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I wonder if some of us, sometimes, forget that Zacchaeus was flesh & blood. 
 This Gospel narrative of a real event is so charged with dramatic flair 
  that one could be excused for recalling the story 
   as one of Jesus’ parables, filled with powerful imagery.   
   
Perhaps as a child in Sunday School,  
 I saw too many stories played out on felt boards, 
  the parables & real events mixed together, 
   all told through the same medium, 
    & all confounded in my forming scriptural awareness. 
 
Let’s step out of that felt-board level of story engagement, 
 & step into what is termed a "Supposal", a literary conjecture,  
  the fleshing out of an historic figure, 
   taking the time to imagine Zacchaeus as the human being 
    with whom Jesus locked eyes.   
 
In the course of exploring this story,  
 I’ll allude to the other readings appointed for today, 
  hopefully to lend illumination to the scene.   
 
Luke starts the story with two observations that I’d say are related:  
 Jesus was passing through Jericho, 
  & a man names Zacchaeus was there.  
 
Luke seems to be already adding v. 1 + v. 2 = v. 10. 
 
Jesus entered Jericho & was passing through 
 because a man named Zacchaeus lived there. 
 
This Zacchaeus was a CHIEF tax collector, 
 or as his oppressed countrymen might have said, 
  a chief trai—tor . . . a cheater of the cheaters. 
   He was a gouger of the gougers, 
    &, hence, was wealthy, likely VERY wealthy.   
 
We know the end of the story, 
 so we know why Jesus wanted to see him —was even seeking him. 
  But why in the world would Zacchaeus want to see Jesus?   
 
Was it mere curiosity?  
 Would such a powerbroker, who had so many under his thumb, 
  be caught dead in such an undignified climb? 



 Out on a Limb Page 2 of 9 

 

 Pentecost 24C_16-10-30_Out on a Limb_delivered_12pt.docx  2 of 9 

 Or was he so accustomed — 
  to ridicule, due to his physical stature, 
  & to hate, due to his cultural standing, 
   that he was inured to it all?   
 

Or had God already long been doing some prep work in him: 
 Tilling the ground of his heart 
  to later receive the seed of faith? 
 Perhaps he had heard second hand 
  of Jesus' parable about a tax collector . . . 
   . . . being favorably compared to a Pharisee . . . 
    . . . and was intrigued 
 

Perhaps, as a young man, diligently Bar-Mitzvah-ed 
 long before the taint of mammon had fully set in, 
  he had learned the Psalm describing David’s spiritual angst, 
   the conviction of the Holy Spirit’s hand 
    weighing heavily on his heart.   
& now, as a successful businessman 
 truculently refusing to any longer take any instruction from anyone 
  in the way that he should go, 
 he was living that Psalm 32,  
  lips sealed, jaw clamped, heart hardened, 
   refusing to acknowledge his sin 
    & hiding his iniquity under the cover of prosperity.   
 

But, perhaps finally, after years, even decades, he was ready. 
 As with David, money & power could not recharge his sapped strength, 
  could not re - form his wasted bones, 
   could not relieve his groaning pain, 
    because these were all spiritual maladies.   
 

Now, however, Zacchaeus wondered, how much longer could he sustain 
  being a stubborn, dumb mule, 
   an unbridled horse of passion.   
 

He also knew the precepts of the law & the constant "cant" of the prophets:   
 Not simply to cease doing wrong. 
  He could make a fine dumb show of that, 
   if not hide it behind religiosity. 
 But that would not be enough, say the Prophets. 
  He would have to learn to do right, 
   to seek justice, 
    to help the oppressed. 
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 Otherwise, they point out, 
  God would find him out. 
   God would hide his eyes & stop his ears 
    to any last-ditch prayers & sacrifices of Zacchaeus 
     Too little, too late.   
In other words, he had a reasoned choice before him: 
 the way of life —or— the way of death. 
  Eat or be eaten. 
   To be willing & obedient, & eat the fruit of life, 
  or,  To resist & rebel, & be devoured by death.   
 
So maybe, perhaps, Zacchaeus was so desperately weary 
 that he ran back to a sycamore fig tree where Jesus would pass. 
  Safe from the prying eyes that, instead, ran ahead to where Jesus was. 
 He went out on a limb to see this storied iabbi, this Jesus, 
  to get a glimpse of hope. 
 Out on a limb, but not out in the open, 
  perhaps to see without being seen. 
   Yes, that would be much safer for him. 
So he climbs out higher, 
 to find the “sweet spot” where he’s further over the road, 
  deep in the shadow of the canopy, 
   & screened by the leaves. 
 Yet with an unobstructed view 
  of where Jesus was bound to pass beneath. 
 He was hiding from the exposing glare of the sun 
  & the ridiculing glares of others. 
   But he was not hidden to the ONE who came seeking him.  
 
So, Zacchaeus is able to just get settled on the limb 
 when he hears the approach of a crowd, 
  echoing its way through a maze of narrow streets, 
   long before he can see them. 
 Finally, they spill into the square, 
  into the center of Jericho, 
   where the tree stands. 
 
As the crowd spreads out, 
 it also opens a path through them for the rabbi to tread. 
  They form almost a parade route, 
   & turn back to await Jesus’ entry into the square. 
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And then he appears in their midst: 
 Not cutting a particularly prepossessing figure, 
  but definitely a commanding, yet accessible, presence 
   that Zacchaeus could immediately discern, even from afar.   
 Rather than processing through the town 
  with his entourage of disciples, 
   he’s strolling along, chatting as he goes, 
    with both disciples & admirers. 
 

But it’s then that Zacchaeus sees the turn of the rabbi’s head 
 that shows his attention has been caught –- 
  and apparently by Zacchaeus’ tree… 
 Maybe he could use to sit in its cool shade. 
  Or drink from the town well nearby.   
 

What luck!  Zacchaeus couldn’t have planned it any better: 
 Jesus was making firm strides toward his roost. 
  He’d be getting a good & close, 
   long & hard, look at the Rabbi.   
 

Except… that rabbi just walked by that shaded bench… & the well stoup. 
 

He looks up… right at Zacchaeus, 
 as if his piercing look could cut through foliage. 
 

Zacchaeus knows he’s somehow been found out, 
  & from across the square. 
How in the world did Jesus know he was there? 
 As if he’d known all along Zacchaeus was there, 
  & intended to cross paths with him!   
 

Now everyone is looking up to see what Jesus is seeing. 
 Zacchaeus suddenly realizes he knows what it's like for a cat to be tree-d. 
All eyes on him, he slowly parts the boughs in front of him. 
 & then it happens… 
  Eyes, that had to be the kindest in creation, lock with his. 
 & they wouldn’t let him go. 
Feeling self-conscious in the face of such benevolence, 
 he, both at once, knows that 
  he desperately can not long endure 
   such an emotionally denuding look, 
    & that, 
  try as he might, he could never look away, 
   even-had-he-the-strength-of-Samson!  



 Out on a Limb Page 5 of 9 

 

 Pentecost 24C_16-10-30_Out on a Limb_delivered_12pt.docx  5 of 9 

Then came those unforgettable words he heard, 
 not so much with his ears, 
  but with every fiber of his soul: 

“Zacchaeus, come down immediately,” 
 "He knows my name?..." 
“I must stay at your house today.” 

 

It is Zacchaeus' eyes that make his incredulous reply, 
 “You know who I am, rabbi?… 
  But don’t you know what I am?” 
 

But that questioning look is set aside by those compelling eyes. 
 
Hurriedly, Zacchaeus seems to find his way without his eyes, 
 for down the tree he comes, without their help, 
  & to the last, bending their light to lock with those of Jesus.   
 

He is oblivious to the apparent envy 
 & palpable righteous consternation of the crowd. 
He feels as if a well of joy & peace were bubbling up within him. 
 & he smiles, he grins! 
  He later felt his "smile" muscles aching from long disuse. 
 

But now, as he approaches Jesus, 
 held in that loving gaze, 
  Zacchaeus falls on his knees at Jesus’ feet. 
 Lost in that amazing gaze, his soul expands, 
  filled with the wind of joy in the Holy Spirit. 
 

Yet, rising to his feet, Zacchaeus knows that all of the guilt & iniquity of his sin 
 is exposed to the light in those eyes, 
  his soul is laid bare — but it doesn’t matter. 
His heart rises in surrender, & in that instant, 
 he knows his transgressions are forgiven, 
  not counted against him, 
   fully covered even from Jesus’ sight. 
 His sins, like scarlet, red as the crimson of blood, 
  are washed away, white as wool, 
   even as white as a fresh snowfall in the sun.   
 

He wonders, amazed, 
 that he had not earned such love, such un-merited favor. 
He's also mystified at what has happened to his truculent & aloof rebellion… 
 Where has it gone?  & how?   
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His soul fills to bursting with thanksgiving, & burst it does: 
 “Look, my Lord!  Here & now I give half of my possessions to the poor.”  
In an unstaunched flood now, he says, 
 “& if I have cheated anybody out of anything, 
  I will pay back 4 times the amount!” 
 

“Wow!” he might have thought, “this is what it feels like to do right & seek justice." 
 "This is what it’s like to encourage the oppressed.” 
He becomes lost in the self-realization that 
 not only was he now willing & obedient, 
  but eager to find ways 
   to defend the cause of the fatherless, 
    to plead the case of the widow, 
     to fulfill the exhortations of the law & of the prophets.   
 

Then Zacchaeus hears the words 
 that he instantly realizes 
  are those for which he’d climbed up that tree 
   & had gone out on that limb: 

“Today salvation has come to this house, 
 because this man, too, is a son of Abraham. 
For the Son of Man came to seek & to save what was lost.”   

 

Jesus had come looking for him — Zacchaeus. 
 Here he had thought he was seeking to see Jesus, 
  when the whole time Jesus had been seeking him! 
   Now that was worth going out on a limb, to be found! 
 

So, my imagination has led you on a merry supposal. 
  

Suppose further: It is decades later, on a Lord’s day, 
 and Zacchaeus is sitting 
  at the home of a fellow Christian 
   which serves to host the church which is in Jericho.   
 

They had received an epistle, circulated among the churches, 
 one that had originally been written by Paul 
  to the church at Thessalonica. 
 It had been a week since it had been read to the congregation 
  & Zacchaeus, as a deacon, had been asked to speak to it, 
   to bring words of exhortation & encouragement from it.   
 

He was still, even now, pondering by the Holy Spirit, 
 what words it might be that the Lord 
  would have him bring to Christ’s body in Jericho. 
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His mind goes back to the words from the epistle that had struck him 
 as he read it over and over again in the week past: 
  Paul’s thanksgiving for the church’s growth of faith in love, 
   despite the persecutions & trials they were enduring… 
  Of God’s judgment, & the everlasting destruction 
   waiting for those who do not obey the gospel. 
  Also of Paul’s prayer that God 
   would count them worthy of their calling. 
   That by his power, 
    God would fulfill every good purpose of theirs 
     & every act prompted by their faith. 
  All to the end that the name of the Lord Jesus 
   might be glorified in them, & they in him. 
 
"Glorified in me, Zacchaeus?" 
 
His mind journeys further back 
 to what now seems unreal 
 to a time when his love & faith 
  had been suffocated by greed & power,  
   yet called forth to new life by Jesus 
    when Zacchaeus found himself tree-d before the Messiah. 
 To a time when his punishment by everlasting destruction, 
  shut out from God’s presence, 
   was destroyed by Jesus seeking Zacchaeus’s presence. 
Wasn’t that worth going out on a limb?   
 
He remembers his selling half his possessions to benefit the poor, 
 & then selling all else 
  to make good on the rest of his vow to Jesus. 
. . . And about his church looking to him for leadership as a deacon, 
 when they saw how he sought justice, 
  encouraged the oppressed, 
   & defended the cause of the fatherless & widows.   
 
Yes, God’s power had made him able 
 to worthily respond to God’s calling. 
  The calling that brought Zacchaeus down from that tree into a worthy life 
  & the power to fulfill every good purpose of the vows he made in faith. 
Wasn’t that, too, worth having gone out on that limb?   
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He thinks about the prophets’ plea to Israel to be willing & obedient: 
 "Why had they seen that as going out on a limb? 
  When they had God’s promise 
   that if they did so, 
    they would prosper in life, 
     & be cleansed from their sin?"   
He thinks about King David’s angst: 
 "Why did he, of all people, 
  who was a man after God’s own heart, 
   seem to think confessing his fault 
    was going out on a limb?" 
 "Did he not know God’s love was seeking him out? 
 ... that the Holy Spirit had been entreating him 
  to come down out of that tree of – his – own - making 
   to the forgiveness that awaited him?" 
 
Zacchaeus thinks about himself & about his fellow believers: 
 “Why are we so afraid to keep accounts short with God?” 
  "Why do we think admitting our fault is going out on a limb?" 
   "We, of all people, know better!" 
 
 "Even if, by God’s grace, we avoid Israel’s rebellious heart, 
   why do we put ourselves in David’s position?" 
 
 "He knew that God forgives our transgressions, covers our sins, 
  & does not count them against those who do not try to deceive God 
   . . . or themselves." 
    "Surely, he new better." 
 
 "Such a one does not keep silent, 
  but readily acknowledges their sin, 
   & does not cover & hide their iniquity." 
 
 "Yet all too often, we (who know Christ’s love intimately), 
  forestall that forgiveness of the guilt of our sin, 
   by our mulish refusal 
    to truly confess our transgressions." 
 "We hide behind the boughs & leaves 
  of our self-proclaimed righteous self-image. 
   A tree of – our – own – making!" 
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"And then the convicting hand of the Holy Spirit, 
  not content to leave us hiding in a tree, 
   weighs so heavily on us, 
    we think the limb will break. . ." 
  "Only then do we finally answer the call to come down 
   & seek the face of him 
    who has all-the-while been seeking us." 
 
 "The end is the same, 
  whether the account is kept long or short." 
   
 "But we need not stay treed 
  & allow the sorrow & regret to heap & mount. 
   We can come down immediately."   
 
 "Yes, that is the word of exhortation 
  I must share with Christ’s Body here in Jericho: 
   'Trust in the Lord’s unfailing love.' " 
 
  "It is no feeble tree limb on which we depend, 
   but upon the strength of the Almighty’s Right Arm." 
  
  "It is of that which we can say, together with the psalmist, 
   'Rejoice in the Lord & be glad, O ye righteous. 
    Sing, all you who are upright in heart' ”  
 
 "And come down out of that tree . . . immediately."  


