
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What If Zacchaeus Lived in 

Cameroon? 
 

Luke 19:1-10 

 
Brett Younger 

Senior Minister 

 
 

October 8, 2017 
 

World Hunger Day 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 
 



   

 Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through it.  A man 

named Zacchaeus was there, a chief tax collector who was rich.  

He was trying to see who Jesus was, but on account of the crowd 

he could not, because he was short in stature.  So Zacchaeus ran 

ahead and climbed a sycamore tree to see Jesus, who was going 

to pass that way.   

When Jesus came to the place, he looked up and said to him, 

“Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house 

today.”   

So he hurried down and was happy to welcome Jesus.   

All who saw it began to grumble and said, “Jesus has gone 

to be the guest of one who is a sinner.”   

Zacchaeus stood there and said to Jesus, “Look, half of my 

possessions I will give to those who are poor, and if I have 

defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as 

much.”   

 Then Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this 

house, because he too is a son of Sarah and Abraham.  For the 

Son of Man came to seek and to save the lost.” 

 

 F. Scott Fitzgerald writes, “We have one or two great 

moving experiences in our lives—experiences so great and 

moving that it doesn’t seem at the time that anyone else has been 

so caught up and pounded and dazzled and astonished and 

beaten and broken and rescued and illuminated and rewarded 

and humbled in just this way ever before.  Then we learn our 

trade, well or less well, and we tell our two or three stories—

each time in disguise—maybe ten times, maybe a hundred as 

long as people will listen.”  (One Hundred False Starts)   

Fitzgerald could have added that after a certain level of 

comfort is achieved, wealthy people—like most of us—try to 

avoid such transforming experiences.  We understand that when 

affluent, successful people change, it changes the way we see 

our affluence and success.  Even the most wonderful 



transformations seem frightening when they threaten a 

comfortable way of life.   

 When Zacchaeus’ alarm goes off he hits the snooze three 

times before he convinces himself that he really does have to get 

up.  Years ago, when he was an enterprising, energetic young 

financier he could not wait to get to work.  Zacchaeus’ job as a 

tax collector is not so much like working for the IRS—unpopular 

though that may be—as it is like being a loan shark.  He is closer 

to a Mafia boss than an accountant, an evil godfather extorting 

the whole community.   

Tax collectors are the most hated people in Palestine.  They 

have thrown in with the enemy.  They steal from their own.  

These turncoats are the outcasts of the outcasts—the ones the 

lawyers tell jokes about—but the money is so good that most 

days it seems like a fair price to pay.  And the people at the 

agency have a certain camaraderie.  They know that for a mob 

boss Zacchaeus can be fun.   

Even so, on this particular day, the prospect of eight hours at 

the office seems dismal.  About ten o’clock the conversation at 

the water cooler picks up when someone says that Jesus—the one 

who has been getting all the media attention—is coming to 

Jericho.   

Zacchaeus thinks, “This could make an interesting 

diversion.”   

He tells himself he is going only out of curiosity.  He comes 

into Luke’s story the way people sometimes come to church, 

curious to see what goes on in here.   

 “Just looking,” they say, kicking the tires.   

“Would you like to go to lunch after coffee hour?”   

“Oh, no, we don’t want to get involved.  We’re just 

looking.”   

Zacchaeus is just looking.  If he has any other motivations, 

he buries them deep.  He has no trouble finding the big event.  A 

crowd lines the road.  Zacchaeus plans to push his way to the 

front.  Under normal circumstances no one would get in the way 



of a tax collector.  But there is something in the air that makes the 

crowd less concerned about audits, more daring than usual.   

The most zealous patriots take advantage of this opportunity 

to give Jericho’s chief tax collector an unfriendly elbow.  For a 

while, Zacchaeus keeps a mental list of every one who makes this 

unfortunate mistake.  He plans to take revenge on each one come 

April 15, but eventually the list gets too long.   

Zacchaeus sees a sycamore tree and decides it is an ideal 

place from which to watch the parade.  So this wee little man—as 

one of our classic hymns puts it—climbs up in a sycamore tree, a 

crime boss shinnying up a telephone poll.  (Peter Dinklage should 

play this part.)  He has not climbed a tree in years, so it takes a 

while, and he drops his black hat.  When he finally settles into an 

almost tolerable spot, he congratulates himself for being as spry 

as a man, oh, two or three years younger than himself.   

He looks down at the crowd and feels contempt.  How dare 

they despise him, dressed in their rags?  Zacchaeus, more than 

anyone else in Jericho, knows just how poor they are.  In 

Palestine, there is no middle class.  The rich are very rich and the 

poor are very poor.  Zacchaeus is glad to be one of the haves, 

keeping his distance from the have-nots.   

 Things have not changed much.  The rich are very rich and 

the poor are very poor.  The world is made up mostly of people 

who have more than they need and people who struggle to have 

enough.  The amount of money that the richest one percent of the 

world’s population makes each year equals what the poorest 57 

percent makes.  Of the 7.5 billion people in the world, 880 

million live on less than a dollar a day.  The statistics are 

overwhelming. Experts disagree over the exact number, but 

around 24,000 die of hunger-related diseases each day.  

(http://www.worldcentric.org/conscious-living/social-and-

economic-injustice)  About six million children under the age of 

five die every year as a result of hunger. 

(http://www1.wfp.org/zero-hunger)   
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More overwhelming than the statistics are the cries of 

babies, the bloated stomachs of children, and the faces of mothers 

who starve themselves to death in the hope that the food they 

need will keep their children alive. 

 Right now, the news is understandably focused on the 

painful and frightening situations in Puerto Rico, North Korea, 

and Las Vegas, but in terms of the loss of human life, the most 

deaths are in places like Yemen, South Sudan, and Nepal.  The 

causes of hunger are usually some horrible combination of 

conflict, famine, and economic changes.   

Wars on poverty do not get much attention.  Families do 

whatever they can to survive.  They sell needed assets such as 

livestock and run up debts. They are reduced to scavenging for 

food in trash heaps lining their shanty town streets, just to feed 

their children.  

In Yemen, around half of all children under five are too 

short for their age.  Yemen has one of the highest child 

malnutrition rates.  The fighting in South Sudan has made the 

food situation fragile for 2.5 million people.  The earthquake 

that hit Nepal devastated the region leaving eight million 

without access to food.  In Syria, nine million have been 

displaced.  The problems are so overwhelming that we do not 

want to think about the hungry.   

When Zacchaeus sees a small article about the needs in 

Cameroon on page twelve of section D, he is able to reassure 

himself, “I work hard for what I have.  I don’t get a penny more 

than I deserve.”  Zacchaeus wants to believe that he is only 

getting what is rightfully his and that he has no responsibility to 

those who are poor.   

In our country many want to think that we as a nation give 

more help than we do.  According to one poll, most Americans 

believe that about fifteen percent of the federal budget is given to 

foreign aid.  The actual amount is less than one percent.   

Americans spend more on candy, lawn care, and soft drinks than 

the US government on poverty-reducing foreign assistance. 



By percentage of GNP, the US is the lowest of any 

industrialized nation in funding development programs.  And 

only half of what we call foreign aid goes toward economic 

development.  The rest goes to militaries. 

https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/research-

publications/foreign-aid-101/  Of the top ten recipient countries 

of US aid, none are among the twenty poorest countries in the 

world.  The average Norwegian gives seventeen times as much 

for development aid through his or her taxes as the average 

American.  As a nation we tend to keep what we think is ours. 

 Zacchaeus is afraid that he dropped his wallet climbing the 

tree or that someone stole it.  His hand goes to his pocket to make 

sure it is there.  It is only spare change to Zacchaeus, but it would 

be a fortune to one of the peasants.  The chief tax collector in 

Jericho makes a lot of money.  Zacchaeus has more than he 

needs, though if someone asked him how much he needs he 

might answer, “Just a little more.” 

 If asked how much we need, we might answer, “Just a little 

more.”  And yet, in our closets, there are clothes we do not wear.  

In our refrigerator, there is food that we will waste.  In our bank 

accounts, there is money we do not need.   

 Zacchaeus watches the mob move closer to his tree until the 

center of attention is directly beneath him.  Jesus peers up 

through the leaves and calls his name, “Zacchaeus, hurry down.”   

Jesus does not need to tell Zacchaeus to hurry, because he 

almost falls out of the tree:  “Zacchaeus, I’m inviting myself to 

your house for dinner.”   

The crowd gasps.  There are religious leaders and business 

leaders who are assuming that Jesus will eat with them, but the 

crook and the Christ go to lunch together.  Jesus welcomes 

himself to Zacchaeus’ house like he owns the place.   

 Something about being with Jesus feels peculiar.  Zacchaeus 

does not know what it is, but he recognizes that this moment 

crackles with possibility.  Jesus has come to bless or overwhelm 

Zacchaeus.  It is hard to tell the difference.   

https://www.oxfamamerica.org/explore/research-publications/foreign-aid-101/
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This is one of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s “great moving 

experiences.”  He needs to grab this moment for all it is worth.  

He needs to move from curiosity to commitment, from just 

looking to making a difference.  And Zacchaeus does.   

He sees the peasants—maybe for the first time—and 

understands what he has to do to be on Jesus’ side.  Uncoerced, 

unadmonished, and unprompted, he announces with great joy and 

great fear, “Half of all I have I’ll give to the hungry.  And the 

ones I’ve cheated”—and there were more than a few—“I’ll pay 

back four times.”  Nothing is clearer to Zacchaeus than that 

Jesus’ friends feed the hungry. 

 It is still true.  Jesus’ friends share what they have.  Most of 

us did not become Christians because we wanted to give our 

money away, but if we pay attention, we see that there is a lot 

more in the Bible about sharing with the poor than about any of 

the other issues that Christians tend to give their attention.   

When Jesus’ friends step into a voting booth, they think not 

of their own self-interests, but of the hungry.  They write letters 

to representatives and post comments wherever it might be 

helpful.  They join groups like Bread for the World.  Jesus’ 

friends help with Brooklyn Delivers.  They cook meals for the 

Plymouth Shelter.  They volunteer at the CHiPS soup kitchen.   

Jesus’ friends give to help hungry brothers and sisters on 

the other side of the world.  They buy farmland in Cameroon, 

seeds—cocoa, palm, and plantains.  They help people who have 

lost their access to food obtain a new way of providing for 

themselves.   

 God’s people struggle with the lines between necessities and 

luxuries.  And in that struggle Jesus’ friends find Jesus’ joy.  

Sharing what we have can be as joyful as hurrying down a tree to 

go home with a friend.     

 In The Mirror, a play based on Zacchaeus’ story, after 

Zacchaeus announces that he will share his money, Jesus asks, 

“Zacchaeus, what did you see that made you want this peace?”   



Zacchaeus answers, “Jesus, I saw, mirrored in your eyes, the 

face of the Zacchaeus I was meant to be.” 

 Long after Jesus leaves Jericho, someone who has not heard 

Zacchaeus’ story sees him giving his money to the hungry and 

asks, “Do you ever think about how rich you could be?  Why 

don’t you give less?”   

Zacchaeus smiles, “Why would I want to go back to the 

Zacchaeus I used to be?” 

 When Zacchaeus gives his money to the poor it looks like a 

great day for the hungry and it is.  But Zacchaeus also received a 

gift.  Jesus’ friends have been caught up and pounded and 

dazzled and astonished and beaten and broken and rescued and 

illuminated and rewarded and humbled by God, so that we can 

know the joy of giving.   
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