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THE ELEVENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Ordinary Lessons During Extraordinary Times:
Discovery

Ecclesiastes 3:1-14; Luke 19:1-10

Zacchaeus was up a tree in more ways than one.  He was literally up a
tree because that was the only way he could see Jesus given that he was a
small man and the crowd was apparently large–in both size and height. 
Zacchaeus was also up a tree because of his life circumstances.  He had
chosen a career that was anything but popular in his hometown.  He was a
tax collector–a chief tax collector–a prominent position which came with a
downside.  Hardly anyone liked him because being a tax collector was
considered being a traitor to his fellow Jews.  They despised him for
collaborating with the Romans to collect taxes on all of the goods that passed
through the market-city of Jericho.  They despised him for the generous
portion of the levies he took for himself.  They despised him for being rich
when so many of them struggled to get by day after day.  More often than not,
it was Zacchaeus who had the people of Jericho up a tree.  It’s no wonder no
one stepped aside to let him to the front of the crowd so that he could see. 
If anything, legs and bodies shuffled to close the gaps so that Zacchaeus
would move on.  That is why he was up a tree.

We are familiar with this phrase, especially here in the South where
people go hunting with dogs and track raccoons which run up a tree for safety
but find themselves surrounded by yelping dogs and happy hunters.  I
imagine there were more than a few folks in Jericho who took great  delight
in seeing Zacchaeus, the chief tax collector, up a tree.

You might have felt like you were up a tree these past few months. 
Having to shelter at home, work at home, play at home, study at home, and
worship at home, you might have felt at times that home was more of a cage
than a safe haven.  The fact that you have had very few options for leaving
your home because you have had to be careful when and where you go, you
might have felt like you were up a tree.

We have many wonderful writers in our congregation, people who are
able to say more in a few words than most of us can say in a few hours. 
Some of these gifted artists have arrived of late and surprised us with their



skill.  One of those persons might just be my nominee for Poet Laureate of
Lakeside, if we had such an honor.  I don’t know that any of his players ever
considered him to be eloquent on the ball field, but Coach Shelton Chesson
certainly has a way with words.  He delighted us a year or so ago with his
recollections of growing up “on the Wildcat Road” in Martin County.  When I
asked you to let me know what lessons you had learned during the pandemic,
Shelton wrote:

I never thought in my eighty years that toilet tissue would be
such an issue and putting on a mask would be such a task.

I never thought we'd go through the McDonald's drive-thru
so often for “iced tea with lemon.”  The lady at the window now
announces, “Here come ‘Sweet’ and ‘Unsweet.’”

I never thought of particular places in our area as eating
places and observation points.

Those first two comments made me laugh.  Shelton does know how to
turn a phrase and make the truth ring out.  I would also like to know which
one–Shelton or Lela–is the Sweet and Unsweet!  That last comment about
discovering that particular places could become picnic spots and observation
points made me think about Zacchaeus.

I don’t know if Zacchaeus had a sandwich tucked into his robe, but I do
know that he found a good observation point.  He could see a good way up
the road and down the road.  He could see the crowd gathered below him and
on the other side.  In truth, he could see far better than those folks below him
who were all scrunched up together so that he couldn’t get through.  I would
say that being up a tree turned out to be a good thing for Zacchaeus.

I don’t think Shelton and Lela shinnied up any trees this summer, but
they apparently found some good observation points.  Again, Shelton wrote:

Walking in different places has taken us closer to nature
and all the beauty that grows in our yard, on our street and in our
city parks.  Sunset Park and Battle Park have provided great
river-walking trails while walking downtown Main Street has
provided the sounds and sights of trains and special glimpses into
buildings of the past.  
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City Lake has provided much to see – family picnics,
children, ducks, etc.  And one day, we watched a man walk
backwards around the entire lake.

Who says Rocky Mount doesn’t have any entertainment?  Sometimes
we feel locked in, closed up, walled off from anything good because we have
extricated ourselves from all of the possibilities that we can safely enjoy in our
hometown.  Even while we have to keep distance from one another, we can
still explore our neighborhoods and community.  There are abundant parks
and walking trails.  There are historic sites and areas of interest that need to
be visited.  And there are people to be seen–if even from a distance.  Shelton
also reported that the Wendy’s parking lot in Nashville provides entertainment
as one can enjoy lunch while watching patrons enter and exit a nearby
business.  Let’s just say he has seen a few friends doing some shopping
around lunch time.  I didn’t ask if anyone had seen Shelton shopping as well!

In his up-the-tree position, Zacchaeus could see a great deal that was
not visible to him from below.  He had a different perspective on his city and
the people who lived in it with him.  No doubt he saw rooftops of houses and
perhaps over the walls that otherwise blocked his view.  Did he see mothers
working hard to care for children, prepare meals, mend clothing?  Did he see
friends chatting or fussing or otherwise doing the things friends do?  Did he
see men building, sorting, carrying, lifting, selling, negotiating, making a living
any way they could?  And did he see some of the tax agents under his control
harassing people for payment, ignoring pleas for one more day, gesturing to
a Roman soldier to arrest them on the spot?

From his vantage point, Zacchaeus could see life in Jericho a different
light.  Perhaps he saw his rooftop high above the humble dwellings
surrounding it.  It was probably clear that his hard work and good fortune had
gained him wealth and a comfortable life but had cost him friends and respect
in the community.  Zacchaeus likely discovered a lot up that tree.

Shelton reminds me that instead of shutting down because of the threat
of the Coronavirus, we need to find new vantage points from which to look at
our world.  I don’t mean that we need to come and go as we please, defying
all of the advice of scientists and doctors to be cautious; I do mean we ought
to find ways to explore our lives while we have this unique and uninvited
opportunity.
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Connie Griffin told me that she has used this time to increase her
periods of meditation, prayer, and reflection.  She does not even have to
leave her den to do so.  She can explore her life, her worries, her hopes, her
fears, her opportunities right in her favorite chair.  If she chooses a different
angle, a new approach, chases a novel thought, or prays a prayer that has
never before passed her lips, she might discover something new and
wonderful and exciting about her world and about herself.  I know that others
of you have spent these months reading books, some of them quite
challenging, as you figure out what it is like to grow up in brown or black skin. 
Some of you are exercising more.  Others of you are spending more time with
family, even if those visits are by phone or Zoom calls.

A lot of you have discovered how to be inventive and productive working
from home.  Some of you may never return to an outside office and you are
having to discover how to be with your family more than you ever have before.

Because of timing, some people are more engaged in politics this year. 
You are seeing a new aspect of our life together, some of it exciting and
energizing, some of it disheartening and disgusting.  You are discovering not
only philosophies and tactics and strategies, you are also discovering the best
and worst of how we can act as human beings.

Most, if not all, of us are discovering the world beyond us.  We have
watched more news programs than is probably healthy!  Bo Browder noted
that he has had an opportunity to watch more news and has discovered that
“There are lots of people who want to make things better but there will always
be others who disagree with it.”  That is a valuable lesson for a young person
to learn.

Whether we wanted to or not, we have discovered what is happening
in the lives of people all over the world.  We are now aware that not everyone
thinks as we do or acts like we do.  Our experience is not universal.  We have
discovered how attitudes and actions deeply affect personal and public life,
often for generations.

What are you discovering during this time when you are forced “up a
tree” with a view of life you have never before seen?  If you are not
discovering anything new, why not?  What frightens you?  What holds you
back?  What has closed up around you so that you cannot break through and
see a larger picture of what is going on around you?
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Zacchaeus was up a tree, but he wasn’t “treed.”  He wasn’t trapped. 
While there might have been a few people below yapping like dogs at his
heels, he was up in the tree looking for something fresh and exciting and
liberating.  He was looking for Jesus.

I imagine his pulse quickened as a ball of energy rose in his chest.  He
straightened up and leaned out and probably darn nearly fell out of the tree
when Jesus stopped and looked up at him and said, “Zacchaeus, hurry and
come down; for I must stay at your house today.”

What happened next was as stunning to the crowd and to Jesus as
seeing a man walk backwards around a lake.  Without prompt, without plea,
without pressure of any sort, Zacchaeus told Jesus what he had discovered
while he was up in that tree: “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.”  Wow!  That must have been some tree.  From his perch
above everyone else, Zacchaeus must have finally seen the life and struggle
and joy and sorrow and hope and despair and obstacles and possibilities that
were all around him.  No doubt he also saw the joy and compassion of Jesus
as he encountered people all along the road into Jericho, people that
Zacchaeus had seen only as numbers on a tax record.

“Today salvation has come to this house,” Jesus declared.  I doubt
anyone cheered because they were too stunned.  Zacchaeus was stunned by
what he had just seen and how it affected him.  The crowd was stunned
because Jesus had just blessed this miserly, unscrupulous, traitor-to-his-
people!  Once again, Zacchaeus was on the ground and they were looking
down on him as they always did, but it was time for the folks in Jericho to gain
a new perspective on Zacchaeus.  They needed to discover what Jesus had
discovered about this man.

The philosopher known as “The Teacher” who wrote the book of
Ecclesiastes discovered that “For everything there is a season, and a time for
every matter under heaven” (3:1-2).  On that day in Jericho, in whatever year
of our Lord it was, it was time for Zacchaeus to discover something important
about his neighbors and himself.  His neighbors were stunned, some of them
even miffed.  Zacchaeus was transformed or, as Jesus himself said, “Saved!” 
We know that because, as we said earlier in our worship, something inside,
so strong, pulled him, beckoned him, and changed him.
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During this pandemic and all of the unrest that is churning in its wake,
whenever you find yourself up a tree, I offer three suggestions: First, be
careful when you do your shopping near the Wendy’s in Nashville at lunch
time.  Second, visit City Lake sometime and discover all of the wildlife and
beauty and people it has to offer.  Who knows, you might even see a man
walk backward around the lake!  Third, find a point of observation from which
you can see life around and within you from a fresh perspective.  When you
do, scurry on down because Jesus wants to visit with you a while.  Amen.

6



August 16, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We have discovered, O God, that after five months of running from a
threat we cannot see or hear or feel, we are weary and discouraged.  Just
when we begin to think that the virus is under control, numbers of infections
soar and deaths increase.  We know that the caregivers, both professional
and personal, are exhausted by the physical and emotional strain of their
work.  Our world is tired and we see no end in sight.

In this moment we pause and whisper the deepest prayers of our
hearts.  We know you listen.  We know you respond.  We know that we are
your partners in answering prayer.  And we know that we are running out of
patience and strength.  Help us, O God.  Help our world.  Renew our
energies.  Revitalize our spirits.  Refresh our bodies.  Restore our hope.

For every good gift that comes our way, for the slightest joy and the
simplest delight, we are grateful.  Remind us over and over that all good
things do come from you and that you never visit us with harm or ill will.  We
praise you for the good we have already received today and for that which
awaits us in the moments to come.

We ask your blessing and guidance upon all students, teachers, staff,
and leadership as schools search for ways to educate and support.  Offer
inspiration, resilience, courage, and wisdom as we all seek ways to live our
lives in safe and responsible ways.  Keep our children safe, we pray, and
protect the rest of us as well.

We ask your blessing upon all who are ill in other ways and who face
surgeries, treatments, and periods of recuperation.  Bless those who provide
medical care.  Bless family and friends who surround them with love.  Bless
each patient with healing and grace, we pray.

Do not forget us in our sorrows, O God, or allow our grief to turn on us. 
Hold us in our most trying moments.  Guide us when we are confused.  And
remind us of the life blessed by your goodness which is ours today and in all
of life to come.  For your goodness and love, we offer our praise, and trust our
lives to your care, through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.


