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We’ll get to our reading from I Corinthians in a few minutes, but I want to take some time to set 

the stage before we get there.   

 

The story of Jesus and Zacchaeus has always been one of those standout stories for me.  

Obviously, I have a certain degree of personal connection to some of the physical traits that stand 

in the background of this story.  Being that short guy in the back of the crowd – just trying to get 

some view of what’s going on – that’s something I have a bit of experience with.  I kind of 

naturally gravitate towards the opening scene of the narrative because I’ve been there.  My 

deeper appreciation for the story, however, doesn’t come from that opening image of the 

diminutive Zacchaeus up in that tree.  But, it also doesn’t really come from Jesus forgiving 

Zacchaeus, from Zacchaeus’ change of heart, or from the conclusion or end of the story either.  

My deepest appreciation for this story comes right there in the middle, in that single moment of 

Jesus calling Zacchaeus out of that tree.  “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at 

your house today.”  I’m not sure we often quite grasp the stunning counter-cultural and tradition-

shattering perspective that was echoed in that single phrase.  There’s a reason that the next line in 

Luke’s Gospel tells us about why all of the people watching started grumbling about the fact that 

Jesus was going to the house of a sinner.  Because, in short, all those people were convinced that 

that was simply something a person of true faith would never do! 

 

Before we keep going, let me take a step back. 

 

As many of you know, we’ve had a couple of memorial services here in the church over the last 

eight days.  The first, last Saturday, was for Sue Hitler.  The second, just this past Friday, was for 

John Koss.  As always, our history and relationships with these families were different from one 

to the next – and we always strive to make these services a direct reflection of the person we are 

remembering and the family and friends that are gathering in remembrance.  What was 

noteworthy, however, was just how different these two services were.  When planning for Sue’s 

service, her widower provided me with a list of 10 songs he was hoping would be incorporated 

into the service, many of which ended up being performed and led by an African-American 

Gospel Band with 5 singers, drums, keyboard and all.  With 5 eulogies and all that music, it was 

a service unlike anything I’d ever done before.  When planning for John’s service, on the other 

hand, it was three hymns on organ, six speakers (plus another at the committal), and all sorts of 

logistics of how to seat the 47 members of the family, how and where to host a large gathering 
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for a reception afterwards, where the bugler would stand when playing taps, what we would do 

with overflow crowds if we had them, and more.   

 

It was in that context that Rick and I found ourselves in a conversation about other unique 

aspects to memorials we’ve encountered over the years.  He recalled one where the individual 

was a huge University of Michigan fan, whose service included the UM fight song and ‘Five 

Foot Two, Eyes of Blue.’  I immediately thought of the service we did for Pam Bergum at her 

church, a few months ago, where we closed with ‘On Wisconsin,’ and I recalled a service from 

some 20+ years ago where the family wanted us to play Monty Python’s “Always Look on the 

Bright Side of Life” to close the service a man who had died from a brain tumor in his 40’s.  For 

those of you who may not know the song, there’s one line, in particular, that includes a word that 

we will simply say isn’t a church word! 

 

But, we do it!  We find ways to incorporate 10 different songs, 5 eulogies, and a Gospel band 

into a service.  We manage the logistics and discern the path to create the gathering the family 

envisions.  We belt out the Michigan fight song – even if our alliances are elsewhere.  We let that 

non-church-word slide because we know it will bring a smile to the face of a family enduring the 

throes of grief.  We do it all – and we do it because that’s where the family is, and whatever it 

means, that’s where we need to meet them with the love of God. 

 

That’s what brings us to our reading, this morning, from Paul’s letter to the Church in Corinth.  

As you may recall from past messages that we’ve shared, a substantial portion of Paul’s writings 

to the early Church surround divisions that had emerged in the people – many of which stemmed 

from differences in religious and cultural backgrounds and how those expectations and traditions 

were making their way into the life of the church.  Primarily, it was the debate between those of 

a Jewish origin seeking to have their traditions and rituals incorporated into the life of the Church 

and those of a Gentile (or non-Jewish) background who didn’t see a need for such things in the 

way of Jesus, the Christ.  That same background stands behind the words that we encounter 

today in the ninth and tenth chapters of I Corinthians.  Paul spends the first portions of the ninth 

chapter in something of an argument of self-defense, seeking to articulate the pattern in which he 

has sought to live as an Apostle.  Then, near the end of the chapter, he continues his argument in 

this way… 

 

For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all, so that I might win 

more of them. 20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To those under the 

law I became as one under the law (though I myself am not under the law) so that I might 

win those under the law. 21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the law (though 

I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law) so that I might win those outside 

the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all 

things to all people, that I might by all means save some. 23 I do it all for the sake of the 

gospel, so that I may share in its blessings. (I Corinthians 9: 19-23) 

  

Now, Paul takes a bit of a detour, here, as he shifts his attention to a history lesson turned 

morality play grounded in the Israelites in the wilderness, and then he returns to this theme, 

again, in the 23rd verse of chapter 10… 
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“All things are lawful,” but not all things are beneficial. “All things are lawful,” but not all 

things build up. 24 Do not seek your own advantage, but that of the other. 25 Eat whatever is 

sold in the meat market without raising any question on the ground of conscience, 26 for 

“the earth and its fullness are the Lord’s.” 27 If an unbeliever invites you to a meal and you 

are disposed to go, eat whatever is set before you without raising any question on the ground 

of conscience. 28 But if someone says to you, “This has been offered in sacrifice,” then do 

not eat it, out of consideration for the one who informed you, and for the sake of 

conscience— 29 I mean the other’s conscience, not your own. For why should my liberty be 

subject to the judgment of someone else’s conscience? 30 If I partake with thankfulness, why 

should I be denounced because of that for which I give thanks? 
  

31 So, whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do everything for the glory of 

God. 32 Give no offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God, 33 just as I try to 

please everyone in everything I do, not seeking my own advantage, but that of many, so that 

they may be saved.  (I Corinthians 10: 23-33) 

  

There’s an oft-used phrase that’s one of those proverbial comments that just grinds at me when it 

comes up.  “Christians are meant to be in this world,” people will say, “but not of this world.”  I 

cringe every time I hear it.  It’s emblematic of the notion that, as Christians, we’re somehow 

meant to stand apart from this world in which we live – to rise above the trappings and 

temptations of this world as we set our sights on the more noble and dutiful focuses of faith and 

Spirit.  Now, don’t get me wrong.  Despite our human condition that often leaves us falling short 

of such goals, I’m all for trying to turn our attention away from the trappings of the worlds and 

towards the treasures of God.  That comment, however – that notion that ‘Christians are meant to 

be in this world but not of this world’ – far too often manifests itself in a goal of separation that 

is simply contrary to the heart of Jesus. 

 

This is exactly what was so stunning about that moment of Jesus calling Zacchaeus out of that 

tree.  “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.”  That was the last 

thing any good man of faith would do – or so they’d have you think.  There’s no question that 

the mantra of established Judaism at the time of Jesus was that they were to be in the world but 

not of the world – at least not of the world that stood outside their world.  They were a culture 

and faith of separation.  From the unclean... from the unfaithful… from the unworthy… they 

lived out an expectation of keeping themselves holy by staying clear of any all that which was 

not.  But, Jesus shattered that expectation.  Jesus called Zacchaeus out of that tree – ‘We’re going 

to your house today!’  Jesus ate meals with sinners and touched the unclean.  He allowed those 

deemed as unworthy to wash his feet.  He welcomed the children and chastised every faithful 

follower who would try to keep another from his love.  In every moment and stage of his 

ministry, the last thing Jesus did was separate himself from this world.  He was in the world, and 

he was of the world – meeting people where they were, not where some thought they should be – 

because that’s how you bring the love of God to others. 

 

“For though I am free with respect to all,” Paul writes, “I have made myself a slave to all, so 

that I might win more of them. 20 To the Jews I became as a Jew, in order to win Jews. To 

those under the law I became as one under the law (though I myself am not under the law) so 

that I might win those under the law. 21 To those outside the law I became as one outside the law 

(though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law) so that I might win those 
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outside the law. 22 To the weak I became weak, so that I might win the weak. I have become all 

things to all people, that I might by all means save some.” 

 

In other words – I’m going to be in this world, and I’m going to be of this world, because that’s 

how you show people the love of God and what it can mean to them!   

 

“Give no offense to Jews or to Greeks or to the church of God,” Paul goes on at the end of our 

reading today, “33 just as I try to please everyone in everything I do, not seeking my own 

advantage, but that of many, so that they may be saved.” 

 

It’s funny, as I really think the last phrase I’d use to describe Paul is as that of a ‘people-pleaser,’ 

but that’s really what he calls himself here.  And, to an extent, I guess he was.  He was 

something of a social chameleon – willing to shift the manifestation of his faith in ways that 

could allow him to walk alongside those around him, pursuing his mission to help give them a 

true understanding of the love of God in their lives.  Now, I want to be clear here.  In some of 

those sections that surround these words from Paul he makes clear that he’s not suggesting that 

one ought to compromise one’s faith.  He’s not saying that we should become so of this world 

that we start succumbing to those trappings and temptations that are not of God’s Spirit for our 

lives.  But, what he is saying is the same thing that Jesus exemplified again and again in his 

ministry – that we need to be in this world, and that we need to be of this world, because that’s 

how you show people the love of God and what it can mean to them!   

 

I cannot tell you how often we succumb to that tendency to be in, but not of, this world – and 

how readily (albeit subconsciously) we tend to want to meet people where we want them to be 

and not where they are.  We could talk about age-old debates over how people should dress for 

worship, or the now decades-long mourning the Church has felt over the way that soccer and 

hockey have stolen our Sunday mornings, or the million and one things that we have to say about 

how things used to be ‘Back in my day.’  But, here’s the thing – none of that matters, and no one 

outside the walls of the Church cares!  If we want people to know this thing that brings such 

tremendous joy into our lives – if we want people to experience God’s love and peace in the 

ways that we do again and again – if we want people to uplifted by a community of faith as we 

are day in and day out – we have to meet them where they are.  Broken, angered, confused, 

sorrowful, resistant to organized religion, in prisons and hospitals, on park benches and coffee 

shop stools – I could spend all day and in some ways I feel I already have, but the theory doesn’t 

change.  Jesus and Paul never missed a beat in being of this world enough to meet people where 

they were, in order to allow them to find a glimpse of what the love of God could mean in their 

lives.  Two thousand years later, the specifics and contexts may have changed, but the theory is 

just the same.  We must be in this world, and we must be of this world – because that’s how you 

truly show people the wonder that is the love of God in their lives. 


