
TEXT: Luke 19:1-10        November 3, 2019 

COMING UP SHORT! 

I usuallyestablish sermon titles long in advance of the Sunday they will actually be used. But 
when I planned for this sermon, with its title “Coming Up Short,” I swear, I wasn’t thinking 
about church finances or our annual Stewardship Campaign, which begins today. Rather I was 
pondering the story of Zacchaeus, the vertically challenged tax collector at the center of our 
gospel lesson. 

Personally, I have always had a real affinity for this guy.  Maybe because I am only five-feet, 
six and one-half inches tall myself.  I always insist that medical forms have the half inch!  I 
know what it means to be a short man in surrounded by tall folks.  Even my wife is taller than 
I am--less so than she used to be due to a spinal fusion.  But she still has about an inch on me! 

Being short has its blessings--no one ever asks me to clean off the top of the refrigerator, as 
an example.  And I am much more able to fit in an airplane seat than my six-foot tall son.  
Mind you I didn’t say I’m more comfortable--nobody is comfortable in coach!  I just fit a bit 
better. But by-and-large being short can be rather challenging.  You often can’t reach light 
bulbs and smoke detectors.  Tall folks are always looking down on you rather literally.   

Back in the seventies Randy Newman, the composer of the music for the Toy Story movies, 
wrote a satirical piece that made the pop charts called “Short People”.  It’s a catchy tune, but 
the lyrics for those of us who are small in stature--oh my!  “They got little baby legs/And they 
stand up slow/You got to pick ‘em up/just to say hello . . . .”  Brutal! 

And the jokes!  Just Google “short people jokes” and you’ll find dozens of them.  I must admit 
some of them are rather funny.  Did you hear about the short fortune teller who escaped 
from jail?  He’s a small medium at large!  And I do like the admonition that urges folks to 
appreciate the little things in life and give a short person a hug.  But still, being short is no 
picnic. 

I suspect, though, that Zacchaeus didn’t get a whole lot of hugs.  As a kid he was probably 
picked on, maybe even bullied. And as he grew up, he probably carried a lot of resentments.  
Maybe that’s why he was willing to take on the job of tax collector.  If people bully me, ignore 
me, make my life miserable, why not return the favor?  I’m already disliked, I might as well 
get rich! 

In the days of Rome, as we discovered last week, tax collectors were given free reign to cheat 
and steal.  If a person actually owed Rome one denarius, the tax collector could charge him 
two and literally keep the change.  Folks often knew they had been cheated, but there was 



little they could do about it.  So, tax collectors were widely hated.  Because they worked with 
the oppressor, with Rome, they were considered traitors.  And because they constantly 
handled Roman coinage, with the graven images of Caesar, they were often seen 
assinners.Tax collectors in general, and Zacchaeus in particular, were outsiders.  As one 
scholar writes, “[Zacchaeus] belonged to a circle of persons almost universally despised.”  
(Joel Green, The Gospel of Luke, 669) 

Somehow Zacchaeus has heard about Jesus.  Somehow, he has heard he is a healer and 
teacher of some renown.  Maybe he read about him in People Magazine or saw a YouTube 
video of one of his miracles.Whatever, he’s going to pass through Jericho.  And Zacchaeus is 
determined to lay eyes on him.  But there’s a problem.  Because he is so short of stature, he 
can’t see midst the crowd.  Not that he really wants to be there in the middle of the hoi 
polloi.  So, he looks around, and sees a tree--a sycamore tree.  Sycamores havehuge trunks 
and low-hanging branches.  They are perfect for climbing.  Just what a short fellow need to 
see above the crowd.  So, Zacchaeus swings his way up and can see it all. 

Just then Jesus comes into view, and as he passes under the sycamore tree he happens to 
look up.  And there sits Zacchaeus.  Jesus chuckles.  Its not everyday you spot a full-grown 
man sitting in a tree!  He calls out to him.  “Zacchaeus, hop on down, man!  I want to have 
supper with you!” 

Zacchaeus is so surprised he practically falls off the branch, but he regains his composure--
and in fact is delighted!  Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all the world, Jesus wants to 
walk into his!  OK, not a gin joint, just his house.  But that’s great!  The crowd though is 
dumbfounded!  They begin to grumble.  Why Zacchaeus--why that puny little traitor?  Why 
not me, exclaims the mayor of Jericho, why not my house? 

The text doesn’t tell us about the meal itself, we can only assume Zacchaeus laid out his best 
for this traveling rabbi. Some fine olives, and well aged cheese and his best bottle of wine.  
Maybe a 29 LaJerusalem Rothschild.   Somewhere over the course of the meal Zacchaeus 
begins to see things in a new light.  Jesus has accepted him as he is.  Jesus has even assured 
him of God’s great love for all people, even short ones, even tax collectors.  And Zacchaeus 
comes to believe that Jesus really is a messenger from the Holy One.  It’s a wonderful change 
of mind! 

But if that is where the story had ended, it would have left Zacchaeus coming up short.  Not 
because of his diminished stature, but rather because--as one of Jesus’ other followers would 
later write, “Faith without works is dead.”  (James 2:26b) It is a good thing to feel the love of 
God so strongly, that it revives your heart and soul--but that newfound assurance of God’s 
love will just wither and die if its not put into action. 



But Zacchaeus does just that.   According to Jewish law, when one has defrauded another 
person, and voluntarily comes to the point of wanting to make restitution it needs to be a 
return of the principal plus twenty percent.  “When you have sinned and realize your guilt,” 
reads the Torah, “and would restore what you took by robbery or by fraud . . .  you shall 
repay the principal amount and shall add one-fifth to it.”  (Leviticus 6:5) Had Zacchaeus done 
that, he would have met the basic requirements of the Law.  But he does much more.  “If I 
have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much.”  (19:8b) And there’s 
more.  He promises to give half of all he owns, half of his possessions to the poor. Clearly 
Zacchaeus has undergone a real change!  He has been transformed. 

And while many would see a tax collector like Zacchaeua as betraying his nation and his faith, 
Jesus does not.  Indeed, salvation, as Jesus declares, has come to Zacchaeus’ home because 
he too is a descendent of Abraham.  He too is within the bounds of faith.  After all “The Son of 
man came to seek out and save the lost.”  (19:10) 

Zacchaeus--doesn’t come up short--in fact, he rises to new heights of awareness, new heights 
of generosity.  By his actions he demonstrates that he has come into a new way of thinking, a 
new way be being, a new way of living.  All because of the rabbi who looked up into the 
sycamore and invited himself to dinner! 

I once had a friend who worked for the IRS, he once told me that telling people at cocktail 
parties what he did for a living tended to stop conversations dead in their tracks.  I don’t 
know of any tax collectors here today.  But some of us are short--a few really short--and 
others may also feel like outsiders for one reason or another.  And Jesus’ message of 
inclusion, Jesus message that God loves and accepts all people, is especially important for 
those who feel like Zacchaeus.  

But it is ultimately a message for all of us.  God loves us, and Jesus came to look up into the 
trees of our lives to make sure we know that.  Jesus came to have dinner with us and make 
that perfectly clear.  Love is a free gift.  You don’t haver to earn it.  You’ve already got it!  You 
just need to scramble down from your perch and make room for that love in your heart.   

But beyond that there is an expectation.  There is, in fact, a requirement.  You need to start 
living in a new way.  You need to not only open your heart to God; you also need to open 
your heart to others.  Like Zacchaeus, you need to be willing to make amends for your past, 
and move forward in a new way, a better way, a more loving way.  Otherwise, even if you are 
six feet six inches tall, you’ll come up short. 

The beloved second baseman of the Boston Red Sox, Dustin Pedroia, only comes in at five 
feet, nine inches tall.  Very short for a professional athlete.  But he had it exactly right when 



he once said “Height doesn’t measure heart.”  Nothing physical or material is in the end the 
true measure of a man, a woman, a child. 

So, what about you, my friend, do you come up short--or are you willing to rise to new 
heights of the heart? 

Amen 

John H. Danner 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


