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Fr. Alexander Schmemann, in his booklet “Great Lent: Its Meaning for Christians,” reminds
us that three weeks before Great Lent proper begins we enter into a pre-Lenten preparation.
This preparation includes four consecutive Sundays preceding Lent, each one of them
dedicated to some fundamental aspect of repentance. The first of these Sundays begins next
week with the Sunday of the Publican and the Pharisee.

Today we celebrate the “Sunday of Zacchaeus.” In a sense, its theme leads us into the
preparatory Sundays of Great Lent which begin next Sunday. Today’s Scriptural lesson is
dedicated to the theme of volition and desire. Zacchaeus, we are told, was a tax collector.
The tax collectors were Jews appointed by the Roman authorities to collect the taxes from the
populace. The tax collectors were known for being unscrupulous and for cheating the people
by collecting exorbitant amounts of money. The excess money collected was basically stolen
from the people and kept for themselves. What made these crimes especially heinous was
that the Jewish tax collectors were stealing from their own fellow Jews.

Zacchaeus heard that Jesus was going to be passing by. He desired, he wanted to see
Jesus. Nothing was going to hinder his good desire. Being short of stature, and afraid that he
would not be able to see Jesus above the heads of the crowd, Zaccheus climbs up into the
branches of a sycamore tree in order to literally get a bird’s eye view. As Jesus approaches
and makes His way through the crowd, He stops under the sycamore tree. Looking up at
Zacchaeus, He says to him, “Make haste, come down; for | must stay at your house today.”
The people are scandalized that Jesus would invite himself to visit the home of a tax collector.
You see, the Jewish understanding of holiness was holiness by separation. In other words,
they understood that in order to be holy they must shun and have nothing to do with sinners.
Jesus practiced what we can call a “table ministry.” The mission of Jesus was to lead sinners
to repentance and to salvation, “for the Son of man came to seek and to save the lost” (Luke
19:10). Therefore, he consorted with everyone, saints and sinners alike. It was at the dinner
table very often that Jesus would practice His pastoral ministry and lead sinners to repentance
and salvation. The time is ripe for Zacchaeus and his household to hear the Word of God.
Hence, Jesus, doing the work of His Father, invites himself to visit with Zacchaeus in order to
bring Zaccheus and his household to repentance and to salvation. Jesus is successful in His
ministry to Zachaeus, who declares, “If | have defrauded any one of anything, | restore it
fourfold” (Luke 19:8).

Great Lent is the time of repentance and reconciliation with God and with each other. The
first step as we embark on this pilgrimage is to make a firm and resolute decision to want to
repent and seek reconciliation with God and with our neighbor. Like Zacchaeus, nothing can
be permitted to hinder us in our good intention. Repentance, you see, is multi-dimensional.
On each of the following pre-Lenten preparatory Sundays we will begin to learn about the
various components that constitute repentance. If we sincerely and honestly put forth our best
effort during Great Lent and follow the Orthodox teaching on Confession, fasting, prayer and
other spiritual efforts, then at the end of our journey we will renew and refresh our
understanding of repentance and refresh the understanding of our faith. In order to complete a
journey, it is necessary to take the first step. Let us all take that first step today, here and now,
that in our hearts we will sincerely and truly “try to make these forty days as meaningful, as
deep, as rich as possible”1. Amen!

1. “Great Lent: Its Meaning for Orthodox Christians” by the Very Rev. Alexander Schmemann.
SVS, page 4.



