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Of the six schools I attended in my life, only two allowed us to wear costumes 

on Halloween. The first was Barnum Elementary. Most of our costumes were 

originally from our nearby Ben Franklin with masks that fully covered our faces. And 

about 80% of them were hand-me-downs. We had a parade around our school (unless 

it was raining or snowing, so our parade was inside). On Halloween when the sun set, 

half of our parents took us out Trick or Treating, while the other half stayed home to 

hand out candy—one piece per child and we said thank you or we were done for the 

night. In our town of only 365, there were lots of carved pumpkins and only our 

lunch lady did something more. She lived next to the flood plain of the Moose Horn 

River near one of its two bridges in town. A single streetlight for the bridge made that 

flood plain her perfect setting for a ghost costume made from old, white top sheets. 

So simple but so effective! 

The other was my seminary. All the students were adults who were studying to 

be pastors, so if we wanted to dress up on Halloween our costumes had to be based 

on Bible characters or saints. That’s not hard if you are studying for ministry, most 

churches have a good stash of Christmas pageant costumes to be raided. But there 

was one character I never could be— Zacchaeus. And it was because I was too tall! 

When Jesus walked through Jericho that day, the average height of men was five foot 

five inches, the same height as I am now. Four and a half feet is about the height of 

my shoulder. Therefore, to be biblically accurate, if Zacchaeus needed to climb a tree 

so he could see Jesus, in my seminary only people about four and half feet tall or less 

could wear a Zacchaeus costume! And the last time I was four and a half feet tall on 

Halloween, I was Trick or Treating with Daddy while my lunch lady was dressed up 

like a ghost and Mom stayed home to hand out candy to my friends. 

Our gospel for today is set in Jericho as Jesus was walking to Jerusalem for 

Passover. Jericho was the last city he would go through before he rode a donkey’s colt 



Out on a Limb D. J. Ramstad 2 | P a g e  

into Jerusalem (Luke 19:28-40). His fame was at its peak. So, we do not wonder about 

how Zacchaeus heard about Jesus and wanted to see him. We only need to know that 

Zacchaeus was so short that he needed to climb a sycamore tree to see Jesus. Luke 

also reported that Zacchaeus was the chief tax collector, and he was rich (Luke 19:2).  

What we have forgotten, but Luke’s first readers would have known is that 

Zacchaeus had a Hebrew name that meant pure and innocent. What an ironic name 

for the chief tax collector!  

There are two other things about Zacchaeus that Luke does not tell us but we 

may want to know. First, was Zacchaeus the only person to climb a tree to get a better 

view of Jesus? We will never know the answer to this question. Second, how did Jesus 

know who Zacchaeus was? Perhaps we can apply logic and find an inspiring answer.  

The easiest answer is that Jesus knew who Zacchaeus was because he was 

God’s son, fully divine. Therefore, Jesus knew all people because he was all knowing 

(omniscient). While that is both possible and probable, it is also possible and probable 

that Jesus had heard about Zacchaeus before he arrived in Jericho. Earlier in Luke’s 

gospel Jesus met another tax collector, Levi, who also hosted Jesus for dinner. (Luke 

5:27-32) Zacchaeus was the chief tax collector and probably knew Levi. Perhaps Levi 

had told Zacchaeus about Jesus, and perhaps Levi had told Jesus about Zacchaeus.  

Why might we think that? Listen carefully to what Zacchaeus said in his own 

defense when folks began to grumble about Jesus eating with another tax collector. 

“Lord, I give half of my possessions to the poor. And if I have cheated anyone, I 

repay them four times as much.” (Luke 19: 8, Common English Bible/CEB). 

Zacchaeus said, “I give . . . I repay. . ..” Zacchaeus did not say “I will give. . . I will 

repay.” Friends, Zacchaeus was generous and ethical before he met Jesus. People 

notice that kind of generosity. People talk about someone so exceptionally ethical.  

As a tax collector for the Roman empire, Zacchaeus was neither a Pharisee nor 

a Sadducee. But like both Pharisees and Sadducees, Zacchaeus was a Hebrew person. 

Pharisees would have look down on him for his occupation. Sadducees cooperated 

with Rome to secure their own power, but pretended it was for the benefit of all 

Hebrew people. Both groups gave a tithe, 10% of their annual income, to charity, but 

both groups also had loopholes to reduce the amount of tithe that they gave. Unlike 

them, Zacchaeus said to Jesus, “I give half my possessions to the poor.” Also, if 

anyone found Zacchaeus had miscalculated their taxes, Zacchaeus paid them back 

four times his error. Before Jesus invited himself over for dinner, Zacchaeus was 
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already living the life their shared ancestor, Abraham, hoped for all his descendants. It 

is easy to imagine why Jesus the Christ may have been looking for Zacchaeus. 

So perhaps Jesus had heard about Zacchaeus because of his generosity. Perhaps 

as he walked into Jericho, Jesus hoped to meet Zacchaeus. Perhaps seeing a very short 

man in a sycamore tree, Jesus who was both son of God and son of Mary, put two 

and two together as said, “Zacchaeus, come down at once. I must stay in your home 

today.” (Luke 19: 5, CEB) 

Could it be that Jesus the Christ was looking for Zacchaeus as much as 

Zacchaeus was looking for Jesus? I hope so. Because if Christ was looking for 

Zacchaeus, it is also possible and probable that Christ is looking for you and me. And 

if that is true, what can we learn from Zacchaeus that increases the likelihood that we 

too will be found by Christ?  

The answer is in how we live. Last week our sermon challenged us to consider 

how we live our dash, that short line placed on our death certificates between our 

birth day and our death day. It was suggested that we think of two saints, one we 

knew and one from history, who can inspire our living between now and All Saints 

Sunday next weekend. This week what if we take that a bit further and all look to 

Zacchaeus as our saint from history? How would his small life story inspire us to live?  

One thing everyone who takes time to hear/read sermons has in common with 

Zacchaeus that they are already seeking to be the kind of person God wants each of 

us to be. Pairing the reading from Psalm 119 paired with snapshot from Zacchaeus’ 

life story is interesting. In their time, both Jesus and Zacchaeus would have 

memorized the Psalms, including this longest one. In their language, Hebrew, Psalm 

119 was easily memorized because it is an acrostic, every stanza begins with a different 

letter of the Hebrew alphabet. It is their version of “A is for apple. . ..”  

Imagine Zacchaeus taking Psalm 119: 141as his life verse, “I am small and 

despised, yet I do not forget your precepts.” Even though he was small in stature and 

despised for his work, Zacchaeus remembered and applied what he learned from his 

Scriptures, our Old Testament, about being generous. Generosity is a huge theme in 

the Old Testament, but the legalists of Zacchaeus’ time had reduced generosity to a 

math formula of giving just 10% of their net income after many the exemptions of 

their gross income. Zacchaeus made an excellent income collecting taxes for Rome, 

but he did not keep it all for himself. He gave 50% of his income back into his 

community through his charity. The same is true about how he repaid his debts, his 
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trespasses. Zacchaeus did not just what was required but he gave above and beyond. 

Generosity and good stewardship were one way Zacchaeus lived his faith.  

The other thing that I really want to imitate in Zacchaeus is that he lived ready 

for Christ to come. Clearly Zacchaeus had heard of Jesus and how some already 

believed Jesus was the Christ, God’s promised one. That’s why Zacchaeus climbed the 

sycamore tree. He wanted to see Jesus, to see for himself if Jesus was the Christ. On 

that day when Jesus saw him out on a limb, Zacchaeus was ready for Christ to come; 

ready to serve Jesus dinner as his longed-for guest. Zacchaeus had the spiritual gift of 

hospitality, the desire to welcome new people into his community.  

In our time, there are few people living like Zacchaeus—looking for Christ to 

come, being generous, living as good stewards of both our talents and our incomes, 

and ready to welcome any guest, including Christ, on a moment’s notice.  

But what if we did? What if Christ came for dinner with us this week?  

Amen.  

 


