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Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4
Psalm 119:137-144

Isaiah 1:10-18

Psalm 32:1-7

2 Thessalonians 1:1-4, 11-12
Luke 19:1-10

What links the texts this week?

The words of scripture often bear witness to communal pain, struggle, and contentions with despair.
They call us to, like Habakkuk, demand a response from the Divine. Their examples allow us to imag-
ine and accept the loving embrace of the Great Mother who demands liberation for her little ones.
Where systems target and withhold safety from populations it designates as inferior, our Liberating
Spirit remains a force of deliverance that affirms as many times as needed that we were created to be
free.

ORDER OF WORSH'P (click here for a text version of the liturgy)

Call to worship

It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for a rich person to enter the Kindom of God.

Whoever oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker,
but whoever is kind to those in need honors God.

If anyone has material possessions and sees a sibling in need but has no compassion for them,
how can the love of God be in that person?

The Living God makes it clear: She is on the side of the oppressed.
Her Love fans the flames of liberation.

Her dream is of shared abundance.

Opening Prayer
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We are overwhelmed by the meanness of those who hoard wealth and power. People ask for food as
corporations throw excess in dumpsters. People ask for apartments as landlords price-gouge. The Earth
asks to be treated with reverence as big oil trashes her oceans. People in every country ask to live without
war crimes and state sanctioned violence. We ask for bread and get a stone. “Gentleness!,” we beg. God,
we know you honor our inherent sacred worth. May we honor it in each other as we rattle the cages of
oppressive systems. Amen.

Invitation to Offering

By “low-income” we mean “people who have been exploited for cheap labor.”

By “homeless” we mean “those who have their safety and rest stolen by corporate greed.”
By “in debt” we mean “folks held hostage in a system rigged against their flourishing.”
Common language hides the acts of violence done by those who hoard wealth.

But we say it plain: God’s people are being exploited and we will not take it anymore.

We will work together to make a just world.

Let us gather our resources today, that they might flow back into our communities equitably.

Prayer of Dedication

We dedicate these offerings, that all may have enough, oh Justice-Making God—nourishment, rest, joy,
support, care. That we may learn to live softly, oh Compassionate Spirit—never exploiting ourselves, each
other, or our precious planet home. Amen.

Benediction

Salvation is not a pie in the sky, it unfolds before us when we co-create the kin-dom of God.
So let us go forth unfolding equity and compassion, salvation ripe on the vine.

SERMON PREP

Questions:

* How does your faith practice affect the management of your assets? What about your faith community
or denomination’s assets? Have you all developed a reparations practice like that of Zacchaeus?

* How do you engage in accountability processes for those who aren’t so easily changed? What is the
next step for a “call down” when the person refuses to come down from their lofty position on their
own!?

* How is your spiritual community queering the notion of salvation? How might you articulate a salvific
vision that would be even better news to the oppressed?
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Application
This week’s sermon commentaries are written by Linda Noonan (she/her).
Cosmic - Queering Our Notion of Salvation

The Zaccheus story is the culmination of one of the main subplots of Luke-Acts in which the rich are
challenged to turn around not only their lives but also their assets, according to Ched Myers. The story of
Zaccheus, alongside other Lucan accounts of the rich and powerful, is unflinching about God’s judgment on
systems of economic disparity and those who profit from them. The twist is the good news that justice and
reparations are not only imperative for the poor, but that repentance and restoration are available to the
privileged.

Tax collectors were local Judeans employed by the Roman government to extract money from their own
people. Once the Empire’s portion was satisfied, the tax collectors could demand additional amounts for
themselves, exploiting the community even further. As a result, tax collectors were socially rejected, isolated
as political traitors, and even excommunicated from their religious community.

We are told that Zaccheus is saved. But if we examine more closely, we hear that salvation has come to his
house. |, like many of us, learned that salvation was a personal and individual project of believing the right
things and confessing Jesus as my Savior. | was taught that being saved meant turning my life around, sure.
But no one ever said anything about my assets. These notions of salvation serve white nationalist Christian
toxic theology in which salvation for the rich is immediate and material and for others, it is immaterial and
otherworldly. This concentrates power and privilege in this world and leaves out whole categories of people
who, we were told, would be hard to save at best, and left behind at worst.

Speaking to those whom the Church has historically excluded from salvation, Robert Goss raises the this-
worldly urgency of Jesus and the radical expansion of who and what is salvageable. Luke’s gospel “shifted
the focus of attention from the imminent expectation of the world’s end and the return of Jesus the Christ
to serious problems: oppression and poverty. He portrays more than any other Gospel Jesus as a Hebrew
prophet sent into the world for the salvation of all people, Jews and Gentiles. His intent is to depict how
salvation expanded beyond Judaism to the Gentile world. This is the queer intent of God, the unconditional
gift of salvation to all, the expansion of salvation from heterosexuals to queer folks.”

Jesus proclaims, “today salvation has come to this house.” According to Myers, Jesus means this literally. It

is unlikely that Jesus would have gone to Zaccheus’ home alone, but would have been flanked by his motley
crew of disciples, themselves victims of the system Zaccheus enforced. These characters invade Zaccheus’
home and the ensuing encounter becomes the seed for radical transformation — salvation which lies in the
redistribution of wealth and restoration of relationship. Perhaps it’s not over a quiet dinner alone with Jesus
that Zaccheus has a change of heart and offers repayment and reparations for what he has stolen. More likely,
it is when he looks at the broken faces and bodies of those crowded into his home that he is confronted with
the harm he has caused.
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How do we think about salvation? Is it an individual project, a community process, both, or neither? How
do we think about this when the very concept of the individual is complicated by the fact that we have
entire communities of microbes and bacteria living within our own bodies and the stuff of stars in our
blood and bones?

What might it mean to queer our notion of salvation? We would need to disrupt notions of sin, guilt, and
hellfire associated with our current views of salvation in the next life and instead see salvation as liberation
and deliverance from our attachments, addictions, and bondage to systems of death and destruction in this
life. It would require us to, as Jesus did, practice salvation as something which happens in community and
requires accountability, transformative justice, reparations, transparency, and the centering of those whose
lives have been deemed dispensable by the extractive, profit-mongering Empire. It would require us to
assess our own places in the systems and ask ourselves, as Bishop Dwayne Royster has, “Are we Chaplains
of the Empire, or Prophets of Resistance?”

Goss writes, “When Jesus preached the reign of God, he did not preach a transcendent, other-worldly
reality. God’s reign is immanent, present, and queerly in our midst.” He talks about a Lucan Jesus “who
destabilizes the symbolic world, turning it inside-out and transgressing social boundaries to create a queer
utopia, the reign of God. The prophet Jesus creates an alternative, out-of-space symbolic world or, in
others words, a queer universe.”

In this queer universe, rules are broken, boundaries are crossed, hegemony is dismantled, wealth is
redistributed, relationships are restored, and a whole new realm is possible.

Structural - The Great Reversal

Keeping people in debt is one of the oldest ways to maintain power and control over others. The average
credit card debt for Americans is reported at over $6,000, and that was before the pandemic stripped
millions of steady income. Forty-five million people in this country owe $1.6 trillion in student debt and
one in three Americans struggle under the weight of medical debt, making it impossible for so many to
afford rent, purchase homes, feed families, or secure life-sustaining medical care.

Zaccheus is confronted with his role in a debt-based system of captivity and domination. He doesn’t walk
away or extend charity. He offers restitution. Reparation. He offers to not only give half of what he owns
but promises to “pay back four times as much” to anyone he has defrauded. (Although if we look carefully,
we see that he says, “If | have defrauded anyone,” and we can almost hear Jesus sigh.) The gospel writer is
referring to the principle found in the Torah in which restitution required additional payment in the case of
theft. This confirmed what the people in the crowd who reproached Jesus for talking to Zaccheus already
knew - that the rich were rich because they stole from the poor.

Luke focuses on the class of the tax collectors because they were a critical part of the economic and
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political oppression of the Roman occupation and represented everything that was broken and unjust in

the nation. (There is more to say on the parallels between that system and our own in which the debt is
commodified and the wealthiest individuals and corporations pay the least taxes.) Ched Myers writes, “Jesus
stands with the poor because they are dehumanized, and challenges the rich because they are inhumane,
hopelessly addicted to privilege and power. This is why a change in heart is necessary, but not sufficient; true
conversion requires that the structures of economic apartheid must be deconstructed. And Zacchaeus has
removed the first brick.”

This is what Justo Gonzalez calls The Great Reversal. “Justice requires a reversal of conditions for the
excluded and the oppressed — and, if they insist on their privileges, also for the insiders and the oppressors.”
He adds, “The Gospel of Luke both encourages and confronts us. It encourages us if we seek a just reversal,
and it confronts us if we resist it. Luke’s unfinished history includes a grand reversal as a sign of the reign of
God, and invites us to consider the reversals that we encounter in our day as possible signs of that reign.”

Where are there signs of this reversal in your life or community? Where are the centers of power shifting
toward the bodies and voices of the queers, the children, the disabled, the sex workers, the Black and brown
and Indigenous ones, the elders, and the movement-makers? How are you doing your part to disrupt and
dismantle the economics of empire? How is wealth being redistributed in your community? How are you

and your people either learning to demand what you need or learning to let go of resources gained through
unearned privilege?

In the Bay Area, communities of faith are addressing the historic, racialized wealth gap created by
segregation, redlining, and access to capital for Black and brown people by creating a fund to provide down
payments on homes of Black neighbors. Other churches are participating in the Great Reversal by buying up
the medical debt of those who cannot pay it back. They buy debt that companies have deemed irretrievable
and can forgive $100 for every dollar it spends. (Which begs the question - if someone else can resolve my
debt by paying $1 for every $100 | owe, why can’t I?)

Myers asks, What if we think of salvation as wealth distribution?

God’s kindom - then and now - demands redistribution of wealth. A reversal of fortune, first and foremost.
Late-stage, debt-based capitalism is a system of scarcity, extraction, and control incompatible with the
vision of beloved community Jesus invites us into. How can | love my neighbor as myself if | am competing
with them for scarce resources? Martin Luther King, Jr. said, “Capitalism does not permit an even flow of
economic resources. With this system, a small privileged few are rich beyond conscience, and almost all
others are doomed to be poor at some level. That’s the way the system works. And since we know that the
system will not change, we are going to have to change the system.”

The generosity of a queer God who disrupts and disorganizes the economics of empire is available for us

all. If the great reversal of the gospel means the poor can be repaid and those who profit off them can be
restored to relationship, then what might be possible for us?
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Interpersonal - Called Down, Not Out

Jesus could have called him out, there, in front of a crowd that would have loved to see Zaccheus publicly
held to account and shamed. | can feel myself in the crowd, thinking, “Okay, Jesus is headed toward
Zaccheus. Let’s stand back and watch the tables fly.” But they don’t. Instead, Jesus calls him by a name that
means “righteous” or “upright” in Hebrew. And apparently, he’s going to dinner at the home of the person
who is responsible for so much of their pain. Jesus disappoints. And the people are furious.

Jesus doesn’t call Zaccheus out. He calls him down. Why is Jesus so soft? This could have been a teaching
moment for the crowd, a time to make public and crystal clear his commitment to a radical reversal of
Empire, his condemnation of those doing its dirty work, and his support for a ground-up movement of
power and agency. Jesus confronts Zaccheus, but not in the way the people expected. Or needed. Maybe
Jesus failed in that moment. Or maybe he knew that one way to create change would be a different kind of
encounter between Zaccheus and the very people he had harmed.

Sinners, according to Amy-Jill Levine, are “those who fracture community welfare.” What do we do when
our own community welfare is fractured? How do we think about accountability, reparation, restoration,
and healing? What happens when we, ourselves, are responsible for or participate in that fracture? How do
we learn to call down others and how do we open ourselves to being called down when our own values
and commitments don’t align with our actions?

One thing | have learned about myself in the collective moments of uprising, pandemic, chaos, and loss
over the last few years is that it is hard for me to slow down when the pressure is on. People in my life
invited, asked, and sometimes demanded that | slow down. That | stop to assess what was happening and
what was possible. | couldn’t always do it and now know that if | had, there would have been space for
more care, more attention, more wisdom, and more life.

The poet Andrea Gibson writes, “We try hard to do good. But we should try softer.”

It is not easy to be called down when our individual or collective choices and actions (or inaction)

cause harm. To be honest, it sucks. And it is not always easy to call down others when we need justice,
accountability, access, support, or care. Something about Jesus’ approach to Zaccheus is tender, even while
| trust it was also unflinching and uncompromising. Jesus may have failed the crowd on the road that day,
but he never failed to mess with expectations, assumptions, boundaries, and offer another, sometimes
unexpected and strange path. That path made reparations possible and in calling Zaccheus “a descendant
of Sarah and Abraham” (a Jew), the chief tax collector is reminded who he is and is invited into restoration
to community and tradition.

Bayo Akomolafe, writing at the turning of the decade, invoked the spirit of what is possible when we take
another way, slow down, disrupt the binaries, and move toward liberation:

“May this new decade be remembered as the decade of the strange path, of the third way, of the
broken binary, of the traversal disruption, the kairotic moment, the posthuman movement for
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emancipation, the gift of disorientation that opened up new places of power, and of slow limbs. May
this decade bring more than just solutions, more than just a future - may it bring words we don’t know
yet, and temporalities we have not yet inhabited. May we be slower than speed could calculate, and
swifter than the pull of the gravity of words can incarcerate. And may we be visited so thoroughly, and
met in wild places so overwhelmingly, that we are left undone.”

Where are the wild places we and our communities are being met? How are we allowing ourselves to

demand what we need, be called down, and be undone so we can be remade, repent, return, be restored,
and move together into “temporalities we have not yet inhabited?”

Words for inspiration:
“The country in which reparations actually happen is a very different one than the one we live in.“

Ta-Nehisi Coates
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