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"Welcoming Jesus"
2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12 & Luke 19:1-10
She was all of eighteen months old and she was there at the meeting I attended last Monday in Honolulu.  "Her grandma said she wasn't going to be able to take care of her today," my colleague explained.  "She'll be okay."

It turned out to be true.  The little eighteen-month old kept walked around the room and kept herself occupied sometimes humming to herself.  She seemed content and never made a fuss.

The meeting ended at 12:00 noon.  Two of the board members had to leave.  The rest of us decided we had time for lunch.  So with her eighteen-month old daughter in tow, the four of us headed off to Volcano Joe's on University Avenue to sit down for a meal.
The restaurant was filled with urban noise – students coming and going, pots and pans banging their way onto the open grill, rock music blaring from a sound system that filled the room.  We found a high chair.  

She behaved in much the same way as she did at the meeting.  No fuss.  No bother.  No real demands except the desire to try and feed herself to which her mother said, "Nope.  She manages to get the food all over the place except into her mouth."

About a half hour into our lunch her mother commented, "Oh! Oh!  It looks like it's time for a nap."

I turned and saw her daughter lay her head on the surface of the table.  Her eyelids began to yoyo back and forth.

"Is it okay if I hold her?" I asked.  

"Sure," her mother said, "just let her rest her head on your shoulder."

And with that the little girl drifted off to sleep obliviously to the noise.  While she slept we talked about our work, our lives, and our families.  

As she fell into a deeper and deeper sleep I began to feel the rhythm of her breathing and then the rhythm of her heartbeat – not a strong pulse, but a steady, constant pulse.   It was a moment of great intimacy to me.  I turned to her mother and said, "Thanks for letting me take care of my parenting instincts."
She smiled. She adopted her daughter when she was about three months old from an orphanage in China.  In the year and more that had gone by I saw she and her daughter had grown to love each other.

I am certain that Jesus felt the heartbeat of a baby.  I am certain that he knew of such intimacy and more.  I am certain he knew the heartbeat of every person he encountered – whatever their station or lot in life, whatever their circumstance or situation.
It is difficult to ignore the ways in which the writer of The Gospel According to Luke demonstrates the ways in which Jesus showed his concern for those who were placed on the margins of society, especially women, the poor, and children.  The parables and stories often focus on the powerless and the powerful.

We know Luke's parables and stories well – the good Samaritan, the rich fool, the rich man and Lazarus, the dishonest steward, the unjust judge, the Pharisee and the tax collector – and today the story of Zacchaeus who was not just a tax collector but a chief tax collector.  The episode in today's reading is viewed by some as a radical story.

The details of the story begin to make this clear.  Within the Roman system of taxation, Zacchaeus was not just a tax collector but a chief tax collector.  His position compounded the criticism made by those who already viewed him as ceremonially unclean because of association with the Gentiles.  He was socially ostracized.  He was also considered politically treasonous because of his association with the Romans.

And Zacchaeus was rich.  Given Luke's concern for the poor and his remarks on wealth (Luke 1:53; 6:24; 16:19-31), it becomes evident that Jesus' decision to stay at Zacchaeus' house was cause for many to grumble.  "Look and see, how he goes to be the guest of one who is a sinner," they complain (Luke 19:7).
What makes the episode radical is the response of Jesus to Zacchaeus.  He is willing to engage Zacchaeus in the most intimate of Middle Eastern customs, the sharing of a meal in a person's home.  And by doing so Zacchaeus life is changed forever.
Zacchaeus knew how others felt about him.  I imagine he may have felt as wealthy as he was he had little to show for his life in terms of his relationship with others.

When Jesus decides he will spend time with Zacchaeus in his home Zacchaeus welcomes him with great joy.  Ultimately, the story of Zacchaeus is a story of salvation – a salvation that is available to women and men, poor and rich, young and old, despised and ostracized.  Zacchaeus welcomes the gift of God's grace that Jesus gives and he is transformed.
Without any prompting from Jesus, Zacchaeus decides to give half of what he owns to the poor and repay fourfold anyone he has cheated.  Salvation comes to Zacchaeus and his house not only because of the transformation of his heart but the way in which his transformation bore fruit.  
The challenge we face in our own day and time is to consider how we place ourselves in God's presence and welcome Jesus, who first and always welcomes us.  The theologians among us will declare that by doing so to live as God created us to live – free from sin and death and the powers of evil.  
The salvation has come to Zacchaeus and his house will also come to us.  Whatever else theologians may say about the story of Zacchaeus, my hope is that we will see our salvation not only as being set free from sin and death and the powers of evil but as being set free to love and life and the power of good to transform our lives and our world.
Today, we have come to share in the most intimate of customs, the sharing of a meal.  It is at this table that we come to know God's grace revealed to us in Jesus Christ.  It is at this table that we place ourselves in God's presence and welcome Jesus who welcomes us.  It is at this table that we come to appreciate the steady, constant beat of a child's heart and to give thanks to God for the gift of life.

Let us hurry then and welcome this moment of joy!   Amen.
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