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31 C 2022 

One pleasant autumn day an elderly man was walking along the 

beach when he came upon a magic lamp.  And of course, as 

everybody knows, when you find a magic lamp you rub it, and out 

comes a genie. 

So the man rubbed the lamp as he was suppose to and on queue out 

came the genie -- and the genie said -- according to script -- 

“Because you have released me from these thousand years of 

imprisonment, you have whatever wish that you desire.” 

The man thought for a moment, and then replied, “My brother and 

I had a fight some thirty years ago, and he hasn’t spoken to me 

since.  My wish is that he’d finally forgive me.” 

And there was a sudden clap of thunder, a big puff of smoke, and 

the genie declared, “Your wish has been granted.”  And then he 

said, “You know, I’ve been around a long time.   

Most people would have wanted wealth and power, palaces and 

jewels.  I’m quite touched.  You only wanted the love of your 

brother.  Is it because you are facing your mortality – because 

you’re old and dying?” 
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“No way,” the man said, “but my brother is, and he’s worth about 

sixty million.” 

There is a standard understanding of today’s Gospel story, which is 

quite valid.  And that understanding is that we have Zacchaeus, 

who is a dreadful sinner – one who is gouging the people and has 

become wealthy by squeezing every last dime out of them.   

He is a sinner.  He is a small man, both physically and morally.  

And he climbs up the sycamore tree, and Jesus see him; Jesus calls 

him down, he converts, repents of his sin, and that’s the end of the 

story. 

And as I said, that’s a perfectly good interpretation, but if you 

listen to the story carefully – like the story of the elderly man and 

genie -- there’s another twist, an unexpected surprise – there’s 

another interpretation that’s quite possible here. 

One of the clues of a different interpretation is what Zacchaeus has 

to say.  Recall He says “If – If I have extorted anything from 

anyone I shall repay it four times over.”  He doesn’t’ say he has.   
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Notice there is no admission of guilt in the story.  He doesn’t strike 

his breast like the tax-collector in last weeks gospel and say “Oh 

God be merciful to me a sinner.” 

No, he simply says if he’s done anything wrong – with the 

implication that he really hasn’t – he’ll make up for it.  He does not 

beg for mercy, and he does not express sorrow.  Further more, 

Jesus makes no reference to repentance or conversion.  And so 

there’s a clue that maybe something else is going on here. 

Maybe it’s possible that Zacchaeus, in fact, is a good man, and his 

reputation for being evil is simply that; pure rumor, pure 

conjecture.   

And in this interpretation, therefore, what Jesus offers Zacchaeus is 

not forgiveness, but rather vindication and acceptance.  In fact, in 

this reading, Jesus says, “You are really not what they say you are.  

You’re all right in my book.  I’ll come to your house for dinner.” 

In other words, what we have here is a Zacchaeus story that can be 

read as being about a man who has been misjudged by people.   

What you have here is people who’ve got an impression about 

Zacchaeus that is way off the mark and Jesus sees through the 

rumors and the reputation to this man with a good heart.  
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And so the story turns around and says, if you think about it, that if 

anybody needed forgiveness, it was those who had misjudged poor 

Zacchaeus -- those saying that he was sinner when, in fact he was 

innocent.  And so Jesus offers Zacchaeus vindication and 

acceptance where others judged him wrongly. 

This interpretation opens the story in such a way that we can all 

put ourselves in at least two places – we can be with Zacchaeus, 

“up a tree,” as it were, or we can be on the ground with those who 

judge him wrongly.   

We’ve all been up that tree.  We’ve all been misjudged.  When 

people said we’ve said things that we’ve never said.  When nasty 

rumors were attached to our name, and no matter how much we 

explained or what we did, people still believed them even though 

we were innocent. 

There are members of your family and your parish who stab you in 

the back.  Brothers and sisters who haven’t talked to each other for 

years because of a misunderstanding.   

Sometimes you find yourself unfairly excluded from certain groups 

because of what they believe about you, which is not true.  

Frustrated, that for all the explanations that you give, people still 

refuse to believe otherwise.   
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In that sense, the story of Zacchaeus resonates with us all -- 

because most of us, at one time or another -- have been "up a tree." 

On the other hand, most of us at one time or another - have been on 

the ground.  We have been the accusers – the ones making rash 

judgements about people.   

At times, were rather good at spreading gossip and rumors and 

glad to spread the evil word.  Simply put, we’ve wronged people.  

We’ve misjudged them – and perhaps at times very, very badly. 

But whether we are the one who is up a tree, or the one who is on 

the ground the Gospel message is there for us.  

First of all, it offers the vindication by Jesus for those who have 

been judged wrongly.  To everyone who has been slandered and 

rumored about, and spoken evil of, it says that people look at 

appearances but God reads the heart. 
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What this Gospel offers is vindication.  It offers acceptance.  If no 

one else will break bread with you, Jesus says, “Come down out of 

that tree, I’ll dine at your house tonight.”   

If no one else will believe you, Jesus says, “I’ve looked through 

the appearances and I see a good heart.”  If no one else seems to 

understand you, Jesus does.  If no one else takes you at your word, 

He does. 

So for all the times you’ve been like Zacchaeus, up a tree, and you 

have been wounded by other people’s misinterpretation of your 

words, and deeds, what the Gospel offers is the one who really 

counts, the bottom-line person in your life who looks into your 

heart and loves you deeply; and vindicates you and accepts you 

and will announce that to the court of heaven someday. 

And second, of course, if you and I are on the ground making the 

rash judgements and spreading rumors, and not defending our 

family and friends and fellow parishioners - this Gospel offers 

forgiveness.  It offers us all the opportunity to make-up and start 

over. 
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And in both cases whether we’re “up a tree” or on the ground what 

the Gospel comes down to is an invitation – and invitation.   It 

invites you and me – it invites all of us -- to accept Jesus.  To 

accept his vindication or to accept his forgiveness.  In either case 

his mercy is at work. 

And that, my friends, is why we call this Gospel the good news!   


