
Joshua 6:15-27; Luke 18:31-19:10 

Today we need to start with grammar. Our New Testament reading has Zacchaeus say: 

“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.” We usually point to the great 

repentance and transformation of the life of this tax collector who was a sinner but upon 

meeting Jesus, he came to his senses and suddenly became a different person altogether.  

All very well except that the Greek verbs used here are in present tense and not in future 

tense. Which means that the Message translation of the Bible is more correct when it 

reads: “Master, I give away half my income to the poor—and if I’m caught cheating, I 

pay four times the damages.” He’s stating what he’s already doing – there is no sudden 

change occurring in his life in terms of how he acts towards those who pay taxes. He’s 

already pure and pious – his very name means ‘pure’.  

What – or who – changes then? The crowd certainly needs to change. They are the ones 

who hate and despise Zacchaeus despite his best efforts to be pure, just and fair. The 

Book of Leviticus states: ‘if you have defrauded a neighbour, 
(…)  

when you have sinned 

and realize your guilt, and would restore what you took (…) by fraud (…) you shall repay 

the principal amount and shall add one-fifth to it.’ (Leviticus 6:2-5) Instead of adding 

20% to the amount taken, Zacchaeus has been giving back 4 times the amount!  

Moreover he’s been giving half of his income to the poor. Now customarily we say we 

should be giving 10% - the well known tithe. Some of us rebel against that too saying it’s 

too much. But Zacchaeus is like a very wealthy church member whose story is recounted 

in Rick Warren’s book entitled ‘Purpose Driven Life’. He was approached by his minister 

about his giving. When the minister said the man needs to give 10% of his income back 

to God, the man laughed. The minister was rather displeased but before he had a chance 

to say anything, the man continued: I get so much from God that it would be a grave sin 

if I only gave 10% of it back. I always give 50% at least. 

Zacchaeus’ attitude was the same – he gave way more than he was required to. And yet 

the crowd in his home town despised him. Andrew Marr in his book ‘The Town of 

Jericho and Zacchaeus’ (I quote) ‘emphasises the all too common habit of communities to 

seek a group or person to be the scapegoat - the person or group that bears the brunt of 

the community's disdain and ridicule. Zacchaeus falls into this category for the people of 

Jericho. He is ridiculed and despised for his wealth, and the way he has become a part of 

the 'system' that has allowed him to accrue great wealth, though no doubt also he is 

ridiculed because of his short stature - the brunt of jokes in the playground, and the taunts 

of children as he grew up. He stands out from the norms in the town and thus is 

vulnerable to becoming the town's scapegoat.’
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We’ve looked at similar attitudes this Lent in other readings too: a man left for dead on 

the side of the road because folk didn’t want to get unclean, older brother not wanting to 
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welcome his repentant sibling back home and Lazarus left starving at the gate of the rich 

man’s property. Earlier in February we looked at Simon the Pharisee looking with disdain 

on the sinful woman washing Jesus’ feet with her tears and her perfume. We don’t want 

to get contaminated, we don’t want to get involved, we’d rather judge and feel superior. 

Jesus comes right into this situation and sets the record straight. He comes up to 

Zacchaeus and invites himself over for a meal. In this way he proclaims Zacchaeus a 

loved child of God, thus on an equal footing with everybody else. He includes him and 

affirms him. This certainly would have changed Zacchaeus’ life but not in ways we’ve 

always thought it did. He didn’t have a powerful conversion experience but instead was 

given love and inclusion, maybe for the first time ever.  

Did this change the crowd at all? As the two leave for Zacchaeus’ house, the crowd 

grumbles and mutters what they always have: “He has gone to be the guest of one who is 

a sinner.” The crowd certainly was challenged but we don’t know whether it was changed 

at all in the long run. Maybe not – Jesus is now in the last week of his life and at the end 

of it he himself will be made a scapegoat and will be crucified. When we realize this, we 

see Jesus expressing solidarity with the scapegoat Zacchaeus – he understands as he will 

be going through the same torment himself in just a short while.  

The story is reminiscent of our reading from Joshua – of a prostitute who hides Israeli 

spies and in exchange for that she is saved with her family when Jericho (the same town 

in both stories!) is captured. A sinner rescued from a perishing town - “Today salvation 

has come to this house”.  

Who are our scapegoats? The rich? The leaders? The immigrants? Andrew Greeley offers 

this contemporary story: ‘Once upon a time, not so very long ago, a top executive 

traveled to his company’s plant in a small city. The plant was a major source of pollution 

for the city causing damage to the lungs of the workers and of those who lived near the 

plant. The locals had mounted a campaign demanding a cleanup of the area. The cost of a 

cleanup would eat into the company profits. The executive’s task was to fight the clean 

up. Needless to say, he was persona non-grata as anti-company signs and slogans 

abounded and marches were a daily occurrence. As he took a walk around the town on a 

Sunday morning, he passed a church with a sign proclaiming that all were welcome, even 

those who think themselves sinners. Now, our executive didn’t want to admit he was a 

sinner. Still, he was struggling with the evidence of pollution in the town and his 

company’s demand that he find a way to end the anti-company campaign, even if it 

meant firing the protestors. His entrance into the church caused a stir and whispers 

against his presence traveled up and down the aisles. He sat in the last pew, sensing he 

was not welcome but still wanting to find some peace. The sermon that day centered 

around the theme of God’s love for everyone and the possibility of forgiveness for all. 

The concluding hymn was Amazing Grace. The pastor frowned throughout the hymn and 

then returned to the pulpit thundering "You are not wretches!" As he walked down the 

aisle to the back exit, he kept pointing at people saying, "You are not wretches!" He 

stopped at the last pew, poked the executive’s chest, repeated the chant and then invited 

the executive to join him in the rectory for breakfast. The congregation was astonished. 



How could the pastor welcome this man? When the executive returned to his 

headquarters, he presented a compromise plan worked out at the breakfast meeting. 

Neither the locals or the company were completely satisfied but both knew that for their 

interests it was important to keep the plant operating.’
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On Wednesday we spoke about crowds and our role in them at our Lent meeting. I share 

a part of the prayer we composed together as a response to our discussion: We recognize 

that sometimes we get carried along with the crowd. Help us to find wisdom and the 

strength to stand against the crowd. Amen.  
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