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Three pastors went fishing; long-time friends, they were in a boat when one said to the others, 

“You know, we should support each other a little more, not just fish.  So, I’m going to tell you 

what I struggle with, and hope you’ll do the same.  I confess that I occasionally gamble, and go 

to the racetrack.”  The second said, “I confess that I have cheated on my taxes the last two 

years.”  The third remained silent.  The first pastor said, “Come on, we’ve shared our confession, 

you share yours!”  Still he was quiet.  The second pastor said, we’re not going anywhere until 

you say something!”  Finally the third pastor said, “Okay, I confess.  I’m a terrible gossip and I 

can’t wait to get off of this boat.” 

Wouldn’t it be nice if everyone who needed to could just admit our “stuff?”  Or if other people 

could admit theirs?  What if the judgments we held in our heads were spoken aloud by people 

that needed to?  Wouldn’t a little confession be good for the soul right about now?  Especially 

now?  There are nine days until the election.  Thanks be to God.   

But wouldn’t you like to call out a few people on their misdeeds?  How about a little humility?  

How about a little transparency?  And not just the candidates but the crowds that follow?  In 

other words, calling out . . . .all of us. 

In Luke’s gospel, we have this story of Zaccheus.  His name in Hebrew means, “pure, or  

innocent.”  But.  As a tax collector, he worked for Rome and was considered a traitor by the 

Jewish people. He was a “chief” tax collector, and that following line “and was rich” tells us 

volumes.  He was in charge, and able to take a “cut” of commission from those who collected 

taxes for him.  

There is a story of gym owner who offered a strength contest.  The prize was $1,000.00 and a 

year’s membership.  The contest was to beat the owner in a squeezing of a lemon.  He would 

squeeze half a lemon, and then anyone who wanted to could take that rind, and if they got any 

more juice out of it, they’d win the prize.  Bodybuilders tried.  Personal trainers tried.  But then a 

small man came up, took the rind in one hand and squeezed, not one, not two, but six drops of 

juice out of that rind.  The owner of the gym asked, “Where do you train?  What do you do?”  

The man replied, “I work for the IRS.”  

That’s Zaccheus, squeezing every shekel he can from his fellow citizens.  But, he wants to see 

this Teacher that everyone’s talking about.  He’s short, but he runs ahead and climbs into a tree, 

and waits. 

You can see him, can’t you, half hidden by the branches?  And Jesus comes closer, closer, and 

stops.  Looks up.  And there he is, exposed.  Nowhere to run.  He’s literally up a tree.  And now 

has to come down, face to face with the One who calls him out of the tree, and all his (unspoken) 

accusers.  Zaccheus comes down, and they grumble- this crowd that has been squeezed by Rome 

and people like him.  Zaccheus immediately goes on the defensive- or offensive- look here!  I am 

giving half of my possessions away, and if I’ve defrauded anyone (if?) I am paying back four 

times as much!” 



Has he done any of this yet?  He talks like he has, but maybe the crowd doesn’t think so. It might 

not seem like repentance to them, yet.  But Jesus declares that it is.  Declares salvation to his 

household and restores him to “Son of Abraham,” status, of all things.  Hey, what?  How about a 

little more humility?  How about a little more transparency?!  But Jesus finds none of that 

necessary.  With Zacheus, Jesus has called him out, and called him in—into a restored 

relationship with his community, and a new relationship with Him, a place of honor, and joy. 

David Lose, President of Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia writes:  “Like it or not, 

Jesus seems to say, and contrary to all expectations, this chief tax collector is one of God's own 

and, even more, lives like it!  . . . . Many of us struggle to imagine that God would just forgive 

sin, apart from some meaningful repentance. After all, if God just forgave us, what would 

become of God's justice?  What if, however, God doesn't care as much about justice as we do? 

That is, what if justice wasn't the primary category God uses all along? Maybe justice is our way 

of tracking each other, our way of defining each other, of keeping count, of keeping score, of 

following who's in and who's out, who's up and who's down. If this is so, if God's love regularly 

trumps God's justice  . . . . then we're operating with flawed categories. God, Jesus, the whole 

biblical story, as it turns out, isn't primarily about justice but about relationship, God's deep, 

abiding, tenacious desire to be in relationship with each and all of us. 

 . . . .the God we encounter in Jesus doesn’t care about our sense of justice or fairness or any of 

the other ways we seek to order our world. The only thing this God cares about is seeing – and 

seeking out – the lost and bringing them home again.1 

Jesus calls us out of our lives, and calls us into right relationship with each other. 

We are not in a good relationship with each other these days, as a country.  The New York Times 

had an article on the rhetoric that has come as a surprise to many and no surprise at all to others.  

When a group of black Americans were interviewed recently about some of the racist rhetoric, 

“shock,” was rarely a word that came to mind.  “More often, they said, what they felt was a 

numbing familiarity:  What the rest of America was now being exposed to are words and 

thoughts they have heard their whole lives.”2 

 

And it’s not just here- French demonstrators in Calais shouted, “We don’t want them!” as 

Sudanese migrants were forced from a camp.3 

 

These events have simply brought it to the forefront. And so here we are, being called out of our 

comfort zone and called into a new, uncomfortable place of grace and relationship. 

Frederick Buechner writes about people who have upset our notions of justice: 

Zaccheus makes a good one . . . . .because in a way he can stand for all the rest. He's a sawed-off 

little social disaster with a big bank account and a crooked job, but Jesus welcomes him aboard 

anyway, and that's why he reminds you of all the others too. 

                                                 
1 From “In The Meantime,” web post “Reformation; the Unexpected God”  October 2016 
2 New York Times, Wednesday, October 26, 2016 
3 Ibid. 



There's Aaron whooping it up with the Golden Calf the moment his brother's back is turned, and 

there's Jacob conning everybody including his own father. There's Jael driving a tent-peg 

through the head of an overnight guest, and Rahab, the first of the red-hot mamas. There's 

Nebuchadnezzar with his taste for roasting the opposition and Paul holding the lynch mob's 

coats as they go to work on Stephen. There's Saul the paranoid, and David the stud, and those 

mealy-mouthed friends of Job's who would probably have succeeded in boring him to death if 

Yahweh hadn't stepped in just in the nick of time. And then there are the ones who betrayed the 

people who loved them best such as Absalom and poor old Peter, such as Judas even. 

In other words, all of them, heros and villians, all of us.  So if we’re in this crowd, let’s imagine 

ourselves back at that tree. 

So, what if it were your least favorite candidate in that tree?  How might we feel if they dropped 

down in front of Jesus with a happy smile?  Huh, we might think.  No humility.  No 

transparency.  And still Jesus stops, looks, calls us out, and calls us in, to a new and right 

relationship.  And we are left to wonder how that could happen.  And reflect that we are blessed, 

because in Christ, it does.  Amen.  


