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	 Eager to see Jesus, Zacchaeus ran ahead to get a good seat. But the crowd had 

already filled in, and he knew he wouldn’t have a good line of sight — he was too short. 

Looking around to see if there was anywhere else to go, he spotted it: a tree, growing 

tall and firm beside the road. He climbed up, perching himself on the sturdy branches 

just before Jesus came walking by. 


	 We don’t meet Zacchaeus until the final weeks of Jesus’s ministry. And yet he is 

so desperate to see Jesus that this grown man climbs a tree in order to see over the 

crowd. And yet he is so desperate to know Jesus, that he jumps out of the tree in order 

to offer hospitality. And yet he is so desperate to follow Jesus, that he gives away half 

his possessions and restores fourfold the money he had fraudulently collected. So I 

can’t help but wonder — where has Zacchaeus been all this time? Did he just learn 

about Jesus, so is now running to see him as fast as his short legs will take him? Or 

has he heard people talk on and on about this great teacher, and is just here to see 

what all the hype is about? Or has Zacchaeus spent years listening from the back of 

the crowd, hoping no one will notice him? I can imagine that there are followers of 

Jesus for whom any of these explanations might apply. But when I imagine 

Zacchaeus’s life and the weightiness of his conversion, this third option, that he has 

long been hiding in the back, feels most plausible. It is hard for me to imagine that 

Zacchaeus woke up one day, never having heard of Jesus or his teachings, but was 

suddenly willing to give his possessions to the poor. What I can imagine, is that 

Zacchaeus has been quietly transforming over many years. I can imagine that, from the 



comfortable anonymity of the back of the crowd, Zacchaeus’s heart has been stirred, 

his thinking has been challenged, his spirit has been made ready for new life. 


	 Zacchaeus is a tax collector. He is rich, and he has reached a place of status in 

his work. And so, I can’t help but wonder if Zacchaeus inched a few steps closer from 

his hideout at the back of the crowd when another rich young man approached Jesus, 

asking what he needed to do to secure eternal life. I can’t help but wonder if 

Zacchaeus’s face fell when Jesus answered: that in addition to following the 

commandments, that rich young man needed to give his possessions away, to offer his 

money to the poor. I can’t help but wonder if Zacchaeus told himself that he hadn’t 

heard Jesus right, being so far away, or if he tried to convince himself that Jesus’s 

answer applied only to that rich man, not to him, for surely their situations were 

different, right? 


	 I can’t help but wonder if Zacchaeus ever heard the good news that God’s 

blessing is with those whose transgression is forgiven? Did he recognize himself in the 

psalmists words? Did he know what it is to feel like his body was wasting away with 

the shame of his secrets, with the knowledge of the hurts he had caused? I can’t help 

but wonder if Zacchaeus tried offering his confession to God, but even with the 

sureness of God’s grace, wanted to know what else he could do to make things right. 


	 As I sat with Zacchaeus’s story this week, I couldn’t help but wonder if he had 

been hanging out at the back of our sanctuary these past weeks, hoping that no one 

would notice him. I can’t help but wonder if he was listening when RG told us about his 

college mission trip to Glide Church in San Francisco, where he sat in an addiction 



recovery circle, hoping to just observe — and was told that he could either participate 

or leave. 


	 In my initial readings of Zacchaeus’s story, I was convinced that he was like a 

young RG — grateful to be there, but not intending to get his hands dirty down among 

the crowd. But Zacchaeus, perched up in a tree so he could have a good view, sits in 

the category of people who have gone to great lengths to encounter Jesus. Zacchaeus 

is like the group of friends who cut a whole in someone’s roof in order to lower their 

paralyzed friend down to Jesus to be healed. Zacchaeus is like the bleeding woman 

who grabbed hold of Jesus’s cloak as he passed by in a crowd. Zacchaeus is like the 

blind men who called out for Jesus to heal them, even when people yelled at them to 

be quiet. But Zacchaeus does not beg to be healed. In fact, it seems that Zacchaeus 

doesn’t ask for anything at all.


	 In my imagination of Zacchaeus as a long-time listener, first-time caller, it is 

because he is tired of the bad view from the back of the crowd that he climbed up the 

tree. But I think it was more than just a better view that he was after. From his perch 

atop the tree, it wasn’t only Zacchaeus who had the good view. Suddenly, everyone on 

the ground had a good view of Zacchaeus too.


	 With Zacchaeus plainly visible high above the rest of the crowd, Jesus yells for 

him to come down — and Zacchaeus does, quickly and joyfully. Powerful as Jesus is, I 

am not convinced that Zacchaeus would have done this had he not been tentatively 

listening to Jesus for some time. After all, there are too many stories of rich would-be 

followers who refuse to bear the hefty cost of discipleship. But Zacchaeus, I think, had 

been undergoing a quiet transformation for a while now. And so this day was different, 



not because he finally heard the message Jesus was preaching, but because 

Zacchaeus was ready to be out and proud with his conversion. This day was different, 

because Zacchaeus was willing to let himself be seen and known as a follower of 

Jesus, and he was willing to let his outward actions reflect his inner beliefs. 


	 The theologian Jennifer Harvey, whose work focuses on the unique 

responsibilities and contributions that white Christians are called to bear, lifts up 

Zacchaeus as an example for us, white Christians, to emulate. She emphasizes that we 

should all worship Jesus, the poor, dark-skinned, crucified one in whom God became 

incarnate. And she suggests those of us with privilege, especially the privilege of being 

white, ask the question what would Zacchaeus do in our lives of discipleship. She 

suggests that Zacchaeus provides a model of Christ-following transformation that is 

rooted in both confessing sin and repairing material harm. Harvey uses the story of 

Zacchaeus to advocate for financial reparations for the generational harms of slavery 

and the unjust institutions and policies that have followed. In the seminal article “The 

Case for Reparations,” Ta-Nehisi Coates recognizes that reparations are more than just 

a financial transaction when he says, “What I’m talking about is more than recompense 

for past injustices—more than a handout, a payoff, hush money, or a reluctant bribe. 

What I’m talking about is a national reckoning that would lead to spiritual renewal.”  1

Harvey and Coates — one white, the other black; one a woman, the other a man; one a 

Christian, the other not religious — both recognize that reparations would provide 

healing for our racially-disparate material worlds and offer the spiritual transformation 

we all seek.


 https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-reparations/361631/1



	 Zacchaeus doesn’t meet Jesus until the final weeks of Jesus’s life and ministry. 

As I imagine it, it’s taken years for Zacchaeus to work up the courage to introduce 

himself. But as I imagine it, Zacchaeus had been following Jesus for a while. He had 

been tentatively listening, praying to hear what God was calling him to do. As I imagine 

it, Zacchaeus didn’t wake up one morning a new person — rather, he had been 

undergoing quiet transformation for years. Over time, his heart had been stirred, his 

thinking had been challenged, his spirit had been made ready for new life. 


	 As we approach the end of our Lenten journey centered on racial justice, let’s 

pause. Breathe with me. What do you see? Where have your thoughts been lingering? 

What have you been lifting up in prayer? How have your relationships with others in 

this community of faith grown and changed? Let’s pause. Take a breath. What do you 

see from here?


	 Unlike others who went to great lengths to to encounter Jesus, it seems that 

Zacchaeus did not ask for anything at all. But I think that Zacchaeus did ask for 

something — something huge. When Zacchaeus made himself visible up in the tree, he 

asked for everyone to know him as a follower of Jesus. When Zacchaeus made himself 

visible up in the tree, he asked for Jesus to call him down; he asked for Jesus to invite 

him to quickly and joyfully give away what he had. Reparations don’t have to feel like a 

realistic possibility today. You don’t have to get up after the postlude, ready to give half 

your possessions to the poor and use the other half of your wealth to return fourfold 

what has unjustly been given to you. After all, I am not convinced that Zacchaeus 

made this conversion in a day. 


