for him that he 
could muster up a small army if he had to. 

But Abraham was generous with his wealth and 
Zacchaeus recognizes that that’s a part of what his 
profession requires of him. 

At the end of the day, Zacchaeus is welcomed by 
Jesus into the community of the faithful and the 
onlookers are challenged to make a change, too.  Will 
they now welcome Zacchaeus as he commits himself 
to walking the way of righteousness, or will they hold 
a grudge and continue to treat him like a pariah? 

Jesus is teaching everyone what the kingdom of 
heaven is like—no one is excluded if they are striving 
to live according to the law of God and his Holy 
Spirit.  And we who consider ourselves already in 
have to check ourselves and make sure that we are 
willing to welcome them as well.   

Otherwise, we might find that we are the ones who 
have excluded ourselves from the work that God is 
about and is calling us to—striving for the salvation of 
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all and refusing to write anyone off as unworthy of 
God’s promise. 

 


