31ST SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

 When the Stewardship Committee at Saint Mary, Marshalltown, was being organized, a recently retired parish member came forward.  He is an engineer and had worked for Fisher Controls in the International Division.  He lived on an acreage outside of Marshalltown, where he and his wife  had raised their family.  He loved this place and had gradually developed it to his liking.  They had a nice large family home and a number of outbuildings.  He had a barn and pasture for a horse, and had acquired the tools and machines needed to care for the property.

With their children raised and himself now retired, he looked forward to enjoying full- time all that he had built up.  His wife, on the other hand, felt isolated and burdened with a house to maintain that was now too large for the two of them.  But he was finally enjoying his dream.

When the parish Stewardship Committee had been up and running for a couple of years, it was decided that four of us would attend a regional meeting of the International Stewardship Conference in Omaha.  It was a two day convention with presentations and workshops. I am not much for big meetings, but, as they go, I was satisfied with this one.

But for him it was a very moving experience.  On the way home, he told us that it had changed his life.  And indeed it did.  Something caused him to think of the reality of his living situation in a new light.  He could finally appreciate why his wife did not share his enthusiasm for maintaining their home and property.  Shortly thereafter, he sold it all and they bought a home in Marshalltown.

This friend came to mind as I was reading this Gospel about the conversion of Zaccheus.  Zaccheus had built a good life for himself as a tax collector.  Likely only the Roman conquerors were happy with him, because he collected the taxes they demanded.  But his fellow Jews despised him because he collected amounts over and above what was required and abused his position.  He was wealthy, and his wealth was ill-gotten.  He was “up a tree and out on a limb” in both the social and spiritual sense.

When he heard that this famous man Jesus was passing through Jericho on his way to Jerusalem, Zaccheus ran ahead and climbed a tree along the street that Jesus would pass.  By being high up a tree, he was not in danger of being pushed back or trampled by those who despised him.  He attained a special vantage point – removed from the common folk, lifted above the simple believer, and aloof – he was happy and willing to be able to look down upon them.

Jericho was Jesus last stop on his last journey to Jerusalem. This last act of Jesus before he enters the final week of his life is an important one in his mission, his public ministry.  Zaccheus suddenly senses that someone in the crowd, Jesus himself, is addressing him directly. Jesus calls up to Zaccheus, makes a request for an offer of hospitality.

Jesus does not offer Zaccheus a gift; he asks him for a gift.  Zaccheus is asked to be generous; he is invited to offer an invitation to Jesus to receive him in his house.

The only thing that Jesus required was to be asked into Zaccheus’ life.  Zaccheus had been waiting for the word to let go of all that he had gathered.  He realized that all that his wealth had given him was the stress of finding new places to store it.

Jesus asks Zaccheus to be a host for once, and he starts giving away his money.  Like my friend in Marshalltown, he is a changed man, and is happy for the first time in his life.

Every Christian needs to reach that grand position of being a Christian not only by way of Baptism, but also by way of conversion.  For some, it is a conversion from a Catholic faith that we grew up with into a Catholic faith of our own.  Next Sunday, 25 youth of our parishes will come before God and before us to announce to the Archbishop their acceptance of the Catholic faith as their own.  This is how their parents raised them; this is the faith they have studied, learned, and recently reviewed.  Now they make it their own, and our Archbishop will confirm their commitment as Catholics.  I have reminded each of them that Confirmation is not graduation from Faith Formation or from the Church, but, rather, commencement – beginning to live the Catholic faith as their own.

Jesus said at the conclusion of today’s Gospel reading: “The Son of Man came to seek and save what was lost.”  Jesus was saying that what was lost was Zaccheus seeking something; he was a man not satisfied with all that he had.

Today Saint Luke invites us to evaluate with Jesus what is our place in the whole of life, invites us to invest our gifts in the common good, and extend hospitality beyond where we customarily have been generous.

