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More than Just

Today’s Gospel is especially good news for short people.  Fr. Lapide and many Fathers of the Church agree that being physically short in the Scriptures is often a sign of spiritual greatness, and they contend that many of the prophets and holy people were short in stature (see Commentary on Luke page 451).  Whatever the case, Zaccheaus is a great example of conversion.

He was a chief tax collector, which means that he supervised other tax collectors.  He was also a rich man, because the Romans often chose rich men for this job, in case the governor needed to borrow money quickly from them.  Chief tax collectors also had to pay what was lacking if their employee tax collectors did not collect enough money (see Commentary on Luke page 450).  

We can see that money was a big part of Zaccheaus’ life, which makes his conversion even more meaningful.  When Christ comes to stay at his house, he immediately gives away half of his possessions to the poor.  He then promises to restore four times more money than he has taken unjustly from others.  The Law of the Chosen People in the Book of Exodus only commands thieves to restore two times more money than they have taken (see Exodus 22:6).  We can see that Zaccheaus moves beyond simple justice and practices generosity.

He is even used as an example in the Catechism of what is called commutative justice or restitution.  Concerning the 7th Commandment, “Thou shalt not steal,” the Catechism points out that we have an obligation to return anything we have taken from another person or at least pay them its value in money (§2412).  We know, of course, that stealing involves more than simply breaking and entering.  We also steal if we fail to do the work we promised to do or if we knowingly damage or destroy public property or the property of another person.  

But in restoring what we have stolen, we should probably follow the principle that priests use in confession.  When somebody confesses a sin, the priest cannot give that person a penance that blatantly reveals the sin they have done.  So too, if we have stolen, it may not be possible to go directly to the person to return the goods or the money.  In some situations, they may have us thrown in jail anyway!  But we still need to return what we have taken in goods or money.  If all else fails, we can make a donation to a charity for that same amount.  God will make sure the person is repaid for the wrong we have done them.

Remember, though, as Christians, we do not want to be satisfied with justice alone.  Like Zaccheaus, we want to go above and beyond mere justice and practice generosity.  Generosity motivated by Christian love is the only path to establishing justice in the world.  The answer to justly distributing wealth throughout the world is not a command of government or crushing taxes.  The poor will only be helped if the rich share what they have out of love.  

Let us, then, not only be just in the way we treat other people, but also generous.  Whether we are tall or short, let us be spiritually great like Zacchaeus, responding with gratitude because Christ has entered our lives.

Rev. Eric Culler
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