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“Almighty and merciful God, of whose only gift it cometh that thy faithful people do unto thee true and laudable service ... .”  I love the collect for this Sunday, especially in its traditional form with that wonderful prayer book language.  But there’s more to it than that.  It is only by God’s gift that God’s faithful people can do anything good in his service.  It is only so that we can be God’s faithful people, for faith itself is God’s gift.  


That prayer is especially appropriate today because October thirty-first is the date that marks the beginning of the Reformation.  Historians debate whether or not Luther himself nailed his ninety-five theses to the door of the castle church in Wittenberg.  But there’s no question about what he wanted to do - recall the church to the message that we are entirely dependent upon God’s mercy and that in Christ we are assured of that gift.  


That may not be obvious if you read the ninety-five theses, nine pages of late medieval theology intended for Luther’s fellow university professors.  But the theme is summed up  briefly in what Luther wrote, not at the beginning of the Reformation but at the very end of his life.  After his death they found a scrap of paper on which he’d made a few notes the previous evening.  The last thing he had written was Wir sind Bettler, das ist wahr:  “We are beggars, this is true.”    

“We are beggars.”  That may call up an odd and even insulting picture.  We see beggars on street corners all too often these days, and don’t like to picture ourselves there.  But let me call your attention to an unusual beggar by the name of Zacchaeus.  You just heard his story in the Gospel.  He’s unusual because he’s a rich beggar.


Of course Zaccheus doesn’t have a tin cup or a hand-lettered sign that says “Homeless, Hungry.”  He’s clean, well dressed and well fed.  And he probably would have been insulted, at least to begin with, if you’d called him a beggar.  Nevertheless ...

People beg because something is missing in their lives.  Maybe it’s food or shelter or medical care, but perhaps something else.  Zacchaeus had plenty of this world’s goods but something wasn’t there.  It’s not hard to guess what it was.


Tax collectors weren’t popular back then, and not just in the way that people today don’t like the IRS.  To begin with, the taxes they collected were for the hated Roman occupation, so they were collaborators.  They associated a lot with Gentiles and so were probably “unclean” in a ritual sense much of the time.  And the government didn’t care how much they gouged people as long as they handed over the required amount at the end of this month.  Anything beyond that was their commission, so they were encouraged to be dishonest.  Nobody except their families and fellow turncoats would associate with them.  

So Zacchaeus probably had few friends and no social life.  It may not have been safe for him to be out on the street without a bodyguard, and with people likely to sneer or spit at him in public, he didn’t go out and climb a tree just because of curiosity about a celebrity.  Maybe he’d heard about Jesus’ acceptance of people like himself.  Maybe he was just looking for a friend.  But whether he knew it or not, his need went deeper.  And “This is the courtesy of Deep Heaven,” one of C.S. Lewis’s characters says, “that when you mean well, [God] always takes you to have meant better than you know.”

So what are you looking for?  What’s missing in your life.  Is everything okay?  Or, if you’re honest, is there something you’re silently begging for?  Maybe it won’t drive you to go out in public and climb a tree, but it gnaws at you.  Perhaps you feel that your life is going in the wrong direction, or that it’s pretty well over and hasn’t amounted to much.  Or perhaps you put it in religious terms.  “You have formed us for yourself,” St. Augustine said to God, “And our hearts are restless until they find their rest in you.”

I imagine you thinking, “Why is he talking to us like this?  We’re here in church regularly.  We believe in God and in Jesus Christ.  We support the church with our offerings”  Yes, I know that.  I imagine Zacchaeus was a believer too.  Maybe not a very good one, but he was a Jew and had been brought up in the faith.  He believed in the God of Israel.  He paid the Temple tax – he could afford to! - and carried out his basic religious obligations.  But there was something missing, something he was inwardly begging for.  


Christian faith is an ongoing thing.  It’s not like an insurance policy that you get with baptism or a born-again experience at one point in your life and then can just coast on.  Every day we are called to turn away from sin and trust in the God made known to us in Jesus Christ.  We are called to return to the gift given us in baptism, to receive Christ who is given to us in the proclamation of Christ and in the Blessed Sacrament.  Every day we are called to die to sin and rise to live with Christ forever.  


Zacchaeus encountered God in the person of Jesus, but he didn’t just say “I accept Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior.”  By God’s grace he started on the kind of life that that commitment implied – “Half of my possessions I will give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will give back four times as much.”  He doesn’t just talk commitment but does it.  Christian faith, commitment to Jesus Christ, urges that on us every day.      


When we hear this story in Sunday School or a sermon it’s easy to remember Zacchaeus - he was short, he climbed into a sycamore tree so he could see Jesus, and so on.  He’s a good subject for Bible school songs.  But Zacchaeus isn’t the main actor here.  He was in the right place for something to happen but it’s Jesus who takes the initiative and makes it happen.  Jesus is the one who says “Come on down.  I want to stay with you today.”  

“We are beggars, this is true” – but it’s only half the story.  We are spiritual beggars who are befriended and blessed and gifted by an incredibly wealthy patron, of whose only gift it comes that his faithful people do unto him true and laudable service.  This is not the result of any chance encounter.  God comes looking for us, as those images and parables of the shepherd hunting the lost sheep tell us.  Even when with our spiritual rags and empty stomachs we pretend to ourselves that we’re rich, even when we try to hide from God and his life-changing gift, God seeks us out.

And when God finds us, it’s is not like a rich person tossing some spare change to a homeless person.  God comes in Jesus Christ to give us - himself.  “You know the generous act of our Lord Jesus Christ,” St. Paul reminded the Corinthians.  “Though he was rich, yet for your sakes he became poor, so that by his poverty, you might become rich.”  In the deepest sense God’s gift that enables us to be faithful and to do “true and laudable service” is God himself.  

The story of Jesus and Zacchaeus isn’t just about a rich man who was a beggar.  It’s about beggars – Zacchaeus and all of us – who are made rich.
Proper 26C Luke 19:1-10
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