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 With the possible exception of David in the Goliath story, he is 

the most famous short person in all of the Bible.  And as we just heard,  

short people are worthless people and they’ve got no reason to live.  

No wonder the crowd surrounding Zacchaeus wants to run him out of 

town on a rail.  They don’t want no short people ‘round them.  

 Of course, being short is only the beginning of Zacchaeus’s 

myriad of problems.  As the last outcast that Jesus interacts with on 

his way to Jerusalem, Zacchaeus is actually a conglomeration of 

every loser we have encountered along the way in Luke’s Gospel over 

the last several weeks.  The image of Zacchaeus climbing the tree to 

“see” Jesus, reminds us of Jesus’s engagement with the blind man, 

who because of his lack of wholeness was banished from society.  We 

hear that Zacchaeus is rich, and we are reminded of Jesus’s encounter 

a couple weeks ago with the rich ruler who leaves in sadness when he 

cannot let go of his wealth.  We think of Zacchaeus’s persistence in 

attempting to see Jesus, and we remember the outcast widow fighting 

for her life with an unjust judge.  We also learn that Zacchaeus is a tax 

collector and we are reminded of last week’s tax collector in the 

1



temple and the fact that tax collectors are the scummiest outcasts of 

them all.  In short, (pun intended), Zacchaeus is a stereotype.  He 

represents everything that people found offensive in antiquity.  He is a 

stereotype of everyone people in the first century loved to hate.  “Don’t 

want no short people ‘round here.  Don’t want no short people ‘round 

here.”  

 The crowd gathered presumes that because of his stature, 

because of who he is and what he does for a living, Zacchaeus is a 

selfish cheat.  They judge all of the aspects of his makeup and quickly 

determine that Zacchaeus is a loser... and so they treat him as one.  

As if he was not already short enough, the crowd beats him down so 

that they can make Zacchaeus feel even shorter.  They do all in their 

power to reduce his stature and then they try to run him out of town.  

“Don’t want no short people round ‘here.”

 It is not difficult to feel bad for Zacchaeus.  Obviously, he is being 

treated unfairly and as a scapegoat for the community as they pile 

their own issues on him.  But the very peculiar thing about all of this is 

that we too have been taught to understand Zaccheaus from the 

perspective of the crowd.  From Sunday School right up through this 
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week, as I read other sermons on this text, I have been instructed that 

Zacchaeus was a nasty little man.  We have been told from the pulpit 

and through other church representatives that Zacchaeus was 

dishonest and a money hungry crook.  We too, have been 

metaphorically instructed to keep our distance from him, and people 

like him.  You never know when someone’s sinfulness is going to rub 

off on you, so once again, “we don’t want no short people ‘round here.”    

 From this perspective, this Gospel has been interpreted for 

centuries as the tale of the ultimate sinful man, who only saves 

himself by repenting from his evil ways.  We have heard as a story of 

God’s ability to forgive, if we are willing to repent.  There is one more 

way we have heard this story explained from the pulpit.  It is also used 

as the classic stewardship story.  I am sure many of you who have 

heard it interpreted as a tale of an Ebenezer Scrooge character who 

finally comes to his senses and pledges to give half of his wealth to 

the poor.  In other words, Zacchaeus makes an act of contrition and 

promises to change his evil ways.  In so doing he receives absolution 

from Jesus.  The conclusion to such an interpretation is obvious.  If 

Jesus could forgive an over the top sinner like Zacchaeus, then Christ 
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can forgive you for your sinful ways too, no matter what you have 

done.  The corollary stewardship sermon goes something like that too; 

only by giving your money will you too be rewarded by God like 

Zacchaeus. 

 Not only is this a great way to interpret this Gospel for 

stewardship reasons, but the line of thinking also fits directly with 

classic Western Christian theology.  We are all sinners like Zacchaeus.   

We confess our sins, we change our ways and we are forgiven.  It also 

works well with our own feelings about justice.  People do something 

wrong.  They are punished.  They promise to change and then they are 

released.  

 But the truth is, I don’t see it.  There are at least two major 

problems with hearing this as a repentance/forgiveness story.  First is 

the chronology of the events.  Remember that Jesus insists on dining 

in Zacchaeus’s house BEFORE he ever says a thing about changing his 

behavior.  If this is a story about repentance followed by forgiveness, 

then how come Jesus forgives him before he confesses?

 The second issue comes from our translations of the text.    As 

we just heard in the NRSV translation, Zacchaeus says to Jesus, “half 
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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.”  It 

sounds clearly like Zacchaeus is apologizing for his past behavior and 

is promising to change his ways in the future.  But when you read this 

sentence in Greek, guess what?  The verbs here are not future tense 

at all, but present.  “I give to the poor...I pay back four times as much.  

In other words, Zacchaeus is not telling Jesus what he is going to do 

some time down the road, he is explaining how he lives his life now.  

He is not repenting for his life, he is describing his life.

 How, you may rightfully ask, could such a translation problem 

exist?  Well, those who have translated this as future instead of 

present justify it using a grammatical notion called present-future 

tense.  The only problem is that this tense exists no where else in the 

Bible.  Yes, that’s right, it was invented for this one case only.

 I am not going to go so far as to suggest that this text was 

purposely manipulated to fit into classic Western theology.  But when 

you understand repentance as ALWAYS preceding salvation, how else 

could you hear this story?  You would just assume that it had to be 

future tense.
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 Perhaps it was not done purposely, but I am suggesting this 

morning that we have been duped.  I have come to believe that this is 

not and never was a story about repentance and forgiveness at all.  It 

is a story about prejudice.  It is a story about Jesus honoring a great 

man, a child of Abraham, while the rest of the world judges and 

convicts him as evil because of his profession, his economic status 

and his stature.  “Short people got no reason to live.”  This is a story 

about how we take away people’s dignity and then God gives it back.   

I believe that today’s story is a Randy Newman song.

 If this is true, the implications are profound from both a 

theological perspective and how we live our daily lives.  While classic 

theology has continued to suggest a formulaic understanding of God’s 

working in the world; we screw up, we confess and repent, God 

responds with forgiveness and love, this interpretation of the 

Zacchaeus story suggests something much different.  It suggests that 

God does not follow a formula.  It suggests that over and against our 

expectations, God does not have to wait for anything.  God can just 

forgive sin without us doing a blessed thing.  It suggests that God’s 
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priorities are not our priorities, that for God, being in relationship with 

us comes first and everything else is a distant second.

 This shifts our approach to life from confessional to relational.  

Instead of understanding Zacchaeus as doing an act of contrition 

today, we realize that he is not the ogre the crowd has made him out 

to be.  We are left to evaluate the contrast between how Jesus treats 

him and the crowd does.  And we come to realization that if we are to 

be images of Christ and of God, our first job is not to confess, but to 

create relationships with one another.  Our job is to affirm one another 

as Jesus affirms Zacchaeus today.  Our job is to make people feel tall, 

like Jesus does, and never, through our own prejudices, lessen 

someone’s stature.

 Now some might suggest that the kind of prejudice the crowd 

displays with Zacchaeus this morning is something that we have 

evolved out of today.  Some might suggest that we no longer pre-judge 

people based on their occupation and their economic status, so if this 

story is really about prejudice, it does not apply to us anymore. 

However, my meeting with four of your fellow parishioners this week 

suggests otherwise.  All four were struggling with the same issue, 
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their vocation.  All four of them had in one way or another been 

devalued in their job.  All of them had been made to feel small because 

of what was happening to them at work.  And some of them were told 

by their supervisors that “we don’t want no short people ‘round here.”  

In our culture, our value is inextricably tied to our profession, even 

more so than in the first century.  This makes all of us extremely 

vulnerable and in a position where our dignity can be taken away from 

us.  This is why when someone attacks our job or the work we are 

doing, or we leave our job, many of us are faced with a loss of identity.  

We feel puny and short.  

 When we participate in judging people through their profession or 

when we devalue someone as a person based on their work, we 

perpetuate the kind of prejudice we see occurring in today’s Gospel.  

We are creating an atmosphere where people become their jobs and 

are therefore crushed when that job is taken from them or no longer 

exists.  We are making people feel smaller when we are called to make 

them feel tall.  
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 Instead, we need to honor one another for our characters, not our 

professions.  Otherwise, we are just as prejudiced as the crowd 

around Zacchaeus this morning.       

 Of course, just as we do not see the prejudicial nature of our own 

actions, the people in today’s Gospel did not see what they were doing 

as judgmental either.  Just as we might argue that someone must be 

devalued in their job setting to protect the good of the whole, the 

people surrounding Zacchaeus would say that they had to attack him 

to protect their society.  Even if he was a good guy, they might say, he 

needed to be purified so he would not infect the rest of the group with 

his uncleanliness.

 This argument that there is some form of religious perfection or 

purity that each of us must attain is another reason we fall back into 

interpreting today’s Gospel as being about repentance rather than 

prejudice.  We have created this facade of understanding that all of us 

need to be cleansed so that we can get back to some original, natural, 

pure form of religion.  The problem with that theory is that there is no 

such thing.  Religion never exists in a vacuum.  It is always a product 

of culture and as such it is a part of the culture.  There is no such 
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thing as pure religion or pure culture, both influence one another and 

cannot be separated from one another.

 One of the ways we see this manifest today is in the reaction 

some Christians continue to have to the feast day we celebrate today, 

All Hallow’s Eve.  All Hallow’s Eve, or the eve of All Saints, is an 

ancient feast day in the church.  We have writings from before the year 

270 CE that refer to a specific festival day commemorating martyrs.  In 

373 CE, the day is mentioned as being celebrated on the first Sunday 

after Pentecost.  What troubles some Christians is that Halloween 

changed when it influenced by another culture.  It was moved to 

October 31 due to the influence of the Celts, who celebrated their end 

of year pagan festival on that day.

 The point is, just as being a tax collector does not make an 

individual impure, the influence of another culture on a religious 

ceremony does not make it impure.  When worship is the same in 

Africa as it is in Tucson, it is not pure, it is meaningless.  Religion 

cannot be purified from culture, it is a part of culture.  If we were to 

reject Halloween as a religious holiday because it was influenced by a 

pagan culture, then we would also need to reject Christmas.  We came 
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to celebrate Christ’s birth on December 25, not because that’s when 

Jesus was born, which no one knows, but rather to merge the feast of 

the incarnation with the Roman feast of the unconquered sun (Sun).  

 Pure religion is an oxymoron and any attempt to make it pure is 

little different than the prejudice displayed in today’s Gospel or the 

heinous act of so called ethnic cleansing.  

 The question then for all of us this morning is this.  Are we 

willing to let go of a theological concept that we have probably 

embraced since childhood?  Are we ready to accept a God who does 

not necessarily need our repentance to begin our healing?  Can we 

accept the God of our first reading from Isaiah who says to the people 

of Sodom and Gomorrah, another group that we have stereotyped like 

Zacchaeus, that though their sins “are like scarlet, they shall be like 

the snow?”  Are we willing to reorder our priorities so that relationship 

always come first?  Are we willing to stop concentrating on confession 

and start focusing on increasing the stature of every individual we 

encounter?

 If that is where you would like to go, I ask all of you now present 

to join with Kit O’Connor, who has made the same decision about his 
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life.  I ask you to be thrilled with the fact that we have dropped the 

confession in today’s service in favor of a Baptism, a baptism that will 

allow all of us to state again our intention to do exactly what Jesus 

does with Zacchaeus today, to uphold the dignity of every human 

being.  In a few moments we will baptize Kit, not because of who he is 

through his job, but because we recognize him as a son of Abraham, 

as a child of God.  Most importantly, today we bring Kit into 

relationship with all of us, just as Jesus does with Zacchaeus.  He is 

tall enough already, but today we make him even taller by bringing him 

into the family, our family, God’s family.  And in God’s family, there are 

no short people.  And though some of us are small in stature, there are 

no short people ‘round here.

“We’ve got no short people.  We’ve got no short people.  We’ve got no 

short people ‘round here.”  Amen.   
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