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What’s in a name?  There are approximately 3,000 proper names mentioned throughout the Bible.  The Bible is filled with subtle irony when it comes to people’s names.  Almost every biblical character’s name had something to do with a significant event that had happened or would eventually happen to that person…event by which they would forever be remembered for generations to come.  


For example, Moses received his name because he was “drawn out of the water.”  Some received a name change to commemorate a special God-encountering moment such as Abram who became Abraham (which means “Father of Many”) and Jacob who became Israel (which means the one who “Triumph with God”).  

In the Gospel lesson that we just read from Luke, the writer recorded this story of Jesus coming through the city of Jericho and on his final journey to Jerusalem.  As he was coming into town, he encountered this man named of Zacchaeus.  Now, we’re not quite sure whether or not both Jesus and Zacchaeus had met before.  But Zacchaeus, whose name ironically means the “Pure” and “Righteous One” in Hebrew, certainly did not live up to his name at all.  In fact, he was considered one of the most “disliked” and the least popular person around town because of what he did for a living?  

Zacchaeus was hated by many in both the religious and secular communities simply because He worked as the chief tax-collector for the Roman government in Jericho.  That’s like being the director of the IRS who goes around hunting people down and scamming them off, in order to collect what they owed to Rome. 

Many of these tax collectors were dishonest, corrupted officials who cheated people left and right of their hard-earned living wages.  They collected more than they should and kept the rest for themselves.  That’s how they became so wealthy.  The Roman government could care less, whether the people like it or not, as long as they pay their share of the taxes.

Zacchaeus also “stood out” simply because he was short.  When he heard that Jesus was coming into town, perhaps out of his curiosity, he also wanted to join the crowd to catch a glimpse of who this Jesus was but perhaps he didn’t want to be seen by others.  He knew what he wasn’t the most “pure” and “righteous” person, as his name suggested.  He was marginalized and friendless because of that.  One would only imagines, how many of his friends were actually his friends, if he wasn’t as rich as he was?

But somehow despite his physical constraint, Zacchaeus was determined to see Jesus and needed to get His attention one way or another.  So he decided to climb up a sycamore tree, which was not very tall but tall enough where he could see above people’s head. 


Interestingly, as Jesus was approaching the town, it was Jesus who spotted Zacchaeus out first and He called him down from the tree by his name.  Could you imagine that scene was like and the crowd’s reaction when Jesus singled him out in the crowd by calling his name “Zacchaeus” – the Pure and Righteous one, C’mon down from that tree.  The irony of that was, it was Jesus who was the “pure” and the “righteous one”, not Zacchaeus!!  Jesus invited Himself to crash over at Zacchaeus’s place on that  night.  “Whoa, Whoa, hold on a second…what’s going on here?  What’s the deal between Jesus and this crook who cheated all our money?”

Jesus’s call to Zacchaeus was not only a call for him to come down from the tree, but for him to turn-around in his life…turn around as in the form of Repentance from what he has been doing for all these years – cheating, lying, stealing other people’s money.  This call to salvation was initiated by Christ, made available by God’s grace and accepted through one’s faith.  

In this sudden turn of event, Zacchaeus realized that he has been exposed and his cover has been blown.  As he came down from the tree, he confessed what he had done on the people.  He promised to give ½ of his possessions to the poor and repay those whom he cheated 4x as much.  Keep in mind that this was all out in the open where everyone became a witness to his confession.    

Through this “short” incident of Zacchaeus, there were surely many questions that are unanswered and left for speculations.  What made Zacchaeus to climb up the tree to see Jesus to begin with?  Did he do it just out of his curiosity or was he truly seeking out for Jesus?  Did he had this all planned out before he came or was it an impulsive moment kind of thing?  Nevertheless, Zacchaeus couldn’t wait until Jesus got to his home and unload his “baggages” before him but he chose to do it publicly in front of an unpopular and angry mob.  What an act of courage and faith Zacchaeus was demonstrating by doing what he did?   

Jesus knew what Zaccaheus was looking for.  He was looking for a new beginning and a new life.  Jesus offered him an assurance that “today salvation has come to this house, because you too are a son of Abraham.  For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”


Throughout the history of humanity, God has always make Godself available to all those who seek after Him.  God is always open for anyone who wishes to reestablish his/her relationship with God, despite the sins of their past.  As the prophet Isaiah wrote “ Seek the LORD while he may be found, call upon him while he is near; let the wicked forsake their way, and the unrighteous their thoughts; let them return to the LORD, that he may have mercy on them, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.  For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD.   For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.


Ever since the day of Creation, human beings are sinful and prideful by nature.  We’ve violated every count of God’s commandments and the Law, in some way or another….some more often than others.  We’ve placed ourselves on top of a pedestal high above the others and at times even above God.  Our sin is irreversible.  Once it occurs (or even a notion of it), it can never be taken back.  Sin propagates and our own human depravity would fall into an uncontrolled downward spiral, as the scripture reminded us that all of us have sinned and fallen short of God’s glory.
   

But there is good news.  There is Hope!  ONLY upon God’s grace, and our acceptance of it by faith, repentance CAN take place.  Without God’s grace, repentance would not be possible and disingenuous at best.  It makes us all liars every time we proclaim ourselves as “Zacchaeus” – the “pure” and “righteous” one. 

From our story today, we see that God sent His Son Jesus Christ not only to save the poor but also for the rich.  Some who might be seen as materially rich on the outside, are just as vulnerable, as emotionally and spiritually bankrupt on the inside.   Their seeming extravagant life is built upon a superficial foundation that could collapse at any time.  They have masked their own insecurities with material goods and comforts.  Many of them want to seek out Jesus but they might be too afraid to disclose their vulnerability to others.  So they “climb the tree”, just like Zacchaeus, hoping to catch a glimpse of Jesus and be noticed by Him so they can be rescued but yet not be seen by others.

Contrary to what many people believe, this process of sin-grace-repentance and redemption is never a private event, especially if the sin bears consequences upon others.  It does take a great deal of courage and faith for someone to make such public confession before others.  That is why each Sunday, as part of our worship service, we dedicate a moment of personal prayer as well as a corporate prayer of confession.  In response, we acknowledge God’s saving grace upon us through our embrace of one another in sharing the peace of Christ with our fellow forgiven brothers and sisters in Christ.  

In a moment, we will be celebrating and communing with one another and with Christ through the Lord’s Supper.  By coming together before this table of grace, we acknowledge that we are in anyway “perfect” and proclaimed “self-righteous”.  We share the body of Christ that was broken for us in the midst of our own brokenness, in this broken world. We share the blood of Christ that was shed for our salvation.  This table is never intended for those who are spiritually rich and self-righteous, but instead, it is intended for those who are spiritually broken in the soul and genuinely seeking the LORD in true humility and confession in the heart.  

For God’s grace is lavishly poured out to us all, even when we are short like Zacchaeus, insecure about our own worthiness to receive Christ into our hearts.  With heavy burdens, Christ has invited us to unload our “baggage” and check them at this table of grace and forgiveness, for indeed “salvation has come to this house.  We too shall be the sons and daughters of Abraham”. 

The tiny Zacchaeus took a huge risk by climbing up that tree.  He might be rich on the outside, but he was definitely poor in the spirit.  Zacchaeus “stood tall” by his conviction in seeking Jesus out.  He courageously exposed himself and made himself vulnerable before God and before others.  

In the same way, when Christ was nailed upon yet another tree in Jerusalem, He too made himself vulnerable for the sake of humanity.  Christ took it upon Himself by bearing all the consequences of the sins that were not even His - they were Ours.  

The challenge for all of us together is this…. 
· What “risks” are we willing to take in order to “Stand Tall” for Jesus, as God’s called ambassadors and beloved sons and daughters?  
· When Christ invited Himself into our homes, are we ready to welcome Him as our honored guest and to feast with our Lord and Savior?  

Like Zacchaeus, we shall proclaim God’s saving grace by returning no one evil for evil to others.  We shall meet our challenges and opportunities that God has installed for us head-on by coming to the aid of those who are “at risk”, those who may be vulnerable, weak, and marginalized by the community.  We shall extend our open arms to others, just as God embraced us with His outstretched arms upon the cross.  

For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.
  May the LORD’s name be praised.  Thanks be to God.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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