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Focus: Jesus doesn’t wait for an invitation.  He came and got people, even people who were hiding like Zacchaeus, especially people who needed rescued.

Consider this scene that every parent has been confronted with at some time.  You are busy in the kitchen getting dinner ready while your child and a neighbor friend are playing out back.  Suddenly, two hopeful faces confront you and you hear, “Mom, can Jamie stay for dinner?  Can’t he?  Please, oh, please?!”


Really, what are you supposed to do – throw poor little “Jamie” out on the street?  No matter what your plans for a quiet family meal might have been, your child’s sense of hospitality has changed everything.


Children seem to be naturally hospitable.  They invite friends over to play.  They invite all sorts of creatures to share their room.  They seem committed to leaving the front door wide open.  It takes years of what we call “socializing” to teach our children to be inhospitable.  We drill them that they must first ask us before asking their friends over for dinner or to stay the night.  We insist our home is not a rescue shelter for injured ants, birds, spiders, or snakes.  We teach them to close and lock doors and never to open them to anyone they don’t know.

While some of these are measures to protect our children from an increasingly scary and dangerous world, many of these lessons are passed on so that we may always have the opportunity to say “no.”  We want to be able to deny hospitality to anyone, at any time, for any reason – but we don’t necessarily want to do that to a person’s face.


In this text, we hear all about Jesus’ bad manners.  Seeing Zacchaeus clinging to the branches of that sycamore, Jesus calls him out to him and simply invites himself over as a house guest!  Zacchaeus may not really have intended to get directly involved with Jesus.  He had clambered up that tree only in order to get a good look at this notorious preacher and teacher who caused such a stir.


Now, surprisingly, he is being greeted by name and told by this Jesus that he is coming to his house, right now, for dinner.  Perhaps, in the back of his mind, Zacchaeus had hoped he might get his own chance to speak with Jesus.  His tree-climbing antics seem pretty extreme for a man who claimed only a mild interest in Jesus.  But Jesus doesn’t wait for Zacchaeus to decide if he would like to offer the hospitality of his home or not – Jesus makes his own invitation.  He invites Zacchaeus to host him.

There is no hiding place from God.  Zacchaeus thought he could spy on Jesus from his treetop perch without being noticed.  But divine eyesight sought him out.


There is no hiding place from God.  The prophet Elijah headed for the hills.  He ran until he came to Mt. Horeb, where he crawled deep into a cave.  Outside Elijah’s cave, God puts on a great display of awesome power.  Whipping winds, an earthquake and a fire, all rage outside the cave.  But Elijah does not venture to the mouth of his cavern until he hears the sound of “sheer silence.”  It is from out of that silence that God’s voice again comes to his reluctant prophet, asking him, “What are you doing here, Elijah?” (I Kings 19:1-13).


Nor can we hide from God.  There is no tree high enough, there is no cave deep enough, and there is no desert wide enough, to keep out the prying, prodding, pleading voice of God.  Whatever hiding place you’ve chosen, know this: your hiding place is not nearly as inaccessible as you think.  There is no hiding from God…

· in a bottle of white pills

· in a bottle of gold liquid

· in a time consuming job

· in a household

· in an impressive bank account

· in a scruffy food bank

· in an unmade bed

But here’s the rub of this interesting story – a real shocker – and a lesson for the church to consider.  
All who witnessed Jesus’ invitation and Zacchaeus’ response are disgusted that this wannabe messiah would spend time with a sinner (v. 7).


Let’s be honest.  If Jesus came to our church today, whom do you think he would single out for lunch after services?  The pastor?  The Moderator? The Church Board   Chair?  The super volunteer who is a generous giver and knows the scriptures forward and backward?  Or you?


Well: How about the guy living with his girlfriend?  The alcoholic housewife who hides her secret?  The kid who stopped believing God cared after years of watching his parents fight and get divorced?  The single mom who strips to make enough money to feed the kids and sits in the back row of church so people won’t talk with her?


Too messy to consider?  Not if “the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the lost” (v. 10).


Remember, Zacchaeus was probably the biggest train wreck Jesus could find in town that day.  This is the Savior who leaves the 99 to find the one (Luke 15).  He reminds us that the sick need a doctor, not the healthy (Mark 2).  He makes wine for partygoers who’ve had too much to drink (John 2).  

Jesus is messy when it comes to engaging the lost.  Perhaps too messy for most religious crowds.

WE, the church, must unlearn our etiquette.  We must follow God’s example and start inviting ourselves into the lives of those who have sought shelter in caves or sought safe distance in tree-tops.  It is the mission of the church to go out into the world and seek others.  There should always be strangers in our midst.
This text invites us to forget our “uppity” personality by identifying with Jesus himself.  If other religious people question us because of the messy people we spend time with, it might come as a shock; but we may be more like Jesus than we thought!

On the contrary, if we don’t have any friendships with the marginalized, the misunderstood, the outcasts, the sinners of the community, perhaps we’re a part of the country club Christianity crowd that only wants a pass-by viewing of Jesus, like the crowds in Jericho that day.
If we’re like Jesus:

· we go against conventional wisdom

· we eat with the wrong crowd

· we drink with the wrong crowd

· we love the wrong crowd

· we assist the wrong crowd

· we advocate for the wrong crowd

· we heal the wrong crowd

Sobering new research from the Barna Group was released recently in a book called Unchristian.  Typical opinions are shockingly negative regarding the perception of us Christians.  Here is how 18 to 29 year-olds described Christianity: Judgmental (87%), hypocritical (85%), old-fashioned (78%), too involved in politics (75%), boring (68%), and confusing (61%).


It could be that they don’t know us at Bridgewater, only a bunch of other religious people elsewhere.  Or, could it be that we see their sin and not their soul? Or, could it be that some of them would indeed climb a tree to see Jesus, but at the same time would never climb up the hill to a church like ours to see Jesus?

Wouldn’t it would be better to show that they’re wrong about Christianity instead of using Christianity to show how wrong they are?

Here are a few questions: 

1. How are we taking reputation risks to be bold and redemptive followers of Jesus in relationship with people who are high sinners?  
2. Do we create intentional ways for our marginalized neighbors and our faith community to interact? (HARTS is a start)

3.  Do we follow Jesus in looking for the spiritually curious around us and make time to spend with them?


Sometimes the hardest thing for us Christians to do is to be a little messy in the interest of loving those who have lost their way.


But remember, Jesus was scandalous first, using bad manners, and I think we would do well to follow his example.  He’s looking for believers to live out their faith in a world that is polluted and in need of rescue. Can He count on us/you????
Introduction

In order to understand this sermon, allow me to explain the text as I read it. Luke tells us two stories back to back. One is about the person robbed and left lying in the ditch and Zacchaeus, the very rich, short man. Both are rescued: the first through healing and Zacchaeus is restored to his faith family. Hear again the last verse. 
Jesus said, “Today is salvation day in this home! Here he is: Zacchaeus, son of Abraham! For the Son of Man came to find and restore the lost.”

PARTING WORD

Leave this worship service committed

Go, get down and get messy with those persons God wants to rescue. May God’s love surround you. 
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