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Twenty-first Sunday after Pentecost: Proper 26—Year C 
Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4 
Psalm 119:137-144 
2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12 
Luke 19:1-10 
 
I love this story from Luke’s gospel this morning! 
 
Jesus enters Jericho and is passing through it. He is a man on the move with places to go. A 
man is there named Zacchaeus.  
 
Now Zacchaeus, he’s a chief tax collector, and he’s rich. In that culture, tax collectors were doubly 
hated—first, they were Jews who worked for the Romans, so they were considered traitors, and 
second, the Romans didn’t pay them a salary, so they made their money by inflating the amount 
due and taking a cut for themselves. The system was steeped in dishonesty and was ripe for abuse. 
And since Zacchaeus is the chief tax collector, we can only imagine that he drew even more ire.  
 
Now Zacchaeus is trying to see who Jesus was, but he couldn’t? Why couldn’t he see Jesus? 
(pause) Two reasons: 

• The crowd is too big. 
• And he’s too short. 

 
But Zacchaeus, he’s determined, and he’s resourceful, so he runs on ahead and climbs a 
sycamore tree to see Jesus, because he knew that Jesus was going to pass that way. 
 
When Jesus comes to that place, he looks up and says, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; 
for I must stay at your house today.” 
 
So Zacchaeus hurries down out of that tree and is overjoyed to welcome him. 
 
And all who see all of this unfold, they begin to grumble, and they say, “He’s gone to be the 
guest of one who is a sinner.” 
 
But Zacchaeus, he stands there and says to Jesus, “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will 
give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as 
much.” 
 
Then Jesus says to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of 
Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”  
 
And I’m guessing that Jesus spoke loud enough for all of those grumblers to hear. I’m thinking 
this wasn’t just a message for Zacchaeus, but was a message for them as well. 
 
Oh, there is so much good stuff here. 
 
Let’s back up. What is Zacchaeus after? What is his greatest desire? (pause)  
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• To see Jesus. 
 
There’s all this great play on “seeing” throughout this passage. Zacchaeus wants to see Jesus, 
and there are obstacles that get in the way of his seeing—some external to him—the size of the 
crowd; and some deeply tied to him—he’s short.  
 
So, he gets himself to a place where he can see better, where he can have an unobstructed view. 
And Jesus looks up and sees him in that tree. And then all who see this happen grumble. 
 
So, yes, Zacchaeus’ desire is to see Jesus, but I don’t think that’s his greatest desire. I think 
his greatest desire is even deeper, and may be hidden even to Zacchaeus himself.  
 
Beneath his desire to see Jesus is a more fundamental longing, and that is the longing to be 
seen.  
 
Zacchaeus longs to be seen, not as a tax collector, not as a traitor, not as a scammer, not as a rich 
guy, not as a short guy, but just as Zacchaeus. That’s what Jesus gives him. Jesus looks up into 
that sycamore tree, and Jesus sees him, and he calls him by name, and Jesus declares him 
worthy in the most amazing of ways—Jesus changes all his plans. Remember, he was passing 
through Jericho on his way to somewhere else, but when he sees Zacchaeus, all his other plans 
fall away, and he declares that, today, Zacchaeus’ house is the only place he wants to be. 
 
To be seen, truly seen, as a human being worthy of Jesus’ presence and company—this 
absolutely changes Zacchaeus. This is the pearl of great price; everything else pales in 
comparison. Jesus has woven Zacchaeus back into the human family, and all Zacchaeus wants 
to do in response is care for others, care for the poor and make amends to those he’s harmed.  
 
Zacchaeus doesn’t do these things to earn his worth in Jesus’ eyes. No, it works the other way 
around. In being, and feeling, truly seen by Jesus, Zacchaeus comes to see in himself what 
Jesus has seen all along, someone worthy of love and connection. And once you see your worth; 
you see everyone else’s worth, too, and you can’t help but care about them, as well.  
 
Being truly seen gives you new eyes with which to see. Zacchaeus is made whole; so is his 
house. He’s no longer all those labels thrown at him; he is Zacchaeus, fellow Jew, fellow son 
of Abraham, fellow human being, beloved of God. He’s just the kind of guy that Jesus came to 
seek out, one who is disconnected from their deepest and truest identity; he’s just the kind of 
guy Jesus wants to make whole, one who is lost, and in the Greek, that lostness is about being 
rendered useless and pushed aside. 
 
But Zacchaeus and Jesus aren’t the only ones doing the seeing today. There is the matter of all 
those who see all this go down and can only grumble. All they can see is Jesus being a guest 
of a sinner. They are blind to who Zacchaeus really is, and they’d rather keep him boxed in 
and stay cut off from him than recognize their kinship and common humanity. They’d rather 
maintain the purity of the distinctions they make, keep the world firmly fixed in the order 
that makes sense to them than experience the transformation that comes when you understand 
that your worth is not up for negotiation—that deep sense of worth is unassailable and is 
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always experienced as gift. It’s one of the great human mysteries, but so many people would 
rather cling to their boxes than share this gift with one whom they deem unworthy. 
 
So, what does all this have to do with us? Everything. We live in a world that excels at reducing 
one another to labels. Oh my goodness, just one week out from the midterms, our media feeds and 
mailboxes are full of labels. We could spend the next hour unpacking all the labels we hurl at one 
another, and we could spend the hour after that unpacking all the labels we hurl at ourselves. We 
can’t live in a world that hurls labels and not have some of those stick to our souls. 
 
It is good, just now, for all of us to pause, take a good long deep breath in, and ponder this: When 
I see another person, what do I see? What label do I see? Sinner? Traitor? Cheater? Enemy? 
Evil? One to be feared at all costs? What do I see? 
 
And can I shift from a WHAT do I see, which completely objectifies the other, to a WHO, WHO 
do I see? Can I accept that they, just as I, have a longing that lives deep inside, a longing so 
fundamental that it may even be hidden to our very selves? Can I accept that they, just as I, long 
to be seen, not as a label, but as a human being, beloved of God, inextricably woven into the 
human family? Can I accept that my capacity to see another as Christ sees them is truly 
salvific, that my capacity to see another’s intrinsic worth is healing and does something to 
make the whole body whole? And conversely, do we understand that when we choose to keep 
another in the boxes of our making, when we choose to remain cut off from them, we inflict 
a wound that causes the whole body to suffer?  
 
Sometimes, we’re Zacchaeus; sometimes, we’re the grumblers, but we all belong. The only thing 
that keeps us out is our unwillingness to see one another, and to be seen by one another, and 
to claim our kinship as beloved ones. 
 
What changes in you if you allow Jesus to see you, not as all these roles and labels and 
identities, but as the name he knows you by? What changes in the world if you then see others 
with the same eyes? 
 
So many are feeling lost these days just waiting for someone to see them. Today, Jesus has called 
us out of our sycamore tree and declared that we are worthy of his presence and 
companionship. He sees how truly beautiful and worthy and beloved you are. See what he sees. 
Accept what he sees as true. It’s no longer your eyes through which you look, but his.  
 
Drop the grumbling and the hard stare. Soften your gaze at yourself; soften your gaze at 
others. Truth be told, we’re all lost, but one soft gaze at a time, with Jesus’ help, we’ll be made 
whole. Amen.  
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