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Here’s how it goes:  I pick up the Bible, open it, listen to the voices of people who lived a long time ago, their stories reaching out to caress but sometimes to prod, to encourage but sometimes to accuse.  I close the Bible, set it down, but sometimes I slam it down with a bang.  I know it sounds wacky and irreverent, but I have this on-going conversation with the Bible, and it isn’t always pleasant.  Oh, sometimes it is; sometimes it’s a conversation gentle and quiet, like a conversation between lovers.  At other times, though, it’s loud, reminiscent of the scuffle and shouting you’d hear in a street fight.  I love the Bible, but occasionally hate it, sometimes both love and hate it all at the same time.  But, whatever the nature of my conversation with it on any given day, whether it’s exhilarating or soothing or frustrating or downright maddening, the Bible is a big deal in my life.


I guess some would assume that this big deal relationship I have with the Bible is predictably predicated on the fact that I’m a minister.  After all, ministers are supposed to traipse along a journey with the Bible.  But my interest in what lies between the covers of this amazing book, my excitement in the exhilarating, encouraging, frustrating, sometimes maddening adventure it offers, began way, way before I ever imagined that one day I’d be a Christian minister.


It began for me more than sixty years ago, when I was a Jewish child, intrigued by the Bible stories, but sometimes perturbed, asking questions my Jewish Sunday School teachers didn’t much like, later asking questions my Christian Sunday School teachers didn’t like either.  I’ve been in this dancing and singing but sometimes quarreling and fighting conversation with the Bible for a long, long time.  Today I want to tell you three things I’ve learned along the way, as a prelude to talking about Zacchaeus, his tree climbing, and those times in our own lives when there’s a tree to be climbed.

The first thing I’ve learned is something you’ve learned, too:  the Bible isn’t an easy read, and isn’t that a world class understatement?  Its stories, statements, songs, myths seem so very foreign, tied to an ancient world and to an ancient culture, to a time when people really believed that the sun revolved around the earth, that the earth was flat, and that you could fall over the edge of the earth to be gobbled up by monsters.  And, to complicate things further, those stories were told, later written, by lots of different people using ancient languages which don’t always translate easily or well in modern English.


The Bible isn’t an easy read.  But – and here’s the second thing that I and many of you have learned:  entering into that serene but sometimes stormy conversation with it is worth every effort it takes.

It’s worth it because of what you discover in the sweet whisperings but also in the sweaty wrestling.  When you wend your way through all the begats and around all the cultural and linguistic oddities, in that collection of very, very old stories, there’s you and your own story.  It’s sort of like hearing your great-great-great-grandmother’s voice, telling you the story of your family, their joys and celebrations, but also their struggles as human beings trying to make their way through life, trying to make a home, trying to make sense of human relationships, trying to care for loved ones, trying to get through quarrels, trying to figure out why things happen, trying to make sense out of tragedies, and in the midst of all that, believing in God but wondering about God, too, about the relationship between God and human joys and human struggles.  And you hear the conclusions Grandma came to, her wise interpretation of your family in the realness of human life, and you hear the beliefs, values, sage advice she passed on, which have helped shape you.  And you begin to better understand and appreciate who you are, and better know what you want your descendants to know, what you want to pass on.

But also, you see mistakes Grandma made, in her conclusions and interpretations and advice, and those mistakes were passed down and have effected your life negatively.  You begin to argue with her.

You cry out, “Grandma, why couldn’t you see the mistakes you were making?”  But Grandma comes right back at you.  “Look at yourself,” she says.  “What mistakes are you making; what are you not seeing about yourself and about human life?”  Those questions – well, you’d like to silence Grandma’s voice, slam her book down with a bang, as it were, because those questions are hard.  But deep down you know that dealing with those questions can help you pass on what you want to pass on, instead of perpetuating mistakes.

So, wending your way through the begats and cultural nuances of the Bible, there’s a mighty important conversation to be had.  However, there’s the third thing which I’ve learned, and I’ll bet you have, too.  On some days, the Bible won’t be your conversation partner.  A Bible passage or story will be silent, won’t speak to you at all, until later on, when something happens around you, or something happens inside you, which opens you up to hear something you need to hear right then.  And that takes us to the story of Zacchaeus.

Today this story won’t speak to some of you; you won’t see yourself in it at all.  Today, just file the story in your memory, till the time does come, when this particular experience of the human soul arises is you and there’s a tree for you to climb, and you’ll be able to say, “Oh, I remember; it’s the Zacchaeus thing.”

So, who are the people who will find their story in this story today?  Well, they are people whose lives aren’t a terrible mess, at least, no more than usual; their lives really are pretty much okay and comfortable.  But, today, they aren’t feeling comfortable inside their own skin.  It’s like there’s a disconnect between the person they are and the person they’re becoming, who’s right on the edge of being born.  It’s like there’s within them a hunger not yet fed, a song not yet sung, an awakening not yet dawned.

Now, enter Zacchaeus, his life pretty much okay, comfortable, although some saw him as a bad man, one of those despicable tax collectors, who through dishonesty and embezzlement kept a lot of the collection for themselves, to grow wealthy themselves.  And Zacchaeus, a chief tax collector, was indeed a rich man.  But, whether Zacchaeus had amassed his fortune by deceit or simply by diligence to his job, we really don’t know.  What we do know is that he wouldn’t have made a penny, by deceit or by diligence, taking a day to loll around in a tree.  So, why did he climb up into that tree?

Well, of course, it was because he was “vertically challenged.”  But, if you’re at a certain place in your life today, you know it was a whole lot more than that.  From within your own experience, you sense him uncomfortable inside his own skin.

In his willingness to endure the indignity of having to perch up there, and in the way he responded to Jesus, you can feel it, the yearning which lifted him into that tree.  Zacchaeus needed to see Jesus, not just with physical eyes, but with the seeing of his soul.  That person in him on the edge of being born, that hunger in him on the edge of being fed, that song in him needing to be sung, that awakening in him needing to dawn, he needed to see Jesus.  You may not put it like that, as needing to see Jesus, but today some people know exactly what that means; they’re right there with Zacchaeus.  And, even if you aren’t there today, don’t you remember times past, being on an edge, with a spiritual yearning for birthing, feeding, singing, awakening, that need to see Jesus?  Aren’t there times for all of us when there’s a spiritual tree to climb?

But sometimes, you climb up that tree, and you come back down, without seeing Jesus, don’t you?  You seek, but just don’t see.  You get counsel from a spiritual guru, climb that tree.  You go to lectures, read books about God things, spiritual things, climb that tree.  You read the Bible, join a study group, climb that tree.  You try different ways of praying, alone and with others, climb that tree.  But still, whatever seeing Jesus means for you, it just doesn’t happen.  Why not?

Well, there’s one more thing most of us have learned, but sometimes forget:  it’s easy to miss what’s right before our eyes when it doesn’t look the way we expected it to look.  Sometimes we don’t see Jesus, don’t recognize the birthing, feeding, singing, awakening sacred moment because it doesn’t feel the way we expected it to feel.  When there’s that tree to be climbed, I guess, we’d best leave our expectations on the ground behind us, lest they blind us.

Look, never in a million years would Zacchaeus have expected to see Jesus seeing him.  Never in a billion years would he, a tax collector despised by Jews, have expected to feel the arms of a Jewish rabbi welcoming him.  And never in a zillion years would he have expected that, in receiving Jesus’ love and welcome, he would be birthed into a man who could love and welcome Jesus right back.  I guess that, when it’s Zacchaeus time for you, when there’s that spiritual edginess and yearning and seeking, that tree to be climbed, you have to climb it with an open mind, and you have to climb it with an open heart, with a willingness and a readiness to be surprised.
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