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Poor Zacchaeus.  I just can’t help feeling sorry for the guy.

First of all, he was short.  Growing up, I was smaller than most of my friends, and I can tell you it was tough.  I imagine the young Zack’s taller friends playing keep away with his yarmulke, holding it overhead.  Maybe they bragged about being able to reach the nice, ripe summer fruit that remained just beyond their friend’s reach.  Or maybe they discovered that short people fit inside the ancient equivalent of school lockers better than tall ones.  Life can be hard for short people.  Even now the first thing most people learn about Zacchaeus is that he’s “a wee little man, and a wee little man was he.”


But he was also a tax collector.  Tax collectors were often rich, but they were always hated.  As Jews they were considered traitors to their people--notorious sinners who extorted money for their own benefit.   I can’t really picture young Zack telling people, “When I grow up, I want to collect taxes for the Roman oppressors.”  But that is what Zacchaeus ultimately did.  Maybe he just fell into it.  Maybe he inherited the job from his father.  No one knows, but it had to be hard being hated by your own.


I feel sorry for Zacchaeus because it seems his life was always lived on the outside looking in.


That was the way it was when Jesus came to Jericho.  Zacchaeus had heard about this traveling prophet or renowned rabbi named Jesus.  He may have even heard that Jesus was a friend of sinners and tax collectors, and so he went out to the parade route to see him.  He probably didn’t have high expectations.  He wasn’t going to do anymore than see what Jesus looked like, maybe catch a snippet of Jesus’ teachings as he walked by.

But Zacchaeus couldn’t see Jesus.  He was like the kid at the back of the crowd during the Christmas parade.  Maybe he tried to squeeze in between some people but they recognized him and closed rank.  Maybe he jumped up and down, trying to see between or over people’s heads.  But none of it worked, and so he ran ahead of the parade, climbed a tree, and waited for Jesus to wander by.  We’ve got to give him credit for creativity, but on the other hand he was still on the outside looking in.  The disciples, the crowd and even Jesus’ critics were close enough to touch him, to laugh at his jokes, to catch his facial expressions.  But Z is up a tree—near but not close, still on the outside looking in.


When it comes to Jesus, I think a lot of people end up there.

Andrew was a skeptic.  In college he had concluded that religions were fairy tales embraced by the weak minded.  To him, Christianity was no different.  Yet when Andrew was in his 30s, married with children, he often ended up in lunchtime conversation with a Christian co-worker.  Most of the time their chats revolved around work, politics, sports or TV.  But every-so-often, Andrew would ask a question about Jesus or the Bible or the faith.  He usually framed it with a phrase like, “I heard something the other day that was interesting…” or “I was wondering….”  It was a way for him to learn about the faith while still remaining on the outside looking in.


That was one of the appeals of the mega-churches.


When they emerged people wanted to know what it was about them that drew such large crowds.  Some of the reasons are now well documented--the dynamic worship, the relevant music, the helpful messages, the clear doctrine.  But there were also people who, as one person put it, went there to hide in plain sight.  They could slip in with the crowd, worship in anonymity, and leave without being singled out for recognition.  They could hear the Bible read and the sermon preached without being cornered in the narthex, volunteered to teach the middle school kids or approached about leading a program.  It allowed them to see Jesus but at a distance, to get close but not too close.


Today the same thing happens online.  


Some church gurus suggest that the most important information you put in any ad is not your worship times, location, preacher’s name or denominational affiliation.  It is your web address.  That’s because people will go online to hear the sermons, check out the programs, better understand the theology.  On occasion, I have had people email me with spiritual issues or theological questions they wanted to explore.  And they will do it long before ever visiting because, like Zacchaeus, they seek to see Jesus but they want to do it at a distance.

I suspect that most of us are inclined to let the modern Zacchaeuses be.  We take
comfort in the fact that they are at least seeking to see Jesus.  We figure if they are hanging on the fringes long enough they will take the next step and confess Jesus as Lord.  “All in God’s good time,” we say. 


But I think there’s another reason for our hands-off approach.  I suspect we fear violating our cultural compact, the one that says it’s impolite to talk about religion or politics. We are like a woman I met many years ago.  “I would never talk about Christ where I work,” she declared.  “Why, that would be rude.”  


Today the idea of approaching someone to talk about the faith is considered impolite.  That is why we don’t like Jehovah Witnesses at our door.  It is why we avert our eyes when those guys from Outreach in the Barrio walk by offering tracts.  It is why we have a hard time finding people willing to make simple, thanks-for-visiting-First-Christian-Church bread calls.  We fear being boorish.


But at a time in which many people hang out on the fringes of the faith, we Christians, as one writer put it, need to unlearn our etiquette.  We can no longer pretend that well-mannered reticence is either faithful or effective.  Too many people have been left on the outside looking in because we have valued social convention more than our divine calling to seek the lost.          


In short, being polite is no virtue if it leaves people far from God.  And rudeness is no vice if it means saving the lost.  


Where would I get such an idea?  


Well, how about from Jesus himself?


Last we heard Zacchaeus was literally up a tree, waiting to see Jesus as he passed through Jericho.  But it did not go as Zacchaeus had planned.  Just as Jesus was passing by, he stopped, looked up and saw the tax-collector.  And without a moment’s hesitation, Jesus ordered Zacchaeus from his perch.  “Hurry,” Jesus said, “for I must stay at your house today.”

Talk about bad manners.  Jesus invited himself over to Zacchaeus’ house.  As far as we can tell that was not what Zacchaeus was looking to have happen.  He wasn’t there to get the Lord’s attention.  He wasn’t there to gain an audience.  He was content to be on the outside looking in—maybe to ask someone later about Jesus or to just sit on the back pew or to check out Jesus.com.  But suddenly Jesus invited himself into Zacchaeus’ home.  More importantly, he invited himself into Zacchaeus’ life.  He didn’t wait for an invitation.  He didn’t ask if it would be OK if he stopped by his house on the way through town.  He told Zacchaeus that the tax-collector was going to be his host.  How rude!


And yet Jesus did it because it was more important to seek the lost than satisfy social etiquette. It was more important to save Zacchaeus than save face.  So what if some called Jesus rude?  Bringing salvation to Zacchaeus’ house would be worthy it.


The doorbell rang, and when she opened it two deacons from her church stood on the porch.  She was surprised, and a bit irritated, since it was almost dinner time.  Still, she invited the interlopers in and called for her husband to join them. 


For a few minutes they made small talk, the kind of chitchat one might expect.  But then one of the deacons explained the reason for their visit.  They had noticed the wife and children were regulars in worship but that the husband rarely joined them.  They explained that a father’s spiritual leadership was important to the whole family and that they were he would come to love and serve the Lord. 


Many might have found their visit the epitome of rudeness.  “How dare they come uninvited!  How dare they show up at supper time?  How dare they presume to know what is best for that family!  How dare they suggest that the father needed to confess Jesus as Lord!”  

But for a woman who loved her husband that conversation was an answered prayer. And for a husband who had not grown up in the church, who had no idea what it meant to believe in Jesus as the Christ, it was the beginning of salvation coming to his home.

And it happened because two prayerful, thoughtful Christians believed that seeking and saving the lost was worth the risk of being rude.


There are people like Zacchaeus around us.  When we open our eyes to see them, they work down the hall or play in our regular foursome. They chat with us out in the front yard or laugh with us at our children’s ball games.  They are people who are lost.  They drop hints about their restless lives, ask questions about the faith, try to learn about Jesus from a distance.  They are people who are on the outside looking in.  What they are waiting for is for you and for me to set aside social convention and reclaim our calling to seek and save the lost.  What they are waiting for is for you and for me to get a little rude for God.

