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Wisdom 11:22 – 12:1; 2 Thessalonians 1:11 – 2:2; Luke 19: 1-10; Psalm 145, I will praise Your Name forever, my Sovereign, my God. 
Here comes a confession of sorts. I have, indeed, spent some of my precious time on this earth watching Dancing With the Stars. And even though the “stars” aren’t quite as bright as they were when the show began in 2005, I still watch because I love dancing, and I especially love seeing amateurs learn to dance professionally. 
I’ve watched on and off during the years as different “stars” (using the tern very loosely) were invited to be on the show. But never was I as shocked to see someone  selected to compete as I was when it was announced that Sean Spicer, former White House Press Secretary, would dance during the current Season 28. Sean Spicer, for Pete’s sake! Still, he began his journey by saying that he hoped that the world of dance would be a place where there would be no partisan politics, no divisions, just folks enjoying each other and learning to dance.  
Turns out, the man is terrible. He has no rhythm  and he really cannot dance. He probably should have been eliminated from the competition weeks ago. But judging on this show is a combination of professional and audience votes.  And in lieu of earning points from the professional judges,  Sean has begun soliciting viewer votes directly through the Brietbart News website, where he positions the competition as a battle between liberals and conservatives. So even if the professional judges say he can’t dance, Sean Spicer  could very well wind up winning the competition through an overwhelming popular audience vote. And yes, I do spend some time thinking about this, grinding my teeth, wishing for more justice in the world, hoping Sean Spicer will get booted off the show next week.

Now I know you’re wondering what any of this has to do with our readings this afternoon. Well, in In a way, it has everything to do with them. Our readings today are all about the God who is Love. The verses we read from the Book of Wisdom this afternoon were written pretty close to the time of Jesus. By the time they were written, scripture had moved from a more primitive understanding and depiction of God as a Middle Eastern tribal lord to a much more expansive,  inclusive  and loving God. In the Book of Wisdom, God was beginning to temper justice with mercy, and was leaning heavily toward universal, unconditional love. Listen again to some of the words of the reading … You love everything that exists. You save all things because they are yours, O God, and you love all that lives, for your imperishable breath fills every one of them. Repeat: Fills. Every. One. Of. Them – the person in front of me who had 18 items in the 12 item checkout  line … all those spiders let loose in my bathroom when the plumber put in a new shower and disturbed the nest … the cashier who refused to combine  all 15 of my Bed, Bath & Beyond coupons into the truly massive discount  that I thought I deserved … the mouse in my room on retreat in October  … God’s imperishable breath of life is in every one –  everyone – including even Sean Spicer.

God’s love is universal and  God’s presence encompasses all. But that idea is a whole lot easier to admire from afar than it is to put into practice every day. It’s easier to talk about God’s love than it is to live into it, every day with everyone,  including God’s children whom we kindly call creeps.  And that is where the story of Zacchaeus might give us some guidance. It only appears once in the Synoptic Gospels, so I assume it’s there for our undivided attention. 
I imagine there were plenty of people who had about as much love for Zacchaeus the Tax Collector as I have for Sean Spicer. I imagine Zacchaeus  was perceived as a political hack, a puppet of both Roman and Jewish leaders, a tiny, graceless man who could probably buy votes but not win hearts. (And I bet he couldn’t dance either.) But he could climb trees pretty well, and so he did, because he wanted to see this Jesus fellow walking through town. 


But instead of just walking straight through town, Jesus paused to look up, where he saw Zacchaeus. And he must have seen something in this despised little man, because Jesus called him by name, and he asked him to come down. Then Jesus invited himself to Zacchaeus’ house for dinner. It’s almost as though Jesus were saying I’ll come into your world because you were willing to put yourself out on a limb (literally) for me. 
The crowd’s response was predictable – Jesus is going to a sinner’s house as a guest. But despite their  grumblings,  Zacchaeus stood his ground and said to Jesus , As my sign of repentance, I plan to give to give half of everything I own to the poor. And I’m going to repay fourfold everyone whom I  have defrauded. And in response to this, we heard Jesus say to Zacchaeus, Today salvation has come to you. In this exchange, Jesus reveals himself to be the universal love of God made manifest in our world. Jesus’ love is boundless, including for this man, Zacchaeus. Jesus recognizes God in Zacchaeus. 
So Luke presents us with a rich man who is assumed to have been a sinner. And he presents us with  good, law-abiding Jews who are taking offense at Jesus’ loving interaction with him. So who’s in the right in this story? 
In the end, I don’t think we can judge. Like the rest of us, both Zacchaeus and  the law-abiding Jews were God’s beloved, the spark of God’s imperishable breath alive in them both. That day in the tree, Zacchaeus happened to be open to the grace of a spiritual encounter; and the law-abiding Jews were not. But that doesn’t say their time won’t come. That doesn’t say we’re ever off the hook for seeking out the divine in everyone we encounter. Jesus sought it out in Zacchaeus; I need to seek it out in Sean Spicer. God’s always in there somewhere – maybe like Jesus, we just need to look a little harder, and not pass by so easily.   
Today’s Gospel comes close on the heels of last week’s, wherein we heard another tax collector at prayer. If you recall, that one was in the back of the synagogue, praying that God be merciful to him, because he was a sinner.  It might not be coincidental that these Gospels come so closely together, for they give us a model of how to be, how to stand before our God.

It goes without saying that we all sin like the tax collector in the back of the synagogue – and, like him, we need to acknowledge and repent of that. But we are good people, too. And like Zacchaeus, we are invited to strut our stuff, to own our goodness as well as our brokenness. In both cases of tax collector prayers, Jesus seems to say they are right with God … salvation has come to their house – not because they are good or bad, but because they honor God as merciful and forgiving, they stand before God as broken human beings, saint & sinner, and they continue on their journeys, confident that they are loved … no matter what. 

So in our lives these days, whether we climb up a tree … or stand in the back of a synagogue..  or sit in a recliner watching  Sean Spicer dance on any Monday evening, let’s honor all those places as holy, and let’s look for and love the God in whomever we encounter there …just as God sees and loves God’s own self, alive in each of us. AMEN.  
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