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Mystic poet, singer-songwriter Van Morrison some years ago used to have a member of his 
band, toward the end of the show, ask the audience, “Did you get healed, tonight?” The 
implication was, of course, that somehow being bathed in the lyrics and the music and just the 
spirit of what can happen in live performance can be healing for the soul. “Did you get 
healed?” If you believe that a God of grace and healing is the reality in which we live and move 
and have our being, and is will use anything and everything in life to impart that healing, then 
it's a good vision, isn't it? It's a good understanding and certainly a good aspiration for any 
artist, musician, poet, preacher, or teacher or craftsman, or for that matter any believer living 
out their calling in life to have. 
 
On this All Saints' Sunday, maybe that's a good definition of who we “the saints”, saints all, 
are. We are those who seek to relate to life as grace, who believe that the nature of this God in 
which we live and move, really is fully revealed in Jesus Christ as pure grace and mercy. And 
therefore, we are those who live in hope that somehow, even what we do, and who we are, in 
spite of ourselves will be used in this God's great work of healing, of salvation, of Kingdom. 
We live in hope that Jesus really does bathe the lost in his healing presence. 
 
So, Zacchaeus needed bathing in the healing presence of Jesus. He needed to get healed! He 
needed that healing of the soul we call salvation. See, Zacchaeus is treated as a nobody, and he 
is desperately trying to be Somebody. The latter part of that, his desperation to be Somebody, is 
a sure sign of the need for healing, isn't it? You know, we've probably heard this story a 
thousand times, ever since our childhood Sunday School days. And it's usually put together in 
our heads something like this: 
 
A short, bad, rich man named Zacchaeus lived in Jericho, and one day he heard that someone 
named Jesus was coming through town and there was a big crowd gathered along the road to 
see him, and so, that being the big event of the day,  Zacchaeus really wanted to see him, too. 
But, he couldn't because he was short and he was behind the crowd. So, he climbed up a 
sycamore tree and fortunately for him, when Jesus came by he saw him up there and invited 
himself to Zacchaeus' home for dinner. Zacchaeus was so overjoyed that he vowed to make 
right all the financial harm he'd done to folks, at which point Jesus' declared him saved. 
 
That sound about right? But, if we think a little bit about that, we ought to be troubled. 
Because, understanding this story that way means we're right back with believing that salvation 
is somehow dependent on the good works we do. And if we're honest we know that none of us 
will ever be healed if that's the case, because how many good works are enough, and when can 
I be sure? And if I'm feeling that kind of anxiety I'm probably not experiencing the life I'm 
living as healing. I'm not experiencing salvation, am I? And, even if we say well, Zacchaeus 
was converted when Jesus invited himself to dinner at his house, and what he does is a response 
to his conversion, does that really make sense in this story? I mean Jesus just invited himself 
over for dinner. And, is that really a model of conversion? Don't we know conversion as a life-
long work of God in us, as a life-long journey of trying to follow Jesus? 
 
I want you to entertain with me this morning a little bit different way to read this story. As I 
said, Zacchaeus is treated as a nobody, because as you remember, tax collectors were seen as 
traitors, as Roman collaborators, and therefore as impure sinners—outcasts. Besides that, there 
was the fact that they were the ones actually taking people's money for Rome, and nobody likes 
their money being taken. So, suffice it to say, he's not highly thought of in his community.  In 
fact in the original Greek in this story the language suggests that maybe the crowd was 
purposely trying to keep Zacchaeus at the back and not let him get close to Jesus. They don't 



like him! And he knows they don't like him. So, I'm thinking that the reason why Zacchaeus 
hurried down the tree so happy when Jesus invited himself to his house was because he was 
being recognized as Somebody in front of all this crowd who despised him. Zacchaeus 
desperately wanted to be Somebody, if not with respect in his own community, then at least, 
with riches and a higher standard of living, and a title from Rome. He had after all, climbed up 
the ladder, climbed up the tree, to become a “chief tax collector.” Zacchaeus was always 
climbing, desperately wanting to be recognized. 
 
We do try to make our lives “count” don't we? And I guess a lot of that is good, if it comes as a 
loving response to life for the sake of others, you know, a living out of what our gifts are as a 
way of giving back to the world. But, a whole lot of our ways we try to make our life count 
aren't that at all, are they? I mean there are a thousand trees we climb hoping to be seen, hoping 
to be recognized, or maybe just trying to be part of “what's happening” in the culture around us. 
You know, the big event of the day, the latest styles or the latest “thing” to have. And perhaps 
some of the trees we're busy climbing are spiritual, or moral trees, you know hoping to do 
“enough”, to serve “enough”, or hoping to become pure enough or to be able to say that we are 
a certain way and stand for a certain standard. We have lots of ways, both secular and religious 
that we try to achieve “sainthood” if you will. To be recognized as a cut above, in at least 
something, maybe just our good looks, but something. 
 
So maybe on All Saints' Sunday it's a good time for us to look at all of that, and to ask and seek 
to answer the question from within our faith tradition, “how do we become 'saints'?” Because, 
if we're honest, we know we're all a little like Zacchaeus, climbing up one tree or another. Well, 
listen to this story again, because I think, first of all, it's not really about Zacchaeus, it's about 
Jesus! (That may be a clue for us, you know, that it's not about us!) But, this story isn't really 
about Zacchaeus at all, it's about Jesus. Jesus is the one who really drives the story. 
 
Zacchaeus has just climbed a tree, like everybody else just wanting to be part of what's 
happening, and maybe secretly wanting to be recognized. There's nothing special in that. No, 
it's Jesus who stops his journey and calls Zacchaeus out of the tree he's climbed. And it's Jesus 
who invites himself into Zacchaeus' home. And you see what happens first of all when Jesus 
does that? The crowd is scandalized! Why? Because they're all up trees of their own! They've 
all climbed the various cultural trees that mark out winners and losers, insiders and outsiders, 
saints and sinners. So, the crowd is scandalized. So, when Jesus calls Zacchaeus out of his tree, 
he essentially chops down the trees everyone else is up in and calls them out of theirs, too! 
 
And then, they go to Zacchaeus' house and old Zack still doesn't know that he doesn't have to 
be climbing trees. And he thinks he's still up in one, instead of standing on the ground with 
Jesus. I mean, look it, the first thing Zacchaeus does when they get to his house is that he takes 
out the wine glasses, pours a couple of glasses of his finest Barolo and launches into a toast ... 
to himself! Listen, in the Greek, what he says is in the present rather than the future tense. The 
old Revised Standard Version got it right when it has Zacchaeus say: “Behold Lord, half my 
possessions I give to the poor and even if I've defrauded anyone, I pay it back fourfold.” He's 
bragging! He's in the place in this story, where the Pharisee in the Temple was in last week's 
story; you remember the Pharisee praying saying to God, “I fast, I tithe...” Even if you put 
Zacchaeus' words in the future tense, I think he's just saying what he thinks Jesus wants to hear. 
 
He's busy climbing another tree. And what does Jesus do? Jesus chops it down. He takes a 
chain saw to it! He calls Zacchaeus back down out of his tree, back on the ground, when he 
says, “Zacchaeus, salvation has come to this house today because you're a son of Abraham and 
the Son of Man came to seek out and save the lost.” “You know, that would be you.” Thud. Did 
you hear him when he hit the ground? Jesus chopped that tree down right out from under him 
for the sake of healing. It's the only place Zacchaeus can be healed isn't it, down on the ground 
where his life really is, where he is in fact lost, where he's in fact least.  



If you're not lost, a Savior won't do you any good. If you're not dead, God can't raise you up to 
new life. You see, by chopping down that tree Zacchaeus keeps wanting to climb, Jesus refuses 
to judge him in the same way that others judge him. He will judge him only as one brought out 
of the death of that old tree-climbing life into new life for being liked just as he is, and for 
being able to follow Jesus, just like he is. That's salvation. That's healing. And friends, that's 
who God is. That's the reality in which we live and move and have our being. If we'll let the 
trees we've climbed be chopped down by Jesus, although we may feel lost, and least, and 
maybe even dead for awhile, we will find healing on the ground of God's good earth. 
 
You know, it's like that old Palmolive dishwashing detergent T.V. commercial with the woman 
getting a manicure. You remember, the woman has her fingers in the little bowl of liquid and 
Madge the manicurist is talking about how gentle Palmolive detergent is? She says to the 
woman, “you're soaking in it.” You're soaking in it! Friends, we're soaking in God's healing 
grace, just breathing in and breathing out, just holding hands with someone you love, just 
walking in the woods, just singing your favorite hymn, just playing ball, just playing music, 
just doing what you do. 
 
That's what “saints” are. Those who know they're soaking in it. You see, there's nothing that 
you have to do, and it's nothing that you have done. There is no tree you have to climb. 
Healing, salvation is just soaking in it. That's why I think All Saints' Sunday might be better 
named Saints All Sunday. We come here to be reminded of just who this God is in whom we 
live and move. We have known this God fully in Jesus Christ. There is nothing else to know 
about God besides what we see in Jesus. That's what this meal is about. Jesus has invited 
himself into our house for dinner once again. Come down out of your tree and just sit and eat 
and drink, let him fill you with the hope of the saints, that even we, even you, even me, even 
some little sawed-off Jewish tax collector, just as we are will be healed and will be used for the 
healing of the world. 
 
Soak in him and be healed. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


