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“A Son of Abraham” — Oct. 30, 2016
Luke 19
5When Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.” 6So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. 7All who saw it began to grumble and said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.” 
8Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, “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.” 9Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham. 10For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.”
What a day for a little tax-collector man! He gets to be in the way when Jesus comes by, shining his light! This is another of those stories where Jesus shows how sensitive he is to people’s state of heart and mind, and gives them what they need.

Zacchaeus is not the most popular person in town, and I think he had lost much of his self-respect because of the contempt with which his fellow-Jews regarded him, not only because he collected money from them, but because he collected it for the Romans. You see, he had two strikes against him from the start. And when his townsfolk scorned him, he took it to heart. 

But Jesus acts vigorously to restore his self-respect, calling him down out of the tree where he was watching, and saying, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today”; and, making sure he is heard by all the townspeople, Jesus continues “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham” (Luke 19:5, 9). 

Instead of making fun of Zacchaeus’s climbing a tree, Jesus names him a fellow son of Abraham. What more respectful and uplifting thing could he have said? Descent from Abraham was the cornerstone of any Jew’s identity and the basis of his self-respect. Jesus affirms that basis and adds to it by choosing him instead of any number of more popular people in that town. 

Have you ever felt disrespected, looked down upon for whatever reason? Imagine that Jesus had chosen you to stay with, deliberately showing any disrespectful neighbors that he has respect for you! I think, forever after, you would feel more valuable, more worthy. 

Probably Zacchaeus felt sad and unliked, before he met Jesus. And maybe we feel that way, sometimes. But what does the foolish crowd know? Why should we let our feelings get hurt by the shallow opinions and judgments that people may have? And yet, we can let it happen. What we want, at least, is to be respected, and it feels outrageous and unfair when we are not. When people make cutting remarks, or even give a hostile glance, it can feel as though we’ve been stabbed, or perhaps flattened. We feel a sense of shame and diminishment. Maybe that’s what Zacchaeus felt, before he met Jesus. But the great and kindly gesture that Jesus makes plants spiritual self-respect so deeply inside Zacchaeus that nobody can take it away! 

So what if the townspeople “began to grumble and said ‘[Jesus] has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner’” (Luke 19:7). That’s right, townsfolk! You see this so-called sinner being honored, but actually he is being honored beyond what you will ever realize! 

Now, after Jesus builds up and affirms the religious identity of this Jewish man, then Zacchaeus, without any prompting from Jesus, decides to do whatever he can to be reconciled to his neighbors and to purify his motives before God. If he has defrauded anyone in the collecting of taxes, he will pay them back the unfair margin times four. Even if he has not, he plans to give half his wealth to the poor (19:8). It is remarkable that, after his life has been touched by Jesus, he is eager to do right, to make amends, and to get right with God. The potential for this ethical outreach was dormant within him. It is the encounter with Jesus that awakened the slumbering spiritual potential.

Isn’t that true about all of us? We have great potential within, but it lies dormant because we are suffering under the weight of shame, or friendlessness, or resentment, or a feeling of injustice, or whatever it may be that eats away at us from inside. Different causes, but the same result: a gnawing pain inside that drains our energy and suffocates our joy.

We can get stuck in our habits and our positions, even in our resistance and our assertiveness, our guilt and our anger, our wish to be better . . . and our dull habit of being the same. We can become victims of our own feelings, even if we are getting rich and have some authority and power. It is so easy to get stuck. Here’s where we need to remember God, who can unstick us, inspire us, snap us out of our sleepwalking.

And that brings me to the psalm we read. The psalmist writes, “While I kept silence, my body wasted away through my groaning all day long. . . . my strength was dried up as by the heat of summer” (Ps 32:3–4). The psalmist was feeling oppressed by an inward sense of sinfulness. But when he acknowledges his sin to God, he realizes “you forgive the guilt of my sin. . . . You are a hiding place for me; you preserve me from trouble.” (32:​5, 7). Zacchaeus could say the same thing. After his encounter with Jesus, he feels forgiven, restored, and he can set about repairing his relationships with his neighbors. Getting right with God and regaining one’s inward self-respect, make it much easier to go about restoring one’s relationships with flawed human beings. We no longer are so needy for love and understanding, because we know we are loved and understood by God.  >
When we are confident in our relationship with God, we can be more relaxed about the less-than-perfect relationships that we are bound to have with imperfect humans—which is everybody. Many psalms make a point similar to this. The same psalm from which we read goes on to say “Many are the torments of the wicked, but steadfast love surrounds those who trust in the Lord” (Ps 32:10). Well, it’s not just the wicked, but the anxious, the downcast, the somehow stuck, who feel torment . . . But those whose hearts are resonating with their latest experience of the love of God have peace. As we read in Psalm 35, “Look to him, and be radiant; so your faces shall never be ashamed. This poor soul cried, and was heard by the Lord. . . . Taste and see that the Lord is good” (35:5–6, 8)!
It’s really between you and God, anyway. It’s not really between you and all the people who aggravate you. Look to God, and you will get radiance from God. Best of all, you’ll get unstuck.
So get right with God, get forgiven by God, get UPLIFTED by Jesus, or get en-couraged by Jesus. . . and then be confident. And you can say what Jesus said to Zacchaeus: “Today salvation has come to this house” (Luke 19:9). And you can say what Jesus says to us all: “For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost” (19:10). 

