
Saving the Unsavoury

Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4; Psalm 119:137-144; 2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12; Luke 19:1-10

Today we celebrate the Sunday of All Saints, the day when we commemorate and celebrate

the saints, all of them. We remember all those who have lived and died in the faith, all of them. We

celebrate the “communion of saints.” 

And a core truth about the saints, all of  them, is that, in reality, they are a motley crew. Some

were beloved Sunday school teachers and sweet, pious people. Others were those who sat uneasily

in the church and who would be the last people in the world to think of themselves as “saints.” I

remember Roy Bonisteel doing an interview with Mother Teresa years ago on “Man Alive,” and he

asked her, “What does it feel like to be a saint?” She snorted and said, “I am no saint.” (I wonder

what she would think knowing that now she is recognized as a Saint by the Roman Catholic Church.)

And yet, despite any of their spiritual strengths or weaknesses, or protestations all these so

called “saints” all had one thing in common—they were saints, members of the household of God,

because one way or another Jesus Christ entered their lives, somehow got their attention, and gave

them work to do in the world.

Today’s Gospel is the story of one of these saints, a most unlikely follower of Jesus. But most

of all it’s a story about Jesus, the one who calls, enlists, commandeers ordinary people and entrusts

them with his kingdom, thereby making them saints. All of them, even Zacchaeus.

Jesus enters Jericho on his way to Jerusalem. There was a rich, disreputable man in Jericho

named Zacchaeus. He was not only a tax collector—someone fleecing his own people for tax money

to pay for their Roman overlords—but he was the head of all tax collectors.

But there was something within Zacchaeus that made him want to see Jesus when he and his

followers made their way through town. So Zacchaeus scurried up a tree hoping to catch a glimpse of
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Jesus.

To Zacchaeus’s surprise (and to the horror of everybody else in town), Jesus sees Zacchaeus,

addresses him, and invites himself to dinner at Zacchaeus’s house. The crowd, now quickly

transformed from those curious about Jesus to those infuriated by Jesus, shouts among themselves,

“Hold on now! He can’t be a real Messiah. He’s gone to be the guest of a man who is a sinner!”

The crowd (I guess that’s us) is scandalized that Jesus would do such a thing. They regard

Zacchaeus as a looser on two counts: he’s a collaborator with the Romans and he is a man who is

rich. As we have seen in past Sundays as we worked our way through Luke’s Gospel, Luke is rough

on the rich.

Which is right isn’t it? Aren’t the people living in poverty always the ones that God lifts up?

There is something that goes against the grain in Jesus’ acceptance of someone that we don’t think

is worthy. 

Will Willimon shares the following story: “I had known him since high school, but not well. He

was from the other side of town, the side where rich people lived. His father was the owner of one of

the largest textile mills in our textile town. His house had large white columns, in faux Gone with the

Wind fashion.

All the girls liked him. Why not? He was always the first to wear the latest styles in clothing. He

could always find a way to buy beer even when it was illegal. His money seemed to solve every

problem and to smooth every rough place.

And he was the first to get his own car. In high school! (Remember this is the 60's not today!)

I spoke to him in class and in the hallways, but he rarely spoke to me. 

He attended one of those swanky colleges in the Northeast. Not that he had the grades to be

accepted at one of those colleges, but his dad’s money, as always, smoothed the way for him. I lost
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track of him after that.

Then, at our tenth high school reunion, I was shocked when he lunged at me, grabbed me at

the opening dinner, hugged me, and said something like, “They tell me you are a preacher! That’s

great! Would you believe it? I have been born again! I’ve accepted Jesus into my life and now I’m

changed. Aren’t you happy for me, preacher?”

I told him I was happy for him, but I don’t know that I was completely honest. Of all people to

have “accepted Jesus” into his life! I was frankly shaken.

To tell the truth, I was aghast that Jesus would save someone like him, a person whom I had

always regarded as disreputable. And according to today’s Gospel, it’s a bit more accurate to say that

the wonder was that Jesus had accepted him into Jesus’s life.

I grumbled!”

But what does Jesus do?  Jesus goes through Jericho and enters only one home: the home of

a despised rich man.

No sooner than the table is prepared does Zacchaeus say that he will make restitution for all

of his ill-gotten gain. And Jesus makes a startling statement: Today, salvation has come to this

household.

It’s one of the few times that word salvation is used in the Gospels. Salvation—healing,

rescue, being made right with God, restored to relationship with God—has come to a despised rich

man. 

Joel Green, in his book Why Salvation? (Abingdon Press, 2013), defines salvation in this way:

“Simply put, ‘salvation’ is the comprehensive term for all of the benefits that are graciously

bestowed on humans by God. This definition focuses on two poles: God as the benefactor and
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humanity—and, indeed, the whole of creation—as the beneficiary of God’s good gifts. Our primary

concern . . . is with the human situation. What it means ‘to be saved,’ to be engaged in propagating

and embodying the message of salvation, and to make one’s way on the journey of salvation.”

We will want to speak of salvation not as when an individual comes to feel better about him or

herself, not as when someone finally gets a “firm hold” on God, but rather as that moment or series of

moments whereby God enters a life and commandeers it for God’s good purposes.

Sometimes, when I urge people to join us at our church, they say something like, “Your church

is full of hypocrites. I don’t think I need to be in a church to be saved.”

It’s ironic: in the story of Luke 19:1-10, the crowd thinks they are so much better than the

sinner with whom Jesus shares a meal.

Today, sometimes the crowd is made of those who say, “I may not be the best person in the

world but at least I’m better than all those disreputable sinners in the church!”

“God is actualizing his purpose to save, and in doing so throughout Israel’s history has set out

ways in which his blessings might be mediated to his people. Chief among these blessings is the gift

of covenant and particularly restored relationship or covenant renewal with God, out of which unfolds

the way of life for which we were created and liberated. God acts out, or performs, [God’s] will, and

the consequence is that the way of salvation is opened to us. Importantly, this ‘us’ knows no

boundaries, but includes all who are willing to embrace and act on the grace of seeing what could not

otherwise be seen, to stand at the threshold of  fresh ways of conceiving God’s work and to step

across.

“God’s drawing near to save forces a crisis among people. A decision is necessary: to resist or

to embrace, to serve or not to serve. This is precisely the junction that Jesus’s advent represents:

turn this way or that way. Of course, the coming of Jesus opens the way of salvation and enables
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faith. His ministry, death, and resurrection signal the expression of God’s good news in the plainest

way possible. With God’s self-disclosure in Jesus Christ, the way is open, but it is a way that must be

taken. The community of the saved are those who elect no longer to work at cross-purposes with

God, and who thus find themselves in sync with God’s own aims and active in God’s redemptive

project. Faith and faithfulness cannot be distinguished in the lives of those so thoroughly

transformed. Those who perceive God in Christ ultimately revealing himself in the world behave in

that world as new people. They are, indeed, new people, whose allegiances are given over to the

reality breaking into the world.”—Joel Green, Why Salvation? (Abingdon Press, 2013), 116.

“He too is a son of Abraham,” Jesus says. The man whom the community treated as an

outcast is told by Jesus that he is one of their kin.

Who were the children of Abraham? Israel, of course, God’s chosen. But what a sorry lot they

were! Abraham himself was no model of good husbandry or fatherhood. Jacob was a scoundrel.

They were a decidedly mixed bag, the sons and daughters of Abraham. They were chosen by God,

not because of their goodness but because of God’s graciousness. 

The Bible is a long story of how God sticks with these sinners, these children of Abraham.

Time and again, when they stumble and fall, God returns to them, picks them up, and resumes the

divine--human conversation.

And that’s what’s happening at Zacchaeus’s house today. Jesus is busy reclaiming the

wayward, sinful sons and daughters of Abraham. He is reconstituting Israel, but, just as in the long

story of Israel, Jesus is making little distinction between “saint” and “sinner.” Jesus is doing what he

was doing throughout Luke’s Gospel: seeking and saving the lost—this time saving the one who,

because of his profession and his ill-gotten gains, has been lost but now is found.

And good church people, all us “saints” gathered here, please note: the crowd, the good-
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enough church-going, Bible-believing, close-friends-with-God folk of Jericho, hated Jesus for it. “He’s

gone [again!] to the house of a sinner!”

And Jesus responds: “Today, salvation has come to this household!”

Just for today, I want you to define salvation as that moment or that process whereby Jesus

comes to your house, invites himself to dinner at your table, and intrudes into your life. Who is a

Christian? Let’s say for today that a Christian is someone to whom Jesus has shown up uninvited.

That’s a good thing to be reminded of on All Saints. Saints are people to whom God in Jesus

Christ has shown up. Some of the saints whom we remember in this congregation were some really

good, righteous people. Some of them had a hard time acting like Jesus wanted them to act. They

were at times hard to get along with. Some of them may have made their money in questionable

ways. Some may have had shady reputations.

The thing that made them “saints” was that Jesus somehow knew their names, somehow

slipped in through their closed doors and came to them, called them to follow him, and continued to

love them and pursue them throughout all their days in the same way that he does for you and me.

Thanks be to God! Amen.
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