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Sermon “The Savior For to See”

Luke 19:1-10

He entered Jericho and was passing through it. 2 A man was there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was rich. 3 He was trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was short in stature. 4 So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he was going to pass that way. 5 When Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, "Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today."  6 So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. 7 All who saw it began to grumble and said, "He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner." 8 Zacchaeus stood there and said to the Lord, "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." 9 Then Jesus said to him, "Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is a son of Abraham.  10 For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost."  NRSV

Opening story: Abe was fiercely independent, even at age 85, but after a mild stroke his son insisted he move in with him. Abe missed going to the park near his old apartment, and one Saturday he set out to find it—by himself. 
 
He became disoriented and asked a young boy named Timmy where the park was. Timmy said he’d like to take him there, but he didn’t have time because he was looking for God. He said he needed to talk to Him about why his parents were getting a divorce.


“Maybe God’s in the park,” the old man said. “I’d like to talk to Him, too, about why He’s made me useless.” And so they set off together to find God.
 
At the park, Timmy began to cry about the divorce, and Abe lovingly held his face in both hands and looked him straight in the eyes. “Timmy, I don’t know why bad things happen, but I know it wasn’t because of you. I know you’re a good boy and your parents love you and you’ll be okay.”

Timmy gave Abe a big hug and said, “I’m so glad I met you. Thanks. I think I can go now.”
 
From across the street, Timmy’s mother saw them hug and approached her son in a worried voice. “Who was that old man?” “I think he’s God,” Timmy said. “Did he say that?” she demanded.
 
 “No, but when he touched me and told me I’m going to be okay, I felt really better. Only God can do that.”


When Abe got home, his son asked in a scolding voice, “Where were you?” “I was in the park with God.” “Really? What makes you think you were with God?”


“Because He sent me a boy who needed me, and when the boy hugged me, I felt God telling me I wasn’t useless anymore.”
 
The story leads us into this morning’s Scripture reading, which likewise contains a story in which two persons connect. Let’s take a closer look…  

As the Bible story begins, 
we encounter two main characters 
and “the crowd.”  

One of the two main characters is Jesus. 
He apparently needs no introduction. 
Because everyone knows who he is,

and at the end of the story, 
he will reveal his whole purpose in coming to earth.
The second main character in this morning’s Bible story 
is a man of short stature 
by the name of Zacchaeus.
Now, this character Zacchaeus 
does need a bit of introduction
—because those who know the meaning of his name 
are instantly confused.
The name Zaccheaus, 
according to Bible scholars, 

was a common Jewish name, 
that meant “pure and innocent.”
The problem was, everyone in “the crowd” knew that this was not the case. 
Zacchaeus was not at all pure and innocent. 
He was just the opposite.

For he was a tax-collector, 
(which by itself would have been bad enough,) 
but he was also a chief tax collector, 
which meant that he was down-right dishonest. 
How else could he have gotten so rich? 
Everyone knew 
that chief tax collectors 
took the money that all of the other tax collectors turned in to them—
and “tapped the till,” so to speak. 
This made them the worst of sinners.
So as we can see, 
the story begins in juxtaposition: 
Zacchaeus, whose name means “pure and innocent,” 
is a much despised, rich, chief tax collector sinner! 
And what does Jesus, the most holy one, 
do when he sees this man? 
Not what one would expect--considering the facts!

One would expect him to say something like, 
“Hey you, up there in the tree, come down from there right now
—you’re in big trouble!” 
But this is not what Jesus says! 
Instead, he does the unexpected
--Jesus invites himself to be a guest at this man’s house, saying:  
Zacchaeus, you pure and innocent one, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today."

Well, needless to say, 
all who witnessed this 
began to grumble and say, 
"He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner!" 
(I especially like the way The Message phrases it,) saying: 
“What business does he have getting cozy with this crook?”
Well, no matter how you say it, 
Zacchaeus knows that he is in a “fix”
—he suddenly realizes 
that he is stuck 
--somewhere between 
being pure and innocent 
and the worst of sinners! 
Which was he—really?

There was only one way out of this predicament

—short of running away as fast as he could
—Zacchaeus had to come clean. 
And everyone knows that the only way a thief can come clean 
is to give the money back to the people he stole it from. 
"Look,” he said: 
“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."

Apparently, 

this is exactly what Jesus wanted to hear 
for he said:

"Today salvation has come to this house,” the Son of Man said: “because he too is a son of Abraham.”  

So here we have it
—the facts, that is. 
But what really took place in this story? 
What was it that transformed the worst of sinners 
into one who was pure and innocent?

Well, Jesus explains it in the very next sentence, saying: 
“For this is why the Son of Man came--to seek out and to save the lost."  

Which is exactly what he did for Zacchaeus, who was lost.

Jesus Christ sought him out, 

and he was saved.

It is not reported how Zacchaeus got out of the sycamore,

But chances are good that he fell out in pure astonishment!

Whatever the case, 

I believe that we can be certain 

that something mysterious and wonderful happened 
in that moment 
when Zacchaeus’ eyes and the eyes of the Lord met 
and they connected.

They had both been searching for something—or someone

—and they found each other.

Zacchaeus climbed a sycamore tree so that he could see Jesus. 
and,

when Jesus looked up

he saw Zacchaeus.
Seeing and being seen by Jesus, the holy one, the Christ. 
This is what heals. This is what saves.

I have a story for you--that brings this truth to light: It was told years ago by a college football coach named Lou Little: 
He had a player on this team who wasn’t very good, just a third-stringer. But the young man’s father died, and just before the next game this young man went to the coach and asked, “Coach, is there any way I can start today against Fordham?”

Coach Little thought to himself, “It’s a big event, an emotional time for this young man. What could it hurt to let him start and be in there for just one play? Then I’ll put the regular starter back in.” So he told the young man, “Son, you know I can’t let you play for long, but sure, you can start and go for a play or two.”

Well, the young man went out and played the game of his life. From the opening kickoff, he was in on every play. He was all over the field, blocking and tackling like a monster man. Coach Little ended up leaving him in the entire game, which they won, and that player was the key to their victory.

After the game, Coach Little met him in the locker room, put his arm around him, and said, “Son, I can’t understand what happened out there. You never played like that before. What in the world happened?”

“You know that my dad died,” the young man answered.

“Sure, I know,” the coach said.

“And you saw my dad and me when he visited the campus. We walked around the grounds a lot, always arm in arm, with me leading him.”

“Yes, I remember.”

“Well, what you didn’t know – very few people did – was that my father was blind. So today was the first time he ever saw me play.”

The commentary that follows the story goes like this:

If we can understand and always remember that life is played out in a big stadium called earth 
and that our heavenly Father is watching us, it will make a tremendous difference in what we do
 in our lives and why we do it.

Let us turn our eyes toward Jesus,

whose eyes are upon us



and surely,

we too will be transformed.





Thanks be to God for this awesome miracle! 

Amen.

[Invite congregation to sing Turn Your Eyes upon Jesus, page 349 in Hymnal]

