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In the front yard of the home where I grew up in High Point, stands a tall magnolia tree.  It's got a double trunk which makes it great for climbing.  As a boy, I used to climb that tree.  I was thin and light so I could get up to the highest branches.  From there I could see above all the rooftops and into the tops of other trees where the squirrels played.  I could watch traffic and spy on neighbors and even fool those who happened to walk by. I would make all sorts of strange animal noises from my hidden perch knowing I was protected and isolated.

Yes, from the top of that tree I was master of my little universe - I could really keep track of everything that was going on ...  but, you know, I never could stay up in that tree too long.  Eventually, the reasons I climbed it in the first place would wear thin and I would get lonely. So, I would come down - back to earth, back home, back to where I belonged, back to the people who were important to me, back to where I was loved.

Did you climb trees when you were a kid?  DO you climb trees?

Actually, we climb trees for all sorts of reasons.  Sometimes we climb trees to be noticed.  We want to get up high enough for everyone to see us and see how high we can climb. We want to shout and wave our arms and say, "Jesus, look at me!  Aren't I something!  Aren't I great !"

Other times we climb trees to hide in the foliage.  We want to escape commitments and problems and work and people and our aches and pains.  We want to be what we are when we know no one can watch or listen.  We climb up to where nothing can touch us. We climb up our tree to make the world go away.

And, there are times when we climb a tree just to watch, to keep from getting involved.  We climb a tree to gain a vantage point from which to coolly observe the action without becoming a part of it.  Purely spectators, we cling to our branch and refuse to let go.

For these and so many other reasons we stay up in the branches, rather than coming down to where we are meant to be.

Perhaps these are some of the reasons Zacchaeus was up in the tree that day in Jericho when Jesus came to town.  We know the man was short.  We also know he was a chief tax collector and rich.  This means that he was probably smarter and greedier than most tax collectors, who were known for their cold greed, deception, caginess, and pitilessness.

When Zacchaeus heard that Jesus was coming to town, he closed the drawer of his desk and locked it.  He closed the door of his safe and locked it. He closed the door of his office and locked it. He closed the door of his house and locked it. He closed the gate in front of his house and locked it.  His life was one of locks and bolts and keys and combinations and the stuff they protected.  He needed half a dozen keys just to take off a few hours to watch Jesus.

And watch was all he intended to do.  Just watch.  As if this young rabbi were a mere curiosity, a show, some entertainment, a mild diversion.  Zacchaeus just wanted to observe - to see what all the fuss was about.  He didn't want to be the last to know.

So he climbed up into a tree where he could see ... and where it was safe, where he did not have to bother with the crowd.  He didn't like them and they didn't like him and that was just fine. 

Then, of course, everything changed. Jesus stopped under HIS tree.  Jesus called HIS name.  Jesus came to eat at HIS house. None of which anyone had counted on (or done before). Zacchaeus never dreamed of such a thing.  The crowd couldn't understand it so they grumbled.  They were bothered more by what Jesus said than by the fact that Zacchaeus came down.   "Son of Abraham" he called him - A MEMBER OF THE FAMILY.  Come down out of that tree and take your place in the family. This is who you are!  This is where you belong!

What ever happened between Jesus and Zacchaeus that day, we know that the little man was impressed.  He publicly pledged to give away half his belongings and to repay four times to anyone he had cheated.  It just goes to show as William Barclay says: "Even in our sin we are haunted by goodness, even in the mud we can never wholly forget the stars."

Who calls you down out of the trees?  Who tells you where you belong and who you are?  On this day, when we celebrate all the saints, I invite you to think about those who are no longer alive who have been the saints in your life. 

Perhaps you knew them personally. Perhaps you knew of them from 

others or from books.  Maybe you lived with them for a long while.  Maybe you knew them only briefly.  Some of them are famous.  Some are known only to you.   Now in a blank section of your mind put down the names of 2-3 of these persons who have been saints for you. If you just want to put initials, that's o.k. (pause).  Decide right now to write a note to one of your saints to thank them for what they have meant to you.

Of course, there are a great many saints who have affected our lives whose names we will never know – but we are no less connected to them.  I recall listening to Bishop Kenneth Goodson lecturing to our Methodism class in Divinity School.  By that time he had ordained hundreds of UM ministers.  He told us that each time he laid hands on a new pastor, he remembered that he was ordained by so-and-so who was ordained by so-and-so who was ordained by so-and-so ... and so forth (and he knew all their names)  - Methodist bishops back to Asbury which means back to Wesley which means back through the Anglican Church to the Roman Catholic Church which means back to Peter ... and you know 

who called him! What a connection!  What a communion of saints!

I suppose we have trouble thinking of anyone as a saint.  The word conjures up years of self-denial in a monastery or dramatic miracles.  The truth is that saints are just forgiven sinners. You might be surprised to know that Zacchaeus means "pure or righteous".

A preacher once asked a children's S.S. class:  if all the good people were black and all the bad people were white what color would you be.  One little girl answered:  streaky!

When Mother Teresa went to Stockholm to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, she was thrust into the limelight.  One young, brash reporter looking for controversy asked:  Is it true that you are a saint?  MT:  Yes, and so are you.

The truth is that SAINTS ARE FORGIVEN SINNERS.

Think again of the names you have put in your mind. They are proof that we belong to a communion of saints that transcends all boundaries, even time and space.  We are connected to this communion.  We have our identity in it.  God gives us life through it. The redeeming love of Christ is acted out in it.

Think again of the names. They may be gone from the earth and out of our sight, but they are not dead. They live in the heart of God.  Some well-known names are there: Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Miriam, Joshua and Deborah, David and Ruth, Isaiah and Amos and Jeremiah and Mary and Martha and Elizabeth and Paul and Peter.

And little old Zacchaeus is there, too.  Except he's not in the tree anymore.  In fact, he spends his days making sure no one else is still clinging to the branches, afraid to join the family.

They're all there.  And those folks whose names you wrote down - they're making a sign with your name on it.  It says:

WELCOME HOME !    WELCOME HOME !

For all the saints ... thanks be to God, indeed.

