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Bread of Life 

Lent 5 Bread for Community 

Luke 19:1-10 
 

Let’s start with a question this morning. What 

professions do you view negatively? Perhaps it’s 

politicians, most of whom seem more interested in 

protecting their own positions and getting re-elected than 

ending the grid lock and actually working for the people 

they were elected to serve. I have great respect and 

appreciation for law enforcement officers who carry out 

their thankless jobs with integrity, but as with any 

profession, those who abuse their power have left many 

communities and people groups angry and suspicious. 

And now, here we are in tax season – so IRS employees 

might rank high on our lists of workers we frown on.  

(PAUSE) 

 That was certainly true of folks in Zaccheus’ 

community, and with good reason. Early in the days of 

the Roman Empire, there were men called publicans – 

they were private businessmen who bid on public 

contracts for government jobs – including tax collecting.  

These businessmen formed associations – similar to 

modern day corporations. There was a lead bidder, 

officers and many investors. A bidder would place a bid 

to deliver Rome a specified amount of money from a 
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particular province, then he would work with local 

officials who collected taxes in their own districts.  

Publicans were also lenders, speculators, and 

contractors who supplied materials for the army. There 

were many opportunities to cook the books, to engage in 

commodities speculation, and side deals, and there were 

ample chances to extort and defraud Rome, local 

officials, fellow investors, and average citizens.   

By Jesus’ day, under the Roman Empire, local 

governors were collecting agricultural and poll taxes 

directly, but publicans still contracted to collect tariffs on 

imports – so we find them in border towns like Jericho – 

where today’s story occurs.i (Pause) 

So, what does all of this have to do with Zaccheus? 

He was likely a Jewish businessman, a publican, 

involved in large contracts with Roman businessmen. 

Many saw him – and others like him - as collaborators 

with the Roman occupiers – they were seen as those who 

profited from the misery of the Jews. As a chief tax 

collector, Zaccheus had amassed significant wealth. 

(PAUSE) As a group, tax collectors were despised –so 

much so that they were routinely lumped in with sinners. 

The phrase “tax collectors and sinners” appears multiple 

times in the gospels, and tax collectors were often 

ostracized from the community. 
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Perhaps this is why Zaccheus had to climb the tree 

that day – he was too short to see over the crowds and 

they certainly wouldn’t have welcomed him or 

accommodated him by making room for him to move to 

the front of the crowd. (PAUSE) 

What happens after Zaccheus climbs the tree 

surprises the crowd – but it shouldn’t have. Luke tells us 

that when Jesus arrives, it is Zaccheus that he chooses to 

engage in conversation. “Zaccheus,” Jesus says, hurry 

and come down, for I must stay at your house today.” 

Zaccheus hurries down and he is happy to welcome 

Jesus.  The word welcome here is the same word used in 

the story of Mary and Martha when Martha welcomed 

Jesus into their home. Jeff Chu asks, “considering what 

happens in each of these stories where Jesus is welcomed 

into someone’s home, does offering hospitality – does 

sharing the bread of life - create a space for spiritual and 

personal transformation?” That certainly seems to be the 

case with Zaccheus, but the crowd’s initial reaction is far 

from celebratory or even merciful. 

And it wasn’t just a few of them either. Luke tells 

us that ALL who saw it began to grumble saying “He has 

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

like righteousness with a strong side of judgment, doesn’t 

it? But it wasn’t uncommon. In the Greco-Roman world, 

public discourse and expressions of dissatisfaction were 
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common. In the Jewish context, murmuring against God 

or God’s appointed leaders – Jesus in this case – was 

considered a serious offense. It reflected a lack of faith 

and trust in divine providence.ii Theologian D. Cameron 

Murchison notes, grumbling symbolized the difficulty 

people have – in any age – to see that God is always 

moving beyond the boundaries that any family of faith 

erects.iii We do well this morning to ask ourselves if the 

crowd’s grumbling is justified or misguided – and if our 

own is as well. For this story reminds us that Jesus is a 

friend of tax collectors and sinners – those who 

symbolize all outsiders.iv  

It is important to note that at this point in the story, 

Zaccheus has done nothing other than climb the tree to 

see Jesus. Jesus has taken the initiative by inviting 

himself to stay with Zaccheus. Zaccheus hasn’t admitted 

any wrong doing, he hasn’t resigned his despised position 

or confessed any sins. (PAUSE) And notice what Jesus 

hasn’t done. He hasn’t called Zaccheus out, there has 

been no shaming, and no public humiliation. Rather, this 

seems to like the gentlest calling inv – it is an invitation 

first and foremost to relationship. Faced with Jesus’ 

tender warmth, Zaccheus descends from the tree, rejoins 

the people, and immediately pledges restitution – it is a 

two-pronged act of reconciliation with both God and his 

neighbors.vi 
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You see, as Zaccheus was seeking Jesus, Jesus was 

seeking him. Zaccheus welcomes Jesus gladly and 

announces actions that will bring healing and restitution 

to the community. In response, Jesus pronounces mercy 

and salvation – he offers the bread of life that restores 

Zaccheus’ soul.  

I imagine that Jesus’ mercy and salvation didn’t sit 

well with the crowd – but Rachel Held Evans notes this is 

not necessarily a bad thing. Perhaps God’s overflowing 

mercy should always surprise and disorient us a bit. 

Evans notes, “God has a really bad habit of using people 

we don’t approve of. What makes the gospel offensive is 

not who it keeps out, but who it lets in.” (PAUSE) You 

see, Jesus – the Bread of Life – offers himself for the 

whole community – those we love and support and those 

we don’t.  So, what would it mean for us to be fully 

welcoming to people we disagree with, with people we 

think don’t belong? It’s a hard question, but in today’s 

story, this is where real transformation occurs.vii 

Zaccheus is estranged from the community of faith when 

the story begins, but by the end, reconciliation with God 

and the community has become possible. 

Confirmation of this remarkable turn-around 

comes in Jesus’ declaration, “Today salvation has come 

to this house.” Our ears might be tempted to hear an 

absolution of individual sin, but Jesus says, “to this 
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house,” not “to this man” – which hints at something 

broader. The Greek word here, “soteria” which is 

translated as salvation, can also mean deliverance, 

suggesting not just cleansing but wholeness. In the 

communal culture of Jesus’ day, salvation meant the 

wholeness derived from belonging. Salvation entails not 

just personal and private virtue, but also economic and 

public practice – restitution for those who have been 

cheated and provision for the destitute. By repenting, 

Zaccheus has been delivered from broken relationship 

with God and his people, he has been given the chance to 

come back into the wholeness of community.viii  The 

Bread of Life is for the individual and the community.  

This morning, I invite us into a time of reflection. I 

invite you to bow your heads and close your eyes. 

Who might you tend to exclude from our faith 

community and why? How can you model the actions of 

Jesus, extending invitational love and hospitality – the 

bread of life - to someone you might think doesn’t 

belong? 

Can you think of a time when you felt rejected by 

your faith community?  What brought you back? Was it 

righteous condemnation or winsome grace and gentle 

mercy – a love so attentive – and maybe even so 

offensive that it healed and made wholeness possible 

again. 
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Finally, what about Jesus would compel you to run 

ahead and climb a tree just to be able to see him? Who do 

you know that needs to meet that Jesus, the bread of life 

too? Let us pray. 
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