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He entered Jericho and was passing through it. A man was there named 
Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was rich. He was trying to see who 
Jesus was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because he was short in 
stature. So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to see him, because he was 
going to pass that way. 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.” So he 
hurried down and was happy to welcome him. All who saw it began to grumble and 
said, “He has gone to be the guest of one who is a sinner.” 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.” 
Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because he too is 
a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost.” 
 
 

Zaccheus is the subject of a cute little kid’s song, to be sung by our own 

Sarah Cook: 

Zaccheus 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. 
 
Zaccheus may have been “a wee little man,” but that didn’t make him cute. 

Have you ever gotten phone calls at home by people working for a collection 

agency? Did you think they were cute? It was far worse in Jesus’ day. Judea was 

occupied by a foreign power, the Roman Empire. Roman officials determined the 

amount of taxes the people of a city or village would pay the occupiers, but 

Romans didn’t collect the tax themselves. Instead, they bid the collection out to a 

private contractor, known as a publican, through a system called tax farming. The 
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publican, who was almost invariably a rich native, would pay Rome the tax that 

had been assessed on the town, then recoup that amount, (plus profit, interest and 

penalties) from his poorer neighbors. A standard day’s wage for a working man 

was a small silver coin called a denarius. One year the Romans might assess, say, 

a tax of 100,000 denarii on the town of Jericho. Instead of the people having to 

pay 100,000 denarii to their foreign occupiers, which would have been hateful 

enough (the American Revolution began over the issue of taxation without 

representation), they instead paid considerably more to the publican. Publicans 

like Zaccheus were generally hated and despised by their neighbors, but he was 

protected by the power and authority of Rome. Any local who dared to raise a 

hand against him, could, in short order, be condemned to crucifixion.  Rome 

didn’t crucify Roman citizens. It only crucified rebellious foreigners, like the 

occupied and oppressed people of Judea. 

When I was a college and divinity school student in the ’70’s, there was a 

philosophical shift in the way that evil was considered. Instead of focusing on 

what motivated evil individuals, like Hitler or Stalin or Charles Manson, the 

focus instead became systemic evil—the evil of systems. I never fully understood 

that. It seemed to me then, and seems to me now, that people are the ones with 

moral agency. It is people, made in the image of God and given the same 

freedom the angels are given—the freedom to either obey or disobey God—who 

choose to perpetrate good or evil. Systems—like a school system or a sewer 

system or a system of taxation—are the inventions of people. Inventions like 

computers, cars, hypodermic needles, and guns, can be put to use for either good 

or evil. It all depends on the purposes of the people who have them. Tax 

collecting is not inherently evil—Jesus himself said to render unto Caesar the 
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things that were Caesar’s—but the tax farming system used in places like 

occupied Judea could, and was, frequently used for evil by powerful people like 

the Emperor Tiberius, or the procurator Pontius Pilate, or the publican Zaccheus. 

The recurring problem, as history reveals, is that if an unjust system is 

overturned violently, it is likely to be—at least temporarily—replaced by another 

system that is morally better, but weaker. That morally better but weaker system 

is soon overturned by another that is crueler and more unjust than the original. 

It’s like Jesus’ parable of the unclean spirit that is cast out. After it’s gone, the 

house is left clean and empty. Meanwhile, the dispossessed spirit goes into the 

desert, recruits seven spirits worse than itself, and returns to occupy the house 

again. [Luke 11.24-27].  Here are a couple of examples. The rule of the Tsars in 

Russia (which included some vicious characters like Ivan the Terrible), ended 

during World War I with the overthrow of Tsar Nicholas II, who was a 

reasonably decent and humane man. Very briefly, Russia was led by a 

progressive politician named Alexander Kerensky, who, headed a provisional 

government that intended to make Russia a republic, like the United States. But 

after 4 months, Kerensky and his government were overthrown by Lenin and the 

Communist Bolsheviks, who instituted the 70 year long factory of horrors known 

as the Soviet Union. The rule of Wilhelm II, last of the Kaisers in Germany, also 

ended toward the end of World War I. It was good riddance—Wilhelm was an 

unstable warmonger—and a moderate, forward-looking, representative 

government known as the Weimar Republic was established. But in 1932, the 

Weimar Republic was replaced by something far worse—Adolf Hitler and the 

Nazi regime, which have become synonyms for evil. Look at the great hopes 

inspired by the removal of cruel, terrible despots like Saddam Hussein in Iraq and 
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Muammar Gaddafi in Libya, and the near-removal of another despot, Bashar al-

Assad in Syria. Now, with massive death tolls from civil war and the rise of ISIS, 

can anyone say that, overall, the people of Iraq and Libya and Syria are better off 

now then they were then? For good to prevail, it has to be stronger than evil; or at 

least for the better to be stronger than the worse. 

Our Persecuted Church Ministry is committed to our brothers and sisters in 

Christ who, around the world, suffer greatly because their Lord and Savior is our 

Lord and Savior. Nowhere, at this moment, do our brothers and sisters suffer 

more than at the hands of ISIS, which is apocalyptically cruel. When it comes to 

ISIS, and affiliated terror groups like Boko Haram and Al Shabaab, we pray that 

the Lord God will change their hearts, or stop their hands. Implicit, but unspoken, 

in that prayer, is this: “If their hearts will not be changed, or their hands cannot 

be stopped, then may their hearts be stopped, Lord God.” If the only way to stop 

evildoers from killing the innocent is to stop their hearts, than, as the Psalmist 

says, “the judgements of the Lord are true and righteous altogether.” But is that 

an appropriate thing for a Christian to pray for? 

My favorite Psalm—one I want read at my funeral—is Psalm 139, which 

contains such beautiful lines as “O Lord, you have searched me and known 

me…Where can I go from your spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I 

ascend to heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there…For it 

was you who formed my inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s 

womb…I come to the end, I am still with you.” I wish Psalm 139 stopped right 

there—with verse 18, “I am still with you.” It would be such a beautiful ending. 

But Psalm 139 does not end with verse 18. Here are verses 19-22, so rarely read 

because they are so unsettling: 
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O that you would kill the wicked, O God, 
   and that the bloodthirsty would depart from me— 
those who speak of you maliciously, 
   and lift themselves up against you for evil! 
Do I not hate those who hate you, O Lord? 
   And do I not loathe those who rise up against you? 
I hate them with perfect hatred; 
   I count them my enemies. 

 
Those hard words are just as much a part of Psalm 139 as all the beautiful 

words that came before. There were many in Jericho who knew those words by 

heart, and when they thought of those whom they hated—the wicked, the 

bloodthirsty, the justifiably loathed—those whose faces came to mind included 

Zaccheus. 

When Jesus, on his way to Jerusalem, passed through Jericho, there were 

many who believed that he was the long-promised Messiah. It was widely 

believed that the Messiah would raise a mighty Jewish army, expel the Romans, 

purge the land of turncoats and sinners, re-establish the throne of David in 

Jerusalem, and make Israel a great kingdom again. Every sign pointed to Jesus 

being that Messiah—his miracles, his powerful teaching, the vast throng of 

adoring disciples who followed him. Zaccheus wanted to see him, too, but it may 

be that he wanted to see what kind of threat Jesus represented. Maybe his short 

stature was not the only reason he went up in the sycamore tree. Incidentally, the 

sycamore tree in the Bible is not like an American sycamore. The Biblical 

sycamore—Ficus sycomorus—is a big, strong tree that can grow up to 30 feet 

high, produces figs, and has dense, thick foliage. So there Zaccheus was, 

shrouded in the leaves and the figs, as Jesus, in the midst of a moving, jostling 

crowd, passed by on the road to Jerusalem. No doubt, there were cheers, and 
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townsfolk swelling the crowd, and kids running alongside and maybe dogs 

barking. Then Jesus stopped, looked up in the tree, and said, “Zaccheus, come 

down.” It’s easy to imagine Zaccheus fortified and afraid. How did Jesus know 

who he was? Who could have pointed him out? What had they said about him? It 

couldn’t have been good. 

Jesus could have denounced him on the spot. Jesus could have rabble-roused. 

Jesus could have taken this unparalleled opportunity to condemn the explicit 

systemic evil that made Zaccheus rich and impoverished Jewish families poorer. 

He could have done them all, but he didn’t. Instead, he said, “Zaccheus, come 

down. I’m staying with you tonight.” I think one of the things Jesus wanted to do 

was to protect a despised and defenseless man: “Don’t be afraid, Zaccheus. I will 

be your shield and defender.” 

The crowd was not happy. The modern English translation of our scripture 

says the crowd “grumbled” that Jesus chose to stay with a sinner, but “grumbled” 

doesn’t do justice to the Biblical context of the Greek word diegoggulon. That 

context comes from the time when the Israelites were wandering in the 

wilderness and started “mumbling” against Moses and God because God didn’t 

meet their every need at the moment they wanted it met. The Israelites didn’t 

understand the difference between a gift of grace and an entitlement. Sometimes, 

we don’t, either. “God has to do this thing I want done.” No, God doesn’t. God is 

still God, and we are not. God out of love, gives us grace, through Jesus Christ, 

but we’re not entitled to it. In response to the grace that Jesus offered, Zaccheus 

immediately became a different man. He pledged to give half of what he owned 

to the poor, and to repay those he had defrauded four times over. 
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Jesus didn’t threaten Zaccheus. Instead, he offered the grace of his presence. 

Even though Zaccheus had been the agent of a systemic kind of evil, Jesus didn’t 

have to stop his hand, and he certainly didn’t have to stop his heart. Why? 

Because Jesus changed his heart. And perhaps by simply wanting to see Jesus, 

Zaccheus may have signaled, whether he knew it or not, that he was open to the 

possibility of having his heart changed. 

I read you the hard words toward the end of Psalm 139—words like “kill” 

and “hate.” But the Psalm doesn’t end there. It ends, instead, with these words: 

Search me, O God, and know my heart; 
   test me and know my thoughts. 
See if there is any wicked way in me, 
    and lead me in the way everlasting. 

 

Maybe the way to begin changing a systemic evil is to try to change the heart 

of someone who participates in that system. Maybe instead of wanting to stop 

hearts, we should first strive to change them through the tools Jesus Christ has 

given us—the tools of faith, hope and love. Maybe the power we should be 

calling upon is the power of the Holy Spirit. Maybe we should pray that the 

change we seek begin within ourselves. 

*** 

Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia died a few weeks ago. He had served 

on the Court for almost 30 years. Scalia was the Court’s most outspokenly 

conservative jurist, and the opinions he wrote were often biting. But he was 

beloved by his colleagues. His best friend on the Court was Ruth Bader 

Ginsburg, the Court’s most liberal jurist. At his death, she said they were “best 

buddies.” They shared a wry sense of humor, they both loved the opera and he 
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even took her on a hunting trip. In Court, they argued fiercely, but still deeply 

respected and liked each other; they both exhibited the graciousness of spirit that 

comes from knowing that it is possible for persons of integrity to disagree and 

not despise; to know that the other is never less than someone made in the image 

of God. 

 Justice Scalia was a very devout Christian. He and his wife Maureen had 

nine children together. His son, Fr. Paul Scalia, a Catholic priest, led the funeral 

service at the Basilica of the Immaculate Conception in Washington, D.C. His 

son said, 

“We are gathered here because of one man – a man known personally to 

many of us, known only by reputation to even more. A man loved by many, 

scorned by others. A man known for great controversy and for great compassion. 

That man, of course, is Jesus of Nazareth.” 

We are all gathered here today because of that one man. Jesus didn’t come to 

find the found. He came to find the lost. He came for them. He came for 

Zaccheus. 

He came for us. 

           Amen. 
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