
31st Sunday in Ordinary Time: Cycle C 

St. Luke Gospel 19: 1-10 

Zacchaeus in the Sycamore Tree 

My years of seminary formation included serving time as hospital chaplain. One hospital had a 

residential alcohol and drug treatment program. For those trying to remain sober, their days included 12-step 

meetings, individual and group counseling, and spiritual help.  

For some in early stages of sobriety, the idea of spirituality and even “God” is a new one. Often these 

people were raised in homes so consumed by everyone’s drinking and drugging, there was little care or 

attention given to children. Therefore, there was no exposure to spirituality or to any notion of God.  

One day as I was walking through the hospital to visit patients, a 12-step meeting was just ending. As 

the folks passed me in the hallway, one man noticed my chaplain’s badge and asked for a moment of time.  

For him, the idea of God was completely new, and he wanted me to know he was not yet convinced of 

any god’s existence. But last night after a discussion on his need for a “higher power,” he fell to his knees 

before going to bed and prayed, “If there is a God out there, please help me.” He asked, “So how will I if know 

if there is a God and if so, that God wants anything to do with me?” 

I asked him, “What happened after making that prayer?” He responded, “I went to bed and slept the 

night and this morning woke up and decided to look for a chaplain.” I asked, “When was the last time you ever 

went looking for a chaplain?” He responded, “I’ve never gone looking for a chaplain in my life.” I said, 

“Sometimes it doesn’t get any clearer then that. You felt a desire to look for a chaplain for the first time in 

your life and following a meeting today, you met a chaplain in the hallway.  It often doesn’t get any clearer 

than that.”  

 Jesus is “passing through Jericho.” He is not intending on stopping but will continue on his way to 

Jerusalem. However, passing through, he delays his journey in response to the awakening of a human heart.  

Zacchaeus, St. Luke tells us, “was seeking to see who Jesus was.” Zacchaeus was a very powerful man 

in Jericho and surrounding villages. For certain, many would want to see him on any given day. He would 

decide who would see him and who would be denied. He might even purposely be unavailable to those 

unwilling to give him the proper homage and deference a man of his reputation would expect. Posturing is a 

great tool of the powerful. 

 Zacchaeus searches for Jesus. This is something more than just wanting to see him or know about him. 

There is a stirring in his soul, a melting of ice and firing up of his heart that is beginning to change everything. 

Zacchaeus puts his prestige and power on the line and acts as someone less respectable by fighting 

through the crowd. Still unable to see, he climbs a tree. No obstacles will get in his way, even if he humiliates 

himself to see the person of his newfound desires. His determination pays off as Jesus looks up and offers his 

presence at Zacchaeus’ own house for dinner. Like the recovering alcoholic in the hospital, God moves from 

being an idea or a thought to being a person encountered and related to. Like the desire to seek a chaplain 

becomes a sign for the man in recovery, so the invitation from Jesus to visit confirms his conversion. 

Zacchaeus is motivated by a newly thawed heart and soul, now alive with the grace of love and 

compassion. This from only hearing about Jesus and before he ever personally met him. God was already 

working in Zacchaeus’ heart and soul bringing him to an awareness of the darkness within him and the power 

of divine light wishing to make visitation.  



A further reflection on this glowing interior life comes from St. Paul’s words in the second reading, 

“God may make you worthy of his calling…that the name of our Lord Jesus may be glorified in you and you in 

him.”  

Divine glory is an interior experience that involves first of all a divine call and then a divine work 

constantly transforming us. Divine glory and displays God’s ability to forgive any sin, heal any wound, reconcile 

any broken relationships, and restore any corruption. In many ways, we are describing our soul’s encounter 

with Jesus’ mercy.  

Mercy is always the Lord’s decision to enter the chaotic darkness of our world and our life to bring it all 

to the light of redemption and salvation. Mercy will for sure bring sorrow for the sinful past we are leaving 

behind, but the joy of encounter with the Living God far exceeds whatever the depth of sorrow. They are not 

mutually exclusive, but neither are they equal in power. 

Zacchaeus’ self-humiliation to see Jesus is only part of his interior renewal. He then decides to open up 

his affluence to the poor and provide restitution to his victims of extortion. These decisions continue 

manifesting his expanding interior life. There are at least two ways of interpreting his heart’s expansion and 

they are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 

One is the birth of compassion, something seemingly missing from Zacchaeus’ life before Jesus visited. 

He knew the poor were always there but had no desire or interest in assisting them. Now he recognizes their 

suffering and his affluence; deciding to make the latter assist the former. He wants to extend the mercy God 

has given him to the poor of his world.  

Secondly, Zacchaeus is now aware of the hurt done to others through his own practices of extortion. 

He makes the decision to repay above and beyond what the law required of such practices. He has 

experienced a sorrowful awareness of the effects of his sins, and now stands ready to not only halt such 

behaviors but seek out those he has hurt and bring restoration to their lives. This too extends divine mercy 

from his heart to others. 

Last week, Jesus gave us the parable of the repentant tax collector and the prideful religious leader. 

Although the religious leader also went beyond the expectations of the law, he performed religious activities 

only promoting himself, Jesus tells us he was not justified in God’s eyes. 

Now Zacchaeus (the repentant tax collector) offers far more than the law would stipulate as reparation 

and Jesus proclaims, “Salvation has visited this house.” How does Zacchaeus differ from the religious leader in 

last week’s parable? The religious leader expresses no need for God’s forgiveness or mercy. As Jesus says in 

the parable, the leader goes to the Temple but prays to himself. There is no interior movement because there 

is no connection to God in his heart and soul. In Zacchaeus, the connection is strong and powerful. 

Twentieth Century French writer Francois Mauriac used these words, “The day you no longer burn with 

love, many others will die of the cold.” The reverse would then state, “The day your heart catches the fire of 

love, many others will be warmed back to life.” This is the story of Zacchaeus and the greater power of divine 

love and mercy in the dark and bitter heart of a lost soul.  

Our world seems to be growing ever colder with darkened and fearful hearts. The remedy is that 

encounter with the Living God firing up the heart once more and moving outward to warm others back to life. 

In those hearts, our Lord’s words to Zacchaeus ring true, “Salvation has visited this house.” 


