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Continuously Reformed - Luke 19:1-10  
 

“Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda.” The church reformed and continuously 

reforming.  Today is Reformation Sunday, a day that commemorates the 

beginnings of the Protestant movement.  An early critique church authorities 

hurled at the Reformers was that their suggested changes to the church caused 

them to be “innovating,” in that they were attempting to change the church Christ 

established.  John Calvin, leader of our Reformed tradition, rebutted that he and 

other Reformers were not “innovating, but restoring the church to its true nature, 

purified from the ‘innovations’ that riddled the church through centuries of 

inattention to scripture.” The Reformers argued “sola scriptura,” the scripture 

alone, purging themselves of the historical ‘innovations’ of the church in an 

attempt to have a purer form of the church:  “Ecclesia reformata, semper 

reformanda, sola scriptura.”  The church reformed and continuously reforming, 

according to the Word of God.   

 
Prayer  
Guide us, O God, by your Word and Spirit, that in your light we may see light, in 
your truth find freedom, and in your will discover your peace which sustains us 
and keeps us from losing heart.  Through Jesus Christ our Lord.  Amen.   
 

The early Reformers had grown tired of so many church practices, including the 

hierarchical structure of the church.  At the Reformers core, it is argued that their 

theology was one of liberation – to set the people free from the church 

establishment.  That the Holy Spirit works through everyday individuals, who are 

then drawn together as a united community through which the Holy Spirit 

continuously works. A recognition that every individual is an active participant in 

the ministry of the Church.  That if only the Church priests have direct access to 
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God (as was the historical argument), then we are a priesthood of believers with 

each having direct access to God through Christ.   

 

And since those early days of the Reformation some five hundred years ago, and 

like the 1500 years prior, the faithful people of God wrestle with their own sense of 

worthiness, wondering if we are worthy of such direct access to God, the holy One 

who created everything out of nothing.  Such questions of worthiness lead us to 

this character Zacchaeus, who was chief tax collector in the ancient border city of 

Jericho.   

 

On a trip to the Holy Land, entitled a Pilgrimage to the Living Stones, we set out to 

connect with our mother church and this led us to connect with Christians 

throughout the West Bank of Palestine.  Early one morning we left the little town 

of Bethlehem to travel through the Judean Desert to our meeting in Jericho.  The 

road seemed to follow the desert valleys and no matter which direction you looked, 

all you could see were the sandy dunes as the bus weaved through the desert 

mountains.  As we descended the desert, far off in the distance we could see a 

green space, an oasis: Jericho, a lush and fertile ground surrounded by barren land.  

Jericho is the oldest occupied city in the world, able to trace its history eleven 

thousand years.  At the time of Christ, when the city was already nine thousand 

years old, as a border city of the Roman Empire Jericho had a customs station.  

Because it was one of the wealthiest cities of Palestine, in the most fertile part of 

Judea and home to the Herodian palace, it was the place to be.  Especially if you 

were a tax collector, and most especially if you were the chief tax collector who 

benefitted from the proceeds of the other tax collectors.  The chief tax collector 

would have contracted for sales and customs taxes and hired other tax collectors 

under him.  The everyday tax collectors were not liked by the everyday people, and 
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chief tax collectors were liked less than everyday tax collectors.  And Luke 

introduces us to Zacchaeus, the chief tax collector of Jericho. 

 

Now, “Zacchaeus was a wee little man, and a wee little man was he.  He climbed 

up in a sycamore tree, for the Lord he could not see” as the children’s song goes.  

In that sycamore tree, picture Danny Devito, in a tunic.  We know enough about 

Zacchaeus to know people did not like him, so as Jericho’s residents lined up to 

see Jesus, they could care less if this chief tax collector had a front row view of the 

town visitor.  The other reality is, we do not know if Zacchaeus really wanted to be 

in that front row – He certainly had the authority to make his way to the front.  But, 

could it be, that being in the front was a bit too close for Zacchaeus to encounter 

this Jesus character?  Did he prefer to see Jesus from a safer distance? As opposed 

to making his way to the front, he ran to and climbed the sycamore tree, perhaps to 

get a good view, a good view from a safe distance.   

 

It seems that from the beginning of the early church and through the Reformation 

itself, the followers of Christ’s way wrestle with finding that proverbial safe 

distance between self and God.  Like Zacchaeus, we face the challenge of pushing 

through whatever seems to be keeping us from Christ, from following his way.  Or, 

instead of facing those blockades, whatever they may be, do we follow Zacchaeus’ 

footsteps and run forward that we may view Christ from a safer distance?  From 

there we can see how others react to Christ, see how others follow his way before 

we either jump in ourselves or keep our safe distance.   

 

So from a distance, up in the tree is this wee little man who should have neither ran 

in public nor climbed a tree, but there he was – by his lonesome – hanging out in a 

tree and waiting for Jesus to pass him by.  I imagine it was a lonely wait, seeing the 
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community with a festive excitement leaning on one another below, while Danny 

Devito/Zacchaeus is held only by a tree branch.  Remember, it is for good reason 

the community did not like this man. If the community rejected him because of his 

short stature, or for any other prejudice, we could rally around Zacchaeus. But this 

man took advantage of his neighbors, he placed himself above them long before 

climbing that tree. 

 

And when this Jesus chooses Zacchaeus from over the crowd, his neighbors were 

aghast, and we should be as well. After all, this is not Danny Devito in the tree. 

This is the predatory lender who preys upon the poor to line his own pockets.  He 

is the one who feasts at every meal while the children from those who he collects 

money go hungry.  In the tree is the one who wears his fancy linen while his 

neighbor goes cold. He is the classroom bully perched in the sycamore.  And this is 

the one to whom Jesus looked and said, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I 

must stay at your house today.”  As Zacchaeus scurried down, the crowd began to 

grumble: “With all we have heard of this Jesus, why would he choose this sinner?”  

Zacchaeus would have been the crowd’s last choice. 

 

And here again, Luke is using the gospel story to stress the abundant grace, the 

absurd grace God offers to all creation.  This grace, Reformer John Calvin referred 

to as an irresistible grace. A grace that claims us, a grace that will not let us go, a 

grace that draws us to recognize God’s very presence, with us, within us and  

within others as well.  Calvin describes that as God bestows this grace on us we are 

in turn drawn toward God. In describing this drawing, Calvin says, “True, indeed, 

as to the kind of drawing, it is not violent, so as to compel by external force; but 

still it is a powerful impulse of the Holy Spirit within us, which makes a 

willingness of those who formerly were unwilling and reluctant.” 
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Before Jesus passed through town, Zacchaeus was unwilling and reluctant.  Yet 

Jesus passed by and shared this grace with the most unworthy.  Once this grace is 

received as the gift it is, those who receive cannot help but to share this very same 

grace with others.  An irresistible grace.  Though he may have intended to keep a 

safe distance from Jesus through scurrying up a tree and watching from a distance, 

grace found Zacchaeus in that tree – grace always finds a way.  And whether we 

push to the front of the crowd, or fall back to a safer distance, grace finds us as 

well.  When we receive such grace, like Zacchaeus, we cannot help but to share it.   

 

The passage is not so much about Zacchaeus, or Danny Devito, as it is about the 

overwhelming, unconditional, irresistible love of God – a love that fails to wait 

until it is deserved.  A love that encounters.  And when such love is received, one 

cannot help but to share this love with others.   

 

Next Sunday is commitment Sunday when your will dedicate your pledge for the 

coming year, and the Generosity Committee has invited you to pray about your 

pledged commitment for 2023.  If you are looking for a benchmark on how much 

to give, be reminded that Zacchaeus gave half of all he had...  To be clear, your 

commitment cannot be measured by a number, nor can it be measured by an 

amount.  Your commitment is your response to God’s grace, and your pledge to 

your church is a portion of your commitment.  Please do pray about it, because we 

as a community have also received this irresistible grace of God, and collectively 

we commit to share this grace through these efforts of Building a Bigger Table. 

 

In the name of the Creator, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen. 
 


