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“Zacchaeus”

(4th in a series of 4 sermons entitled, “Transforming Encounters”)
If Hollywood ever decided to make a movie about Zacchaeus, I’m sure Danny Devito would be a shoe-in for the lead role. He’s perfect.  Think about it.  
Usually the first thought we have about Zacchaeus is his small stature.  Zacchaeus was vertically challenged.  Devito  certainly fits that category.  Secondly, Zacchaeus was rich.  Devito can easily play that role.  Third, Zacchaeus was corrupt.  How do we know that?  He was a tax collector.  Not just a tax collector, mind you, but a chief tax collector.  Now, think of some of the characters Devito has played: short, wealthy, conniving and corrupt.  A perfect fit.
For most first century Jews, being a tax collector was cause enough to be hated.  Why?  There were two reasons.  First, taxes that were collected benefited Rome, not Israel.  Remember, Israel was an occupied country governed by Rome.  Most taxes collected found their way back to Rome, not Jerusalem.  Imagine how you’d feel if the majority of your tax dollars were sent abroad to benefit another country while the infrastructure of your own nation was collapsing around you.  For this reason tax collectors were considered collaborators with Rome.  Moreover, a Jewish tax collector like Zacchaeus was also viewed to be a traitor to Israel.  

A second reason tax collectors were despised was because they were known swindlers.  They prospered at the expense of their fellow Jews.  Unlike tax collectors today who receive a wage from the government, the wages of a first century tax collector were derived by adding a surcharge to the required taxes.  For example, if you owed $6,000 in taxes, the tax collector would require you to pay $6,500 or $7,000 - or more if he chose.  Tax collectors were an authority to themselves – sort of like the IRS.  And there were no appeals.
Add to these two reasons the fact that Zacchaeus was a chief tax collector – a district tax officer if you will. That meant he was responsible for supervising other tax collectors - as well as taking a cut of their profits.  It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that being a tax collector was a recipe for being hated and despised.  In today’s thinking Zacchaeus was a first century Bernie Madoff.

To give you an idea just how despised tax collectors were, there was a Jewish law which read: “If a murderer comes into your house, upon his departure scrub every surface he touched.  If a tax collector comes into your house, scrub down the entire house.”  Being a tax collector was at the bottom of the social scale, below prostitutes and murderers.
But in case you didn’t figure it out, there was an advantage to being a tax collector.  It can be sumarized in one word: wealth.  A tax collector may be despised and hated, friendless and alone, but he had money, and lots of it.  And as you know, money is power.  It may not buy happiness or friends, but it sure can rent them for awhile.
My guess is that Zacchaeus was tired of renting happiness.  He was tired of people using him for his money, and he using them.  He was tired of feeling despised and alone, tired of having to rent friendship and the affection of others.  I believe Zacchaeus suspected there was more to life than all his money could buy.  He just wasn’t sure what it was.

Then one day Jesus came to town. Like everyone else in Jericho, Zacchaeus had heard about Jesus.  He had heard rumors about His miracles and wise teachings, but most importantly about His compassion toward sinners and outcasts.  
I’m confident Zacchaeus was drawn to Jesus believing if anyone had the answer to his dilemma it was Jesus.  So like the rest of the city, Zacchaeus made a point to go see Jesus, hoping maybe even to get a chance to speak to Him.  
But his small stature crated a problem.  He couldn’t see over the towering crowd.  Imagine Danny Devito hopping up and down trying to get a glimpse of Jesus?  Can you see the crowd pushing and shoving him like a human pinball?  Can you see him pushing back, shouting at them, but to no avail?  

Then, suddenly you see his eyes light up and that famous smirk appears on his face signaling he’s got an idea.  He spies a nearby sycamore tree. Forgetting how ridiculous it would look for him to climb a tree, Zacchaeus shimmies up to catch a glimpse of Jesus.  
Is there any question Zacchaeus is desperate?  You almost feel sorry for the guy.
Soon he sees Jesus approaching - and miracles of miracles - Jesus stops directly under the tree where Zacchaeus is sitting.  Moreover, Jesus looks up and gazes directly at Zacchaeus.  Stunned and feeling embarrassed, Zacchaeus just sits there paralyzed in disbelief.  
Then Jesus speaks, addressing Zacchaeus by name.  We’re not sure how Jesus knew Zacchaeus’ name, but I’m confident when Zacchaeus heard it spoken he nearly fell from the tree.
Then Jesus did something that stunned the crowd.  He invited himself to Zacchaeus’ home.  What was Jesus thinking?  Why would He sabotage His own ministry, putting ammunition in the hands of His enemies?  

He could have been the guest of the Mayor or the Chief Rabbi.  But no, He chose to be the guest of the most despised man in town, a traitor to his own people, a cheat who lined his pockets at the expense of those who could least afford it.  
The crowd stood paralyzed in disbelief.  But not Zacchaeus.  He wasted no time to shimmy down the tree and accept Jesus’ invitation.  Zacchaeus was not going to let this opportunity slip by. 
Then something else happened that further stunned the crowd.  Zacchaeus made a public confession to Jesus.  Moreover, he vowed to make restitution to everyone he cheated, not only by repaying them what he had swindled from them, but to reimburse them four times the amount.  
Hearing this Jesus said to the crowd, "Salvation has come to this house today, for this man is also a descendant of Abraham.  The Son of Man came to seek and save the lost."
I suspect that as Zacchaeus stood before Jesus, it was the first time in a long time he saw himself not as the man he was - a morally-stunted, hated tax collector, but as the man he could become: a benefactor to the poor and a champion for justice.  While the crowd saw Jesus enter the home of a sinner, Jesus entered the home of a man that had been born again. 

It’s impossible to know exactly what happened to Zacchaeus that day, but one thing is for sure.  The man who shimmied down the tree was not the same man who shimmed up it.  Zacchaeus was a transformed man.  Something radical had occurred, and Jesus was the cause of it.  The man who was once capable of such selfishness and thievery now expressed open remorse and generosity.  

When reflecting on this story, I was reminded of the true story of Laurin Chapin.  While that name is likely unfamiliar to you, some of you will remember her for the role she played in the early years of TV in a series known as “Father Knows Best.”  Laurin Chapin was better known as the 11 year old Kathy Anderson.

Those familiar with this program remember Kathy as an innocent and charming little girl.  Unfortunately Laurin's real life was nothing like Kathy Anderson’s.  In real life Laurin's mother was a chronic alcoholic.  When the TV series ended in 1963, Laurin was unable to get another job in television.  Alienated from her mother and unable to adjust from the make believe world of TV, Laurin sank into an abyss of self destructive behavior.  She turned to drugs, then a life of prostitution to support her habit.  During the next twenty-some years she had eight miscarriages, was on welfare, and was in and out of numerous mental hospitals and jails.

Then at age 38 Laurin Chapin encountered Jesus.  That encounter transformed her life, even as it did Zacchaeus.  She writes, "All my life I wanted to be loved.  God's love is the most complete love, and I think that's what I was looking for."

That’s why the Son of Man came into the world: to seek and save the lost.  Jesus sees more potential within us than we see in ourselves.  That’s why when we encounter Him in a meaningful relationship we become changed.  In some way we become transformed.  It happened to Zacchaeus and to Laurin Chapin.  And it happens to each person who responds to the call of Christ to become His disciple.
What about you?  In what way has your relationship with Christ made a difference in your life?  In what way has He brought about a transformation in you?  
If you’re unsure how to answer this question, I encourage you to pray about the matter.  If afterwards you still feel lost and uncertain, contact me this week and we’ll arrange a time to sit down and talk.  Together we’ll search for an answer.
AMEN
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