
Living the 
Word 

Connecting with the 
Sunday Readings 

Thirty-first Sunday in 
Ordinary Time  

Gospel Word 
Luke 19:1–10 

Another tax collector appears in today’s Gospel reading. This time it is 
the wealthy Zacchaeus, short of stature, and well to do, as we say. He 
also is described as one of “the lost ones.” Perhaps just working for 
the hated Romans was enough to make one seem lost or distanced 
from the locals. Judging from his position of “chief” tax collector, he 
probably had few friends. Unlike government public servants at the 
present day Internal Revenue Service, tax collectors in Jesus’ time 
made a generous profit from the taxes they collected from the 
people. So they were not well liked. 
 
Knowing that, it is hard to believe that Zacchaeus climbed a tree to 
see Jesus just because he was short. It must have been more than 
that. At the least, he must have had some fascination with him, some 
prompting of faith. And the ever-sensitive Jesus must have seen that. 
So he invites himself to dinner—a clear sign that they have 
connected at some level. Eating with someone is another great sign 
that the Gospel uses to express intimacy with others. Two things are 
happening here. Jesus is reaching out to someone whom others 
consider a sinner. He overlooks Zacchaeus’ profession, his sinfulness. 
He is more concerned with persons than professions. He is interested 
in why this man would climb a tree just to see him. It is the beginning 
of a conversion story that Zacchaeus completes at dinner when he 
commits himself to change his lifestyle. Conversion and salvation are 
his. 
 

What trees have you climbed to see 
Jesus more clearly? What meals have 
you shared with him that have called 
you to conversion? Perhaps your first 
response is the tree of prayer. Maybe 
it is the tree of service. Maybe it is the 
tree of depression, the tree of addic-
tion or substance abuse, or the tree of 
doubt or grief. Even the shortest trees 
are difficult to climb. The kinds of 
experiences we have that prompt us 
to look for “something more” are 
varied. They wear different names. 
They evoke contradictory feelings but 
at their root they are the same 
whether they belong to Zacchaeus, 
the prayerful mystic, the homeless 
schizophrenic, or the drug addict. 
They are prompted by the universal 
longing for God. We live our lives 
looking to satisfy that longing. The 
problem is we cannot always name 
that longing and we search and climb 
trees in a lot of different places trying 
to satisfy that longing. The funny 
thing about us is we do not have to 
climb those trees. Jesus sees us and 
invites us to the meal of conversion, 
the Eucharist. Weekly and even daily 
his Body and Blood can nourish us. 
We can let down the façade. We can 
simplify our lives. We can make 
room to have our longings satisfied 
by God’s presence.  
 
Zacchaeus’ conversion appears to be 
radical and quick. Some of ours may 
be like that too. We get a Spirit-
prompted-insight or intuition and we 
change, we move from one way of 
living to another that is more aligned 
with Gospel values. It might be after 
a talk on stewardship of time, talent, 
and treasure, when we are prompted 
to give up a favorite “lazy “activity in 
order to provide time to volunteer in 
a parish ministry. Others are much 
slower. We begin to practice one act 
of biting our tongue no matter what, 
and gradually we let go of the habit 
of gossip and character defamation. 
As we change, we become more 
aware of the longing for being 
satisfied. Salvation has come to our 
house, too! 

 One-line Prayer  
Jesus, you alone can satisfy our 

hungry souls; open us to your 
presence and give us the willingness 

to change. Amen. 
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