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Shorty ………Shrimp ……… Vertically challenged.  Yes, all words my friends use to 
describe my height.  As someone short in stature, I frequently find myself at the back of 
a crowd, peeking between elbows and peering around shoulders, trying to see what is 
happening up front.  So, I certainly can empathize with Zacchaeus in today’s passage.   
These ten verses from Luke’s gospel are a carefully constructed narrative account.  It is 
remarkable how much information we learn from this SHORT passage.  (Yes, 
sometimes short is better!!)    
 
We learn Zacchaeus is a prominent and wealthy man.  He is well known in Jericho, 
because he is a tax collector for Rome.  He is not just a regular tax collector, Zacchaeus 
is THE CHIEF tax collector.  Over time, he has made himself rich by exploiting his 
neighbors.  It is likely, Zacchaeus is the most despised person in the town.1     
 
 Short and hated, Zacchaeus is afraid of the crowd.  He dare not get close.  With so 
many people around, he could easily fall prey to someone’s violent anger.  So, avoiding 
the town all together, Zacchaeus does two, very, unusual things for a prominent man in 
first-century Palestine: he runs and he climbs a tree.2 
 
When I am in the grocery store, teetering precariously on the bottom shelf, desperately 
trying to reach an item on the top shelf, the LAST thing I want is for someone I know to see 
me!!  Apparently, Zacchaeus feels the same way, because he climbs a sycamore tree. 
 
Sycamore trees, with their low branches and large leaves, are planted outside of towns.  
Zacchaeus hopes to position himself well beyond the crowd, on an accessible limb, 
hidden behind some dense foliage.  In other words, he does NOT want to be seen 
looking for Jesus!   
 
If Jesus is looking for a saint, the people of Jericho would not suggest Zacchaeus.  This 
hated, little man would be their last thought. 
 
In his book titled Saints At Heart: How Fault-Filled, Problem-Prone, Imperfect People 
Like Us Can Be Holy, Bert Ghezzi reminds us that the same people who are saints are 
also always sinners.  For Christians – sinners all of us – being holy is not another 
physical characteristic – like being tall or having blue eyes.  Rather, being holy means 
belonging to God.   
 
As one biblical scholar observes: “Holiness is as little a characteristic of a person, as 
light is of a window.  Put the window in a particular place and the light comes through; 
put a person in a particular place, and God comes through.”3     
 



Jesus is just passing through Jericho on his way to Jerusalem, so imagine the 
astonishment of the townspeople, when Jesus looks up into the sycamore tree, calls 
Zacchaeus by name, and invites himself to dinner!  Once again, Jesus is found relaxing 
in the company of the wrong sort of people.  And once, again the crowd grumbles, 
because the God they encounter in Jesus is NOT the God they expect!   
 
The God we know in Jesus Christ has great compassion for the lost.  In the New 
Testament, the word “lost” does not mean damned or doomed.  It simply means in the 
wrong place.  A person is lost when he or she has wandered away from God. 
 
Jesus comes to seek and save the lost, which is exactly what happens in this story.  
With the announcement, “I must stay at your house today,” Jesus offers Zacchaeus a 
way to transform his life – to be found again by God.  Zacchaeus responds by not only 
welcoming Jesus joyfully into his home, but also into his heart.  With Jesus’ assurance 
that “Today salvation has come to this house,” Zacchaeus goes from being a hidden 
observer of Jesus to becoming a faithful disciple of Christ.4   
 
 Clearly, such a salvific transformation of his heart, also creates a radical change in 
behavior.  Zacchaeus promises to make amends to those he has defrauded and 
harmed.  He does not follow Jesus on the road to Jerusalem, escaping angry neighbors 
in Jericho.  Instead, Zacchaeus positions himself in his hometown in a new way – in a 
way that lets the light of God shine through him, to the benefit of those around him. 
 
This short story of Zacchaeus helps answer the long question of “How can fault-filled, 
problem-prone, imperfect people like us be holy?”  The answer is, because we belong 
to a good and gracious God, and are linked to all the saints who have gone before us.     
 
All Saints’ Day is a reminder of the Easter promise, that God’s love and light are more 
powerful than the hate, darkness – and even death – that seem at times to surround us.  
In our celebration of All Saints’ Day, we proclaim that God is still in the business of 
restoration and redemption.   
 
No one imagined God could work through a person like Zacchaeus.  You and I may be 
wondering if God can work through us.   
 
Remember, God’s kingdom is not some distant place, but it is here and now among us.  
God’s kingdom is real and transformative, and it breaks into our world through all the 
saints, who let God’s light shine through them.  Thanks be to God!  Amen. 
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