Sermon ‘Recognising Justice’ 31st October 2010 – Rev Allister Lane
Luke 19:1-10

   (the Gospel story retold...)
One bright, sunny day, Zacchaeus looked down the dirt road that came into Jericho and he saw a crowd of people coming his way. 

Back then, everybody was talking about a guy named Jesus. Everywhere Jesus went, people who were sick got better, people who couldn’t walk could walk again, people who were blind could see again. Everybody wanted to see just who this Jesus guy was. Including Zacchaeus. 

The only trouble was, everywhere Jesus went there were always crowds of people all around him - and Zacchaeus was a little man. He knew that he’d never be able see over a great crowd of people. Zacchaeus ran up to the edge of the crowd and stood on his tiptoes, but all he could see were the backs of people’s heads. 

He tried jumping up and down. He bounced from one side and then to the other. But still he couldn’t see. 

But then, on one lucky bounce, he saw the man at the centre of the crowd. It was Jesus! 

Zacchaeus tried to push his way through the crowd, but everyone wanted to see Jesus, and they wouldn’t let him through. 

What could he do? He wanted to see Jesus too! 

Then Zacchaeus turned around and saw a sycamore tree further ahead up the road Jesus was walking along.  He left the throng of people, ran on ahead and climbed up the Sycamore tree. 
Peering between the leaves, Zacchaeus could see Jesus moved slowly along the road with such a great crowd of people around him all desperate for his attention.

When Jesus walked immediately under the sycamore tree, the most surprising thing happened; Jesus stopped and looked up – straight at Zacchaeus.

One by one the crowd of people followed Jesus’ gaze, wondering why Jesus had stopped; what was it that had caught Jesus’ attention?

When they saw Zacchaeus the tax-collector, they became indignant. This man was a traitor, a collaborator with the oppressors, a man who was caught up in evil who willingly spread evil among their vulnerable community.
Initially nothing was said, just a collection of absolute contempt on peoples’ faces when they saw Zacchaeus and how foolish he looked.

Before Jesus could say anything someone yelled out: 
“That’s the ideal place for you, you turncoat! You should stay up there, and leave us all alone in peace.”

Someone else yelled at the small man clinging to the branches: 
“You’ve put yourself up there by your own shameful actions, now stay up there!”

Jesus looked thoughtfully and started to nod his head.

Sensing the mood of the crowd and echoing the tone of the other speakers Jesus addresses those around him: 
“Those who make their own bed must lie in it.”

Jesus continued: “We must make an example of this man. Too many are getting away with such corruption. We must deal strongly to those who step out of line as a warning to others. This is the way to shape our society for the better.”

With a pained look, Zacchaeus looked away. But turned quickly back as Jesus looked up and spoke directly to him: 
“The crowd is right, you have made yourself an outsider. You must feel the consequences for your offences which have exploited people; this crowd has a right to punish you for all the misery you have inflicted. They have been victims – now it’s your turn.”
And with that Jesus continued off up the road.
---------------------

Of course this is not what happened at all.

The story in Luke’s Gospel of this encounter is short but rich in meaning.

Jesus acts swiftly breaking the pattern of dehumanising misery: 
“Come down!”

“Come down from the place of distance and estrangement”

The initiative of Jesus brings transformation to this situation!
Jesus’ intervention releases God’s justice (God’s saving justice) Which enables Zacchaeus to face reality – his and those around him; and Zacchaeus is set free. “Today salvation has come to this house” (v9)

Do we recognise God’s justice in this situation? 

The crowd of people that day struggled to see any justice in what Jesus was doing: “all who saw it began to grumble” (v7)

Why did the crowd grumble? What was upsetting them? 
They were offended.

Zacchaeus was an offensive little man; a sinner. For someone like this to have the attention (even apparent favour) of someone like Jesus isn’t right; it’s not fair.

And so this story confronts us with the possibility that God’s justice may not always look like what we think justice is.
Compare this encounter Jesus had with Zacchaeus with Jesus’ encounter with the rich ruler (which is told in the previous chapter of Luke). 

The rich ruler comes with community respect. 
He is honourable, upright, respected. 
He comes with weighty religious inquiry: about how to secure eternal life.

And yet Jesus sees past the outward respectability, recognising what the rich ruler is slave to.

Zacchaeus is also described as a man who is rich, but Zacchaeus is without any assumption of his own righteousness. 
In his encounter with Jesus, genuine transformation comes: Zacchaeus is set free, and God’s salvation is made manifest.
Jesus breaks the pattern of dehumanising misery and a transformation of liberation begins to spread in that community.
This transformation of liberation is God’s justice overturning many expectations of fairness and respectability as it opens up love and new life.

This transformation of liberation is God’s mission personified in Jesus Christ.

This transformation of liberation culminates in the death of Jesus Christ on a cross.

This is where God’s justice most confronts our own. 
If God’s justice looks like this, ...will we recognise it?
Chris Marshall, the St John’s Lecturer in theology at Victoria has given a lot of thought to the nature of God’s justice and he identifies the following about our context as Christians today:
“...[the] concern to imitate and extend Christ’s transformative, healing justice to those in need should shape and guide Christian involvement in and evaluation of the criminal justice system. Such concern should extend equally to the victims of crime...and to the perpetrators of crime.

There are enough people in society calling for greater and greater punishment as the solution...  Followers of Jesus should be calling for more and more redemptive imagination on the part of the criminal justice system. 
Among other things, that means taking more seriously the role of forgiveness in the realisation of justice. ...[This] is decisively displayed and most fully known in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Forgiveness is of the essence of life in God and a life patterned after God, and is therefore a matter about which Christians have something special to say.” 
- Chris Marshall ‘Beyond Retribution’ (p262)

The theme of justice is one that I hope we, as a congregation, can reflect on more. A resource has been produced recently by the Presbyterian Church called ‘Crime and Justice’. Included in that is a short description of a restorative justice programme called the ‘Sycamore Tree Project’. Having seen this in practice at the Otago Correctional facility, it is justice of a very creative sort, and yet is bringing startling transformation to many who participate. 

I encourage you to read more about that and other reflections on justice. Let me know if you want a copy of this booklet.
Let’s continue to think about what today’s story of God’s justice means for our own situation in New Zealand.

When we look at ourselves, are we people who grumble,

or are we people who echo the words of Jesus “Come down. Come down”

Amen.

