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“Zacchaeus was a wee little man, And a wee little man was he. 
He climbed up in the sycamore tree For the Lord he wanted to see. 
And when the Savior passed that way He looked up and said,  
'Zacchaeus, you come down from there. 
For I'm going to your house today! For I'm going to your house today!’” 
 

Perhaps you learned that song as a child. It’s one of those Sunday School Bible songs designed to help 

children learn and internalize our faith stories. They can be a really helpful tool for that, (and not just for 

kids!). But of course those songs don’t talk about the grown-up stuff. Stuff like taxes. And prejudice.  

Zaccheaus was a chief tax collector, which means he was most likely under contract with the Roman 

government to collect taxes from his own people. The thing is, he had to pay these taxes ahead of time 

out of his own pocket. So he not only had to pay himself back, he had to try and make a profit. He had 

people working under him who needed to get paid. It was not at all unusual for people like Zacchaeus to 

engage in dishonest practices, to overcharge people in order to make more money. Since we also know 

that Zacchaeus is rich, it’s easy to assume, as the locals in this story appear to have assumed, that 

Zacchaeus fits that stereotype of the dishonest tax collector, a traitor to his poorer neighbors, stingy and 

greedy. There’s a reason that “tax collectors and sinners” are often mentioned in the same breath in the 

gospels.  

 

Then one day Jesus happens to be passing through Jericho, and Zacchaeus wants to see “who Jesus is” – 

it sounds like there’s an element of discovery there. +Perhaps Zacchaeus has heard the rumors that this 

Jesus is “a friend of tax collectors and sinners” – a description often meant to discredit Jesus but one that 

Zacchaeus might have heard as good news. The crowds are intense - everybody wants to see Jesus!  

And when Zacchaeus discovers that all the tall people have got there ahead of him and moved to the 

front he runs ahead and climbs a tree to get a good look. It’s a very leafy tree with low, spreading 

branches – easy to climb and perhaps, easy to hide in. A place where one might see, yet not be seen. 

 

Nevertheless, Jesus spots Zacchaeus right away and calls up to the man in the tree to “hurry and come 

down”, inviting himself to stay at Zacchaeus’ house. The tax collector is happy to oblige. 

 

This all happens in full view of the public, the gathered crowds who are so excited to see Jesus until  

he says he’s going to be a guest of Zacchaeus; then they begin their predictable grumbling and 

complaining: “There he goes again – he’s gone to party with a sinner!” 

 

That Zacchaeus is a sinner is their assumption -and perhaps ours as well. But there’s no real evidence 

for that. Being a tax collector didn’t automatically make one a sinner. Way back in the third chapter of 

Luke, a narrative we read last Advent – nearly a year ago – the tax collectors come to John to be 

baptized in the Jordan and asked what they need to do to repent. John doesn’t say, “Go home and find 

another job.” He simply says “Collect no more than the amount prescribed for you.” Jesus even called a 

tax collector, Levi (Matthew) as one of the twelve.  

 

So, the crowds are audibly grumbling, not trying to hide their disgust and disapproval. And here’s where 

it gets interesting. Some translations of this text – ours included – place Zacchaeus’ next comments in 
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the future tense: “Lord, I will give half my possessions to the poor and I will pay back fourfold anyone I 

may have defrauded.” That sounds as if Zacchaeus has been caught cheating and, having been 

confronted, promises recompense going forward. It makes this a story of repentance and forgiveness. 

 

But other translations put Zacchaeus’ comments in the present tense: “Lord, I give half my possessions 

to the poor and I pay back fourfold anyone I may have defrauded.” Zacchaeus is already a generous 

man. He already gives away half of what he has – that’s a quintuple tithe, if you’re keeping track (just 

sayin’). And if it happens that he has defrauded someone, the fourfold payback he’s already giving is 

much, much greater than what the Mosaic Law requires in those cases. Zacchaeus is already a very 

generous man. Granted, he could afford to be that generous. Still, he might have kept it all for himself. 

He chooses to give half of it away instead. 

 

That day, salvation comes to the house of Zacchaeus. Jesus publicly recognizes him as a son of 

Abraham even when all those other sons of Abraham despise the tax collector: “for the Son of Man 

came to seek out and to save the lost.” 

 

Zacchaeus isn’t lost because he’s been sinning, but rather because he has been ostracized by the 

community. This is a story about grace – and while sometimes grace is about repentance and 

forgiveness, it can also be about healing and restoration. By declaring salvation to the tax collector’s 

house, and recognizing him as a son of Abraham, Jesus grants him the status of righteous person in the 

sight of God, and thus restores him to his community. This is not the story of a repentant sinner, but of a 

generous man who has been misunderstood and maligned. 

 

Zacchaeus climbs a tree in order to see. He does not climb it in order to be seen, he may not have wanted 

to be seen; yet Jesus sees him. Zacchaeus wants to see who Jesus is, and discovers that Jesus, this Jesus 

who has sought him out, already knows exactly who Zacchaeus is. And that’s exactly how it is with us.  

Jesus sees us; even when we feel like hiding, or when we’d like to regard Jesus from a “safe” distance, 

trying to exert or maintain control. We don’t have that kind of control, thanks be to God. Maybe there 

are parts of our lives that we’d rather Jesus not see or know about, but Jesus already knows. Jesus is 

seeking us, and seeing us, not with the eyes of judgment or punishment, as many all too sadly believe,  

but with the eyes of love. I think sometimes we forget that. 

 

 “The Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” So many of us are lost, and for all sorts of 

reasons; some of our own making, some beyond our control. Everyone feels lost at some point; for 

some, being lost has become a way of life. The Good News is that Jesus, who sees us so clearly,  

wants us to see him with that same clarity. Jesus, who already knows us, wants so much for us to know 

him, or to know him better. He longs to bring us the salvation we need: healing, forgiveness, mercy, 

justice, peace of mind. He continues to call us down from the tree, in from the cold, up from the grave, 

out of all those places where we all too often find ourselves. He longs to come and be our guest, so that 

ultimately we will all be his guests at that heavenly party that has no end. 

 


