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Sunday 30 October 2022: Angela Hannafin 

Good morning and welcome to another Sofa Sermon. We spend this fifth Sunday 

in October in Luke’s gospel (19:1-10), and we read about another life changing 

encounter with Christ. 

------ 

Jesus entered Jericho and made his way through the town. 2 There was a man 

there named Zacchaeus. He was the chief tax collector in the region, and he 

had become very rich. 3 He tried to get a look at Jesus, but he was too short to 

see over the crowd. 4 So he ran ahead and climbed a sycamore-fig tree beside 

the road, for Jesus was going to pass that way. 

5 When Jesus came by, he looked up at Zacchaeus and called him by 

name. “Zacchaeus!” he said. “Quick, come down! I must be a guest in your 

home today.” 

6 Zacchaeus quickly climbed down and took Jesus to his house in great 

excitement and joy. 7 But the people were displeased. “He has gone to be the 

guest of a notorious sinner,” they grumbled. 8 Meanwhile, Zacchaeus stood 

before the Lord and said, “I will give half my wealth to the poor, Lord, and if I 

have cheated people on their taxes, I will give them back four times as much!” 

9 Jesus responded, “Salvation has come to this home today, for this man has 

shown himself to be a true son of Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to seek 

and save those who are lost.” 

------ 

I had a brief brush with fame this week. Brief as it may have been, any brush with 

fame is always worth talking about. Esme Young, who co-hosts the Sewing Bee 

on television, was doing a book signing at the sewing group I’m part of. I wasn’t 

quite sure whether there would be many people but as I arrived there was a 

fairly lengthy queue. As we all waited patiently to meet her outside, there was a 

sense of excitement and anticipation in the gathered crowd. (And in case 

you’re wondering, yes, she was delightful, when I eventually met her, just as on 

the telly). I said to someone in the queue, “This is a bit like waiting for Father 

Christmas”, and they agreed. So, I have some empathy with what the crowd 

must have felt as they were waiting for Jesus. A visit from the rabbi everyone was 

talking about had set all tongues wagging and excitement was palpable. The 

crowd had been waiting to catch a glimpse of him and they were lining the 

route. 
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Zacchaeus is first described without much additional description, but the 

particular word used suggests he had a bad reputation. He was a chief tax 

collector, someone on a par with murderers in that culture. Luke also tells us he 

was wealthy. Wealth and wealthy people are the dominant subject of Luke’s 

gospel, showing it to be a major barrier to becoming a disciple of Jesus. 

Nevertheless, Luke shows us what an encounter with Christ will do, even for those 

seemingly far from the kingdom. Zacchaeus wants to see who Jesus was for 

some time, but realised that he would find it difficult to do that, since he was a 

short man. And he knew he was unlikely to be invited to come forward by those 

around him. Zacchaeus is an outsider, just like many of the other characters in 

Luke’s gospel. Seeing a sycamore tree, he climbs it to see Jesus. He is then 

spotted by Jesus and called out by name. “I must be a guest in your house 

today”, says Jesus, and this is the only time in the gospels that Jesus ever invites 

himself into someone else’s house. Zacchaeus responds with joy, we read, but 

not everyone is pleased, and there is grumbling. 

Jesus makes no demand on Zacchaeus, but as a result of meeting him, 

Zacchaeus’ greed is reversed. He becomes a net giver, rather than net taker. He 

announces he will give half his wealth away to the poor, and repay people four 

times over. This is not a description of his lifestyle but a description of his 

repentance. Jesus’ response shows that this is true repentance, a real 180 

turnaround, as repentance (in Greek ‘metanoia’) means. Zacchaeus is called a 

‘Son of Abraham’, bearing salvation which can be passed from generation to 

generation. He has now entered into the meaning of his name, Zacchaeus, or 

‘righteous’. 

I don’t think this scripture is very far from headline news. Only this week someone 

in a high-ranking role was given a ‘second chance’, only for this to be criticised. 

The point of this story though, is yet another illustration that what God really 

wants is not our religion but our changed hearts. It is often those who appear 

furthest away from God who really understand this, and are willing to respond to 

him. These are the people who are willing to hear Jesus’ call. I still meet many 

people who talk about how they have lived good lives, people who would 

consider themselves part of this faith community. Faith in God has nothing to do 

with being good or doing the right thing, even though Jesus asks us to be 

perfect. We cannot earn our way to heaven, but we can only to respond to the 

gift of grace in Jesus Christ, or to put it in the context of Zacchaeus, to respond 

to the voice of Jesus calling him. Yet we are so wedded to our religion, so 

wedded to the customs and formalities, but not so much to our real relationship 
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with God. What a challenge this scripture is to us and to our understanding of 

what God wants. It’s another reminder that heaven may not be full of the 

people we expect, and that those we consider ‘unattractive’ may very well be 

those living lives full of faith.  

I can’t help but think of the famous George Herbert poem, “Love Bade Me 

Welcome”. In fact, any excuse to read it is a privilege. This poem reminds us that 

we are only ever responding to the invitation of God, the lover who calls us, who 

serves us, and who demands nothing of us but just our response to engage. It’s a 

reminder of the grace of God. So, I shall read this now.  

 

LOVE BADE ME WELCOME 

LOVE bade me welcome; yet my soul drew back, 

            Guilty of dust and sin. 

But quick-eyed Love, observing me grow slack 

    From my first entrance in, 

Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning 

            If I lack’d anything. 

‘A guest,’ I answer’d, ‘worthy to be here:’ 

            Love said, ‘You shall be he.’ 

‘I, the unkind, ungrateful? Ah, my dear, 

            I cannot look on Thee.’ 

Love took my hand and smiling did reply, 

            ‘Who made the eyes but I?’ 

‘Truth, Lord; but I have marr’d them: let my shame 

            Go where it doth deserve.’ 

‘And know you not,’ says Love, ‘Who bore the blame?’ 

            ‘My dear, then I will serve.’ 

‘You must sit down,’ says Love, ‘and taste my meat.’ 

            and so I did sit and eat. 

 

A prayer to end with,  

Lord our God, we praise you for your grace and mercy, poured out on us, and 

we see how your Son embraced those who listened to him. May we shake off 

the falseness of religion, to respond with our hearts to your call to relationship.  In 

Jesus’ name. AMEN. 


