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Homily for People and Parishes 
Bishop Cam Venables – Sunday 30th October 2022 (Pentecost 21) 

Readings: Habbakuk 1:1-4, 2:1-4  Psalm 119:137-144 

2Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12 Luke 19:1-10 

 
There is a fair chance that when you heard the Gospel reading today you smiled because 
the story is familiar and the thought of a short, adult man climbing a tree can be amusing!  
If we went to Sunday school years ago, we may also remember songs about Zacchaeus, and 
be tempted to think that this is simply a story for children to delight in.  But, I think this is a 
profound story for adults… and there is much within it for us to think about. 
 
As we consider what is described by the writer it’s important to remember the context in 
which Jesus lived, and the place tax-collectors had in his society.  For, Jesus lived in an 
occupied territory of the Roman Empire, and the Roman administration authorised some 
local people with financial ability to collect taxes on their behalf.  The Roman authorities did 
not pay their tax-collectors but left it up to each of them to designate additional amounts to 
the prescribed levies and those additional amounts were the tax collector’s income.  The 
opportunity then for tax-collectors to grow rich at the expense of their community was 
significant, and not surprisingly they were despised.  Not only were they thought of as 
collaborators, they were also considered opportunistic parasites! 
 
When we remember the lives of those in France who collaborated with Nazi Germany 
during the years of occupation in the Second World War we find helpful insight into the 
possible lived experience of tax-collectors in the first century.  In each situation tax 
collectors experienced financial gain and material prosperity, at the expense of being 
alienated from their community.   
 
One indicator of the Jewish community’s attitude towards tax-collectors is found in the 
parable told by Jesus in which he described a Pharisee praying thus, ‘…I thank you that I am 
not like other people: thieves, rogues, adulterers, or even like this tax-collector…’ (Luke 
18:11).  No amount of sacrifice in the Temple would have been enough to compensate, and 
religious leadership made it clear there was no hope for tax collectors. 
 
Into that context an itinerant Rabbi called Jesus taught that there was hope for ALL people, 
and that God loved ALL people… particularly those on the edge of society.  The ones who 
some hymn-writers have described as ‘the least, and the lost, and the lonely.’  Jewish 
religious leadership denied his teaching, but Jesus did seem to have evidence of divine 
authority to say such things because sick people were healed, troubled people received 
peace, and rejected people found welcome. 
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Is it any wonder that Zacchaeus was curious about Jesus?  Curious enough that when he 
was unable to see over the heads of the crowd, he climbed a tree to get a better view.  Let’s 
try and imagine that scene… Jesus as a celebrity figure – surrounded by his closest friends 
and followers - walking along a crowded street in Jericho.  People looking at Jesus, talking 
to each other about him, and wondering what he was going to do next.  Maybe there were 
other people who had climbed trees trying to get a better look… we don’t know, but it 
seems likely.  We also don’t know what Zacchaeus was expecting as he watched Jesus come 
towards the tree he had climbed.   
 
My hunch is that he expected Jesus not to notice him and keep on walking by.  Or, after 
Jesus had stopped and looked up at him Zacchaeus may have expected condemnation.  
What he could not have expected was Jesus calling him by name, and then inviting himself 
over for a meal!  I imagine Zacchaeus almost falling out of the tree with surprise for there 
had been no condemnation, but instead an expressed desire from Jesus that he wanted to 
spend time with him. 
 
Is it any wonder that people grumbled? ‘Why does Jesus want to spend time with that 
ratbag Zacchaeus?’ they may have said.  But Jesus went to the home of Zacchaeus and 
while they were sharing a meal Zacchaeus stood up and is remembered saying, ‘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…’   
 
For the people who witnessed this it clearly would have been an extraordinary moment.  
The simple act of sharing a meal with someone deemed to be an outcast by his society had 
somehow brought about transformation and, in God’s grace, new life. 
 
Inevitably there are many questions for us to think about when considering this encounter.  
Sometimes we read or hear about Jesus doing miraculous things, like walking on water or 
transforming water into wine, and we rightly conclude that we cannot do such things 
ourselves.   
 
However, sharing a meal with someone is something we can all do.  It doesn’t even have to 
be a meal!  Jesus was saying to Zacchaeus you’re important enough to me to want to spend 
time with you… so let me come to your place and we’ll talk, share a cuppa, share a meal… 
trusting that in this relational space God would be present.   
 
So, who might we reach out to this week and say, ‘Can I come to you for a cuppa, or 
morning tea, or lunch?’ And might one of the people you and I be thinking about be a little 
like Zacchaeus?  Someone we’ve given up on, or hardened our heart towards, or is on the 
outer of our family, or community… for all kinds of reasons?  It’s worth praying about I 
reckon! 
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However, before praying, there’s another provocative thing from this encounter and not 
surprisingly it comes from Jesus.  For after Zacchaeus explained he was going to give half of 
his possessions away, and repay what he had defrauded, Jesus affirmed that ‘salvation’ had 
come to Zacchaeus and his family that day.   
 
Salvation!  Now what do we think Jesus meant by that? 
 
 
 
Would you please join me in prayer… 
 
Loving God, we give thanks for being reminded in the Gospel that Jesus brought new life 
and hope to a man who had been written off by his religious community.  In your mercy, 
help us to know who it is that we judge and exclude; and give us greater wisdom about the 
nature of your love.  We pray in the name of the one who affirmed that ‘salvation’ had 
come, Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen 
 
 
 
 
 
  


