ZACCHAEUS SUNDAY Luke 19:1-10

Two weeks ago we read the familiar gospel from St Matthew about Christ leaving his home in Nazareth and settling in Capernaum by the Sea of Galilee after the arrest of John the Baptist. He takes up the mantle of John by preaching repentance and announcing in the same way that the Kingdom of heaven is at hand. St Matthew introduces the image of light pervading the darkness, as prophesied by the Old Testament prophet Isaiah. This light of Christ, which we shall hear proclaimed in the Presanctified Liturgies of Great Lent, begins with our turning towards Christ, changing our mind and direction at a spiritual level as the Greek word metanoia means. Repentance is not simply ‘saying sorry’ or ‘asking forgiveness’, though it may include this and indeed we shall have to go through this door of forgiveness at the beginning of Lent if we wish to enjoy the benefits of the Fast. It is much better understood more positively as a blow for freedom and a desire to leave behind a situation or attachments in which we have become trapped so that we can move on in our relationship with God.

Today we meet someone who shows us that freedom in a startling way as we come to the Sunday which introduces us to the interesting character of Zacchaeus. As the account says, he is a chief tax collector or publican, a profession which is despised in the ancient Roman world, because as he admits in his own words he has, no doubt like others, ‘defrauded’ many by imposing a tax much higher than what was due and dishonestly pocketing the difference. The crowd have no hesitation in branding him as a ‘sinner’, because of his profession.

The story of Zacchaeus is recorded only in the Gospel of St Luke although Jesus’ arrival in Jericho is mentioned in the other gospels. The meeting with Zacchaeus we can see clearly from the text is truly life-changing. The Lord is preaching and entering into an encounter with those who will never be the same again. In the case of Zacchaeus, it is his interest which is aroused and causes him to desire to see this ‘teacher’ of whom everybody is talking. He climbs up a tree to get a better view but Christ is already waiting for him and invites himself into his home. The hunger of his soul is known and met by Christ who is already taking steps to satisfy his need by inviting himself to dinner at his home. Some years ago I hosted a visit of the then Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, to the local immigration centre at Kidlington. Many of the detainees were overwhelmed at such an important person deigning to visit them. In the melee which ensued as people wanted to meet him one detainee told him that he was looking for God. The Archbishop responded promptly and reassuringly, “Don’t worry. You can be sure that he is already looking for you”.

Amongst the Jews according to the Levitical law, if anyone admitted to cheating another, he had to confess his sin, make a sin offering in the temple, restore in full to the victim or his family the amount which had been wrongfully appropriated and add a fifth on top. Zacchaeus goes much further than this by restoring property he has stolen four times as well as giving half of his goods to the poor. The text specifies that he was rich. The account reveals a joy in the man’s heart at finding something which is missing from his life, which no amount of wealth can satisfy. Christ calls him ‘a son of Abraham’ not because of his Jewish ancestry but because like Abraham he finds faith through meeting the Lord and in the same way learns to trust his promises.

This joy of encountering Christ personally reminds us of our own meeting with the risen Lord. Our spiritual journey does not simply end with finding God and then, like in the parable of the sower with the seed that falls on soil which has no depth, springing up and then dying away. It involves taking up our cross daily as Christ warns us. To this end we have the reassurance that God is with us in our trials and tribulations, the same promise that he made to Abraham, though in a different dimension assuredly. “I shall never leave you or forsake you” is a verse that we read in the epistle of the Hebrews.

And this change of mind or repentance is not just reserved for our past experience and for others. This change which we see in Zacchaeus continues to take place in all of us. We are told that God yearns jealously about the Spirit which he has made to live within us. That Spirit has come to live in us in baptism and it is not something that remains static and inert within ourselves. It can do if we neglect it and do not cultivate it with prayer, fasting and above all our Heavenly Food, communion, all the means which the Church offers to keep us spiritually alive and well nourished. They maintain our simple joy that we are known and loved by God, even and especially in times of great pain and suffering. “Draw near to God and he will draw near to you” is the advice given to us in the letter of James. 

Today’s account emphasises the joy which the light of Christ is beginning to bring to all those to whom he will preach the good news, teaching and bestowing acts of healing of many different kinds. The crowds, which the texts remind us are huge, four and five thousand in two particular cases, discover something or somebody that will give them like Zacchaeus far more joy than wealth or life has so far given. Christ has come looking for this so-called ‘sinner’ aware of his deep inner need to take a step forward. There are times in our lives too when we have to make a major step forward in our relationship with God. Blindness about our future is taken away by the light of Christ and a path forward is opened up to us which we are drawn along to see more of his gifts to us.

[bookmark: _GoBack]There is a parallel in our spiritual growth and our relationship with the Church. Some feel the call to take a greater burden and responsibility in the work and governance of the Church through the choir, ordination to one of the many orders, to serve on the parish councils etc. Others are not ready yet or suited to this. There is no fault or failure or sin in this. We are where we are and God accepts this according to the gifts which we have been given. But at the same time for all of us Christ comes to each, as to Zacchaeus, and challenges us with the words, “Make haste and come down for I must stay at your house (i.e. the house of your soul) today”. One word for this can be ‘crisis’, a point where we have to make a change, not necessarily through pain and suffering but an opportunity to move to a deeper relationship with the Lord. May God grant us all the same desire as we move towards Lent to see Him in such a new and inspiringly joyful way that results in a deeper and more lasting commitment to Him.
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