
Zacchaeus Sunday 2014

Luke 19:1-10

In the Name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit.

As you can surmise from hearing the Gospel reading or if you have looked at the calendar in 
advance, today is called Zacchaeus Sunday.  It is the second signpost that lets us know that Great 
Lent is coming.  The Lent Triodion is not actually used today for verses, hymns, troparia or 
kontakia. Officially, all that begins with the services next week.Unfortunately though, when many 
people hear this Gospel and know that Great Lent will be hear soon, there is often this collective 
UGH!   Now to a certain extent this is understandable and common because our bodies and 
minds have become accustomed to their patterns and we know that Great Lent will challenge 
those habits.  Yet if we can put aside that initial knee jerk reaction and look more deeply at what 
both Great Lentand Zacchaeus bring to us, I think that our spirits will actually rejoice in 
Zaccheaus’ example and the opportunities that Great Lent offer.

As Fr. Philip mentioned last week, Great Lent is often called the ‘School of Repentance’ because 
the necessity and examples of repentance are woven throughout all of the daily and Sunday 
services as well as the themes of Great Lent.  We have last week’s Gospel with Jesus proclaiming 
‘repent for the kingdom heaven is at hand’; before that we had the example of John the Baptist 
calling everyone into repentance;today we have Zacchaeus; next week we have the repentance 
of the publican and the lack thereof in the Pharisee; following that we have the parable of the 
prodigal son which may the best known parable of repentance; and these examples continue 
throughout Great Lent with the reading of the Great Canon of St. Andrew of Crete – during the 
1st week split into 4 parts and then in its entirety during the 5th week, celebration of St. Mary of 
Egypt, and the list could go on and on.  In fact, “repentance” may be one of the most important 
concepts and words,not just in Lent, but in the entire New Testament.  So, it is important that 
wehave some understanding what the Holy Fathers actually mean when using the word
“repent”.  

This word, repent, is common enough so that everyone has heard it throughout their lives and 
has an already formed idea of its meaning though you may have never had the necessity to 
articulate that meaning.  Most of us were raised in Western culture or have lived in the 
atmosphere of Western culture for many years.  This Western culture or mind set was largely 
formed by Catholic/Protestant theology which was greatly influenced by St. Augustine.Entire 
books have been written about this subject and we do not have the time or even necessity to 



move along those lines. In general though, it is worthwhile for us to have an idea of the premise 
of this world view as juxtaposition to our Orthodox faith.  In brief, the position of the Western 
church is that because of the Fall there isontologically a great gulf between God and mankind to 
such an extent that in God’s Kingdom people have been relegate to subjects or slaves, before an 
all-powerful Creator whom they have greatly offended in the breaking of His various laws. 
Further, that because of the Fall, this world and all of us are so tainted that there is no hope 
ofcommunion with God in this life but only after we leave this world through death.  And even 
that communion was only made possible by the incarnation of the Son of God and His 
remuneration for our sins through His suffering, the shedding of His blood, and the ultimate 
payment by His voluntary death which somehow paid the debt and bought reconciliation for us 
and all Creation.  In our present life, in order to become good subjects and receive the future
benefits of being aligned with the All-Powerful in Heaven, we need to change our actions, make 
restitution for the problems we have created, humble ourselves before the all-powerful God 
whom we have offended, etc. You get the general idea.

Now let us briefly consider repentance from an Orthodox perspective.  In the beginning of 
creation, Adam and Eve lived in deep communion with God and all their lives were illumined with 
His presence.  This illuminated state, being filled with God’s Divine energies, was their natural 
state of existence. After the Fall, where they chose to follow a lie rather than God, the direct and 
rich unity between God, Adam and Eve and all creation was ruptured.  All creation was now ill, 
groaned in travail, and darkness lay on the land. In order to restore and heal that ruptured 
condition, the Son of God came to dwell among us to bring that illumination back into creation.  
He also was an example as a witness; showed us how to live in the present life and how to 
maintain that illumination through all the conditions of our life even unto death.  This example 
and great sacrifice shows us the way and allows us through Him, by the gifts He left 
behindcoupled with the Grace of the Holy Spirit, to again live in that illumined and deified state if 
we are willing and desirous.  Do you see the radical difference between these two perspectives 
even among those who callthemselves Christians? We could continue on but will leave that 
overview for now.  

So how does repentance fit into all this?  In Western Christian mentality, repentance almost 
exclusively carries the sense of subjection, error, guilt, offense, etc.  Not surprisingly our 
Orthodox faith has a much different sense. Like most of the words that define our Orthodox 
faith, repent comes from the Greek word  “metanoia” which is a combination of two words 
“meta”, a preposition meaning ‘after’ and “noeo” a verb meaning to ‘perceive, to think, to 
observe’ .  Noeo is the root word for such familiar words as noetic (as in noetic prayer),and nous 
which is, as we have spoken about previously, the deep mind or deep heart with which we can 



perceive God directly.  So put together metanoia means “change of mind or heart” which 
represents a deep change at the core of our perception.  The result of this metanoia (the deep 
change at the core of our perception) obviously will extend into our feelings and 
actions.Metanoia brings us closer to our true and natural state of living in ever deepening 
communion with God as our hearts see the false and embraces the True.Do you see a bit how 
different the expression of ‘metanoia’ is as compared to our common Western understanding of 
repentance? Of course this is just a very brief overview and explanation of a word and principle 
which is foundational to our understanding of our Faith and salvation.So, stay tuned - for in the 
coming weeks I am certain we will be hearing much more about ‘metanoia’ and its English 
translation ‘repentance’.

Now let’s take a look at Zacchaeus as an example of metanoia and see how his example applies
to us.Zacchaeus was a leader among the publicans.  As you may know, Publicans were Jews who 
were appointed or hired by the Romans to collect taxes from the Jewish population for the 
Rome.  Obviously no nation is fond of paying taxes to an occupying nation and the Jews, believing 
they were thechosenpeople of God, were probably more bitter and resistant than most.  To 
make matters between Publicans and the Jews worse, as long as Rome got their taxes, the
Roman authorities were generally not concerned with the manner of collection or excesses that 
their publicans might charge.  Consequently publicans regularly flaunted their position of 
influence and power and extorted much more money from the reluctant Jewish tax payersin 
order to enrich themselves personally.  You can easily imagine how despised, yet also feared,
these powerful publicans where among their neighbors and associates and understand why the 
Sadducees and Pharisees lumped them together with harlots and sinners when accusing Jesus of 
dining with inappropriate people.

Now, the Gospel tells us that Zacchaeus had heard about Jesus: maybe he had heard of his 
miracles of healing, his message of forgiveness and love, his group of devote disciples, his 
acceptance of harlots, sinners and even publicans, etc.  So, within himself something stirs.  We 
are not told what that stirring was: it could have simply started as curiosity, maybe pangs of guilt, 
possibly some heartache for sinful actions, maybe a lack of fulfillment.  Regardless, he resolves in 
himself that he wants to at least see this holy man Jesus since He is coming through Jericho.  
Making the attempt to see Jesus pass by he quickly discovers that there are far too many people 
for him to get close and being short of stature he has no chance of seeing over the crowds.  Now 
what is he to do?  He could have left and gone home without fulfilling his desire because it was 
simply too much effort.  He could have stayed in the background of the crowd and done nothing,
with the slim hope that somehowhe would get a view.  Or he could make an effort and try to find 



some other way to catch his glimpse. From the Gospel text we see that his desire and 
motivationwere strong enough that he moved down the path and scrambled up a tree to get a 
look. Consider, when you have some time, what must have been stirring in Zacchaeus so that 
this wealthy, powerful, and certainly well-dressed publicanwould climb a tree just to get a 
glimpse of our Lord.  His effort, of course, did not go unnoticed and Jesus rewarded him
immediately by recognizing Zacchaeus by name and telling Zacchaeus to quickly come down so 
that He could dine with him that night.  We just read the story and so know that 
Zacchaeusjoyfully accepted.  He was not worried if his house was in order, if the kids had left it a 
mess, if the servants were ready, if there were only cold cuts in the fridge to eat – Zacchaeus
accepted Jesus immediately into his home at it was.  And before Jesus and his guest, Zacchaeus
made a startling and radical commitment to change his behavior and make restitution far beyond 
the ‘legal’ requirements.Zacchaeus’ relationship to his former god, money and riches, was 
broken and he saw the lies which he had formerly believed.  In this whole process Zacchaeus’ 
deep heart was moved, and he became a changed man.  His perspective had changed.  He 
experienced metanoia.

This is a wonderful and inspiring story but most of us probably have never had a metanoia to that 
depth nor that quickly and might have a tendency to want to discount Zaccheaus’ experience as 
something only marginally applicable to ourselves.  But this is not soZacchaeusrepresents an 
archetype for us.  It is certainly true that we, of ourselves and just like Zacchaeus, cannot simply 
change our perspective. We cannot force ourselves to see things different, to feel different, to 
believe different, to repent, to have a metanoia.  These changes are truly a gift from God, an 
action of the Holy Spirit with our participation that, as Fr. Philip mentioned last week, is an 
extension of the Holy Spirit actively working in our livesto bring greater illumination and oneness 
with God in fulfilling our baptism.  As we have been discussing over the past weeks and months, 
our Orthodox path is one of purification, illumination, and deification.  Our work is in the 
purification and when we are ready and prepared then the illumination will be given.  Just like 
with Zacchaeus, he made the effort to simply see Jesus.  He put aside his concern over his status, 
concern over his clothing, his vanity and pride because he wanted to see this Holy Man.

So it is with us.  Great Lent is coming. Just like Zacchaeus was short of stature and had to climb 
something to see, so we too from our limited vantage point, in our shortness of spiritual stature, 
will need to make an effort to climb in our understanding to change our vantage point.As, 
Metropolitan Anthony reminds us, ‘We must climb, we must take advantage of a height which is 
not ours in order to see what otherwise we could neither see, nor understand. This height which 
is apparently, seemingly as humble, as ordinary as the tree on which Zacchaeus climbed, is the 
Church. The Church with all its teaching, all its experience, expressed not only verbally in 



doctrine, but expressed in all the ways in which the Church lives.’ The Church gives us the
opportunity to set aside habits of the flesh that constantly demand our attention, to put aside 
entertainments and distractions, to lay aside earthly cares and concernsand to discover and 
struggle against the predominant sin which is the lynch pin to all the others. There will certainly 
be elements within us that will resist these changes. These elements will try to keep us from 
getting our glimpse of Jesus like the crowd did for Zacchaeus. But if we persevere in these
purifying activities, our deep heart and mind will be sensitize and we too will,without doubt,have 
our glimpse of the Lord.  And when that happens, who knows what kind of metanoias will be in 
store for us. Look again at Zacchaeus, he turned from an extortioner who loved money to give 
half his funds to the poor and repay all those,from whom he falsely collected, four fold.  And 
Zacchaeus continued experiencingmetanoias in following Christ and eventually became the first 
bishop of Caesarea.  Metanoia is what the labor, the promise and reward of Great Lent is all 
about.  If we make the effortthen Christ will visit us too.  It may be at any time: during one of the 
vigils of Lent, at one of the beautiful Pre-Sanctified Liturgies, maybe one of the Pan Orthodox 
Sunday services, maybe at the trapeza readings, or in our own prayer, reading, and study; it may 
be in Holy Week, or the wonderful Liturgy on Holy Saturday, it may be at Pascha itself, or God 
willing, multiple times throughout the season in a variety of settings.  But Christ will greet us too 
as he did Zaccheaus if we make the effort to show up, climb the tree (which is the Church) and to 
be where Christ is.

May the example of Zacchaeus, and the super abundance of Grace given because of his effort, 
encourage and enlighten all of us and our plans and preparations for our glorious meeting with 
our Lord this Lenten season.   Amen


