Back to Church Sunday 2009

St Mary’s Pulborough
By way of a thank you to Jane my wife who works very hard alongside me as a volunteer I took her out for a meal last night at The Chequers. I had one those things called Black Rock – a slab of volcanic rock heated to over 400 degrees on which your meal continues to cook in front of you. I went straight into work mode and began to ask questions about health and safety and risk assessment – this thing would burn your fingers off and some! I was assured that it was all okay and a cup of water would soon cool it down! 
One of the things we needed to attend to yesterday for the Harvest Fair was risk assessments, health and safety and child protection issues.

These are well meaning and useful but have in some measure become restrictive.

Climbing trees unless you have all the proper equipment would definitely invalidate your insurance.

But thankfully such things were not on Zacchaeus’ mind when he climbed up into the Sycamore tree so that he could see Jesus. 

Although health and safety apart it is still a rather foolish thing to do. But perhaps as someone who was hated by the Jews, because as a Jew he was collecting the Roman tax, he probably thought, ‘what the heck.’

And as Jesus came by I can picture him smiling and looking up at Zacchaeus, ‘there is a rare bird up in that tree.’  

And Jesus calls him by name, not an ‘eh you’ - but Zacchaeus. We don’t need to imagine that this was divine knowledge, it could have been, or it could simply be that Zacchaeus was well known in those parts.  

But Jesus calls him by name, as he calls us by name, as he knows us better than we know ourselves. The hairs on our head are numbered (mine reducing rapidly). 
Psalm 139 declares that as we were being formed in our mother’s womb God knew all about us.   

And Jesus invites us to ensure that our names are written in the Lambs Book of Life – that book that will one day be opened on the day of judgement. Is your name written down there as a friend of God?

And Jesus invites himself to Zacchaeus house. Jesus knows that this is dodgy territory, he a rabbi, going into the house of a collaborator of those hated Roman overlords and occupiers of our country.  

I imagine Zacchaeus nearly falling out of the tree at that point in his excitement.

Because no one, absolutely no one is beyond the love of God. No one here this morning can have done anything at all that could possibly put them beyond God’s love. I have read dozen of stories and met a good number of people who had done all sorts of wicked things. 
I once had a Church Army student with me for a placement. On a pre-visit he said that I needed to know that he been in prison for aggravated burglary. He now heads up Church Army fund raising department – but now uses more legitimate means to raise funds.

Although this invitation sounds like a command Zacchaeus could have told Jesus no. There is a lovely verse in Revelation 3:20 and it says, ‘behold and I stand at the door and knock; if anyone (note that, anyone) hears my voice and opens the door and I will come in and eat with them and they with me.’

But the door catch is on your side – as it was for Zacchaeus, it is an invitation, a knocking and a asking – perhaps today as you have made a visit to Church for the first time in a little while you can hear that gentle calling of Jesus. That he wants to come and share in your life.

And then for Zacchaeus the miracle of restoration as Jesus declares him to be son of Abraham. 

It is nigh on impossible for us to begin to understand the impact this would have had, both on Zacchaeus, but also all those who heard about it.

But note what precedes this. 

We are not privy to the conversation between Zacchaeus and Jesus, perhaps the simple fact of Jesus being there, sharing a meal, was enough?

Whatever – we are told that Zacchaeus said ‘Lord, I will give half my wealth to the poor and if I have cheated anyone on their taxes I will pay them back four fold.’     

I am really, really pleased to see you all here this morning, especially those who might be here as a result of a specific invitation.

But note this carefully – God does love you just as you are but he also loves you enough not to leave you that way.

He has so much more to give, you have so much more to discover, and life is adventure following Jesus. 

I gave my life to Christ in January 1975 and never could have imagined then the things I would do and the places I would go.

Come as you are is the theme for today’s special Sunday, and that is so right. If we wait until we think we are good enough for God then we will wait for ever, we can but come as we are. 

But we go as those who have met with the living God. We go as those who will work to see God’s Kingdom come upon earth, and his will to be done here and now, as it is in heaven.

We will go as those who promise to make amends, to write that email or whatever and say sorry to someone whom we might have said or done something unkind.

We go as those who will not utter lies, those who will not cheat, as those who will remain faithful. 
We go as those who say it does matter about morals, that marriage is sacred and important. We go as those who will weep and pray and campaign for those who starve or sleep homeless on our streets.

For they are also loved of God and need that love to be made manifest with your hands and mine. 

And yes we will fail, we will mess up, we will get in wrong. And that is why we will gather again next week, not to go through the same old ritual, but that we might seek forgiveness, that we might feed on the body of Christ, that we may gain strength both from God and from each other as the Church, the body of Christ.

And little by little we will be changed, reflecting more and more the glory of the Lord and the face of Jesus. 

This morning you can make a choice. 

You can sit in your tree and watch the world and Jesus pass by. 
Or you can climb down and invite Jesus into your life, to be your guest.

And if you are not sure just how to do that then speak to me later and will explain more fully how you can do this.

Remember, ‘I have come,’ said Jesus, ‘so that you might have life, life in all its fullness.’
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