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October 30, 2016, Reformation Sunday 

Click here to view readings. 

Focus: Jesus calls us down.   

I am not a good tree climber.  I found this out a couple weeks ago at the Youth Lock-In.  We 

were playing spotlight, a game of “hide-and-seek” played at night with a flashlight.  As we were 

about to begin round 4 or 5, our other youth leader Rob PB and I were talking around the 

shelterhouse and planning the rest of the night.  This meant that we got a late start on picking our 

hiding place.  When we realized that it was almost time for the search to begin, he told me 

quickly to climb into one of the trees by the shelterhouse.  Quickly like a squirrel he dashed up 

until he was safely ensconced in a spot 8 feet above ground with no real chance of being seen 

that late at night.   

I took one look at the tree and then I grabbed it and I tried to climb and… well I quit.  This is 

humiliating to say, but I have never climbed a tree before.  And I certainly wasn’t going to learn 

at 10 o’clock at night with a couple of teenagers trying to track me down.  So as I jealously 

glared at him a-perch his branch, I tried to line up the angle to stand behind the tree in a way that 

the kids wouldn’t see me when they came out the doors.   

It worked!  Sort of.  I was the 3rd person caught, which still means around 10 people did better 

than I did, but for just standing behind a tree right next to the shelterhouse, that’s not so bad! 

Today, we meet Zacchaeus.  I think the first time I heard this story, I probably heard about him 

in the song, “Zacchaeus was a wee little man and a wee little man was he.  He climbed up in a 

sycamore tree, for the Lord he wanted to see.”  He’s only mentioned once in the entire Bible, so 

it’s not like we know a lot about him.  And here’s the thing: the song was not encouraged in my 

household.  Looking back at it, that was probably intentional.  See, the reason I never learned 

how to climb a tree is I specifically remember that my parents never allowed me to climb a tree.  

And they had good reason.  I am terribly clumsy.  I once broke an ankle just stepping on 

someone’s shoe playing basketball.  Many parents are worried about their kids listening to songs 

that promote drugs or a promiscuous lifestyle.  My parents were more worried about the dangers 

of children’s Gospel songs that start out by encouraging tree-climbing and end with trips to the 

ER and $50 copays.   

So as the song goes, “he climbed up a sycamore tree,” and that’s where we find him.  Why?  

Well, there are a number of possibilities.  A South African theologian named Dr. Boesak I heard 

at the Synod’s Professional Leaders Conference last month suggested a reason similar to 

spotlight.  Maybe the reason that Zacchaeus was up that tree is because he was so afraid of the 

crowd that he was hiding.   

Because from what we can tell the crowd does not like Zacchaeus.  At even the mere mention 

that Jesus might go stay in his home, the crowd grumbles that “he has gone to the house of a 

sinner.”  This makes perfect sense.  Last week we already talked about toll collectors, so I won’t 

go into the full details, but the quick recap is that they were despised.  They were seen as corrupt 
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and doing a deal with the devil Roman occupiers.  And you can tell from this story.  The crowd 

complains about him and dismisses him as just “a sinner.”  Zacchaeus is not one of them. 

That reason to climb up the tree Dr. Boesak gives would make sense.  But it’s not the one Luke 

gives.  The explanation that Luke gives is that Zacchaeus climbs up the tree because he’s short.  

This is one thing I do have in common with him.  So if you’re Zacchaeus all you can see all 

around you is this crowd.  The crowd that hates you.  He climbs the tree in order to get away 

from viewing them and to get a better view of the one he wants to see.  Zacchaeus is climbing to 

see Jesus.   

In our story, Zacchaeus has been climbing for a long time.  This is something that our translation 

gets wrong.  Our translation makes it sound like it’s only when he’s cornered by the crowd and 

Jesus that he pledges that he will pay back the money.  In fact, in his own words in the original 

Greek, Zacchaeus says, “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I give back to the poor; and if I 

have defrauded anyone of anything, I pay them back fourfold.”  In other words, this is something 

he already does, and in fact he does way more than is required by Jewish law.  According to 

Leviticus 6:8 restitution for defrauding is 120%; if Zacchaeus defrauds anyone, he pays back 

400%.  What the crowd doesn’t know is that this guy has already been working hard.  How many 

of them have given up half their possessions to the poor?  How many of them pay 400% 

restitution?   

So I think Zacchaeus is climbing.  I think that he is climbing to prove what everyone in the world 

doesn’t believe, what even our translation doesn’t believe.  I think he is climbing to see Jesus, 

yes, and even more than that he is climbing to prove that he belongs.  He is climbing to prove 

that he belongs as part of the family of God, that he too is a child of Abraham. 

The Reformation is about a lot of things, but part of what it is about is climbing.  You see, 

Martin Luther would have understood perfectly what’s going on with Zacchaeus.  The issues 

may have been different: indulgences vs. faith alone in Luther’s time, but the entire question for 

Luther comes down to how do you make yourself right with God?  How do you become part of 

the family?  How do you get out of the crowd and up to salvation?  Instead of climbing a tree, the 

question is how you climb to heaven.   

We are 499 years after Luther posted the 95 theses, and almost 2000 years after Zacchaeus.  But 

it’s still important.  Because we are not good climbers. 

I will be the first one to own that.  I have tried to climb my entire life.  I have tried to climb to be 

the best son I can be, the best student I can be, the best husband I can be, the best pastor I can be, 

the best friend I can be.  Sometimes I feel like I’ve gotten there.  Sometimes I feel like any 

moment I am going to look down, and I am going to see Jesus, and he is going to call out to me, 

“James, well done, good and faithful servant.  You made it!”  But every time, no matter how far I 

climb up that tree, I come up short.  I realize this after an argument where I say something dumb, 

or after I forget one of my responsibilities, or after I preach a bad sermon, or when I make a visit 

and can’t find words to say that help anyone, or when I pray and pray for something to get better 

and it doesn’t, for guidance, and I still feel confused.  Or maybe I look down at the crowd.  

Down at all the people that I left behind along the way: people back in Michigan or DC or 
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Pennsylvania.  People I’ve lost touch with or thought I didn’t need because they couldn’t climb 

like I could or wouldn’t even grab a branch and start. 

I don’t know what tree you are climbing, which branch you’re on, or how far you’ve made it.  

But at some point, there is always a place where we can’t do it ourselves, a branch that we can’t 

reach.  Even as brilliant a theologian, faithful a Christian, and holy a man as Martin Luther 

realized that.  He realized that he couldn’t do it himself no matter how many indulgences he 

bought, how many times he fasted, how many children he baptized, or how hard he prayed.  No 

matter how high he climbed, when he looked up, he wasn’t any closer to the top or to God.     

We need Jesus. 

And he finds us.  In our story today, Zacchaeus doesn’t find Jesus.  Jesus finds him.  That’s 

always the way it works. 

So often when we are so occupied with climbing our tree: whether that’s the social ladder, the 

family tree, or Jacob’s ladder up to heaven, Jesus finds us first.  He finds us when we feel small.  

He finds us when we can’t see him.  Jesus finds us despite what everyone else says about us, and 

despite what we might even say about ourselves. 

Jesus calls out to whatever ill-conceived limb we’re hanging from and calls us.  He doesn’t just 

call “Sinner, Come Home,” but he calls us by our name: “Zacchaeus, I must come to your 

home.”   

“Hurry up and come down.”  “Hurry up and come down,” from putting all the pressure on 

yourself.  “Hurry up and come down from running away from everyone else in the crowd.”  

“Hurry up and come down from thinking that you need to be higher up or better than you are to 

see me.”  “Hurry up and come down so that I may speak to you, so that I may embrace you, so 

that I may eat with you.”  “Zacchaeus, hurry up and come down so that I may stay at your 

house.”  “Hurry up and come down that I may give you my salvation.” 

Brothers and sisters, we have been called.  You have been called by name.  You have been called 

by a savior who doesn’t listen to your naysayers any more than he needs you to climb up and 

find him.  You have been called down by a savior who is waiting for you, a savior whose home is 

not up somewhere in the unreachable clouds, but here among mortals.  Here, in your church, and 

in your workplace, and in your house.  It is in these places that Jesus says he must stay.   

We have been called back down into that world.  It means as people of God sometimes, like 

Zacchaeus, we are going to have to deal with the crowd: people who don’t understand us or who 

are skeptical of our message or of our background.  Maybe on this Reformation Sunday it means 

listening to people of other traditions—as I’ve seen done so well since I’ve been here—or 

listening to people of no faith at all.  People who themselves can’t see Jesus for the crowd.  It 

means redefining who we include as a child of God.  Who else in the crowd of our lives is a son 

or daughter of Abraham whom Jesus died for?  And it means using our small hands and feet and 

voices to declare to the crowd that salvation has come down to your house and to mine.  Amen.   


