St. Mary of the Angels    Sunday  OT 31 C   11/3/19
Wisdom 11:22-12:2;   II Thessalonians 1:11-2:2;  Luke 19:1-10
                                       Remembrance Sunday
My Brothers and Sisters,
Whenever I read the Sunday Gospel to prepare a homily, I always read the Gospel passages, both previous and post, to see if there is a fuller context and a fuller message.  The Gospel passage, previous to this story of Zacchaeus, tells the story of a nameless blind man seated by the side of the road as Jesus was passing by.  I think that the two stories belong together.
In both stories, there is Jesus, a crowd, and a person who cannot see.
In both stories, Jesus is approaching Jericho on the way to Jerusalem.
In both stories, Jesus is just passing by.  He has no intention on stopping.
But, in both stories, Jesus is stopped – first, by an unknown man who could not see at all, and second, by Zacchaeus, a man too short to see, who had to climb a sycamore tree in order to see.
To the first, Jesus asked, “What do you want me to do for you?” – as if he did not know!  The blind man asked for sight and was given sight.
For Zacchaeus, Jesus knew what he wanted and knew what he needed.  Zacchaeus wanted and needed to know 1) that somebody loved him, 2) that he had a home, and 3) that he belonged to a community.  As a chief tax collector, he had none of these: no love, no home, and no community.  When Jesus told Zacchaeus, in front of the whole crowd, that he must stay in Zacchaeus’ house, 1) Jesus was affirming that Zacchaeus was certainly loveable, 2) he was about to turn Zacchaeus’ house into a home, and 3) he was challenging the crowd to welcome him into their community.  Unfortunately, unlike the enthusiastic crowd of the previous story, this crowd was hostile and resistant.
These two stories remind us, first, that Jesus is always passing by, is always making himself available and approachable, and – it seems to me – he wants to be stopped.  From these two stories and other Gospel stories, I conclude that two things do stop him: 1) his own overwhelming compassion for suffering people, and 2) the deep faith of those who seek him out.  The stories of the blind man and Zacchaeus are both such stories of faith.
Now, we ask: what happened to them afterwards?
St. Luke tells us that the blind man became a disciple of Jesus.  Luke says that he followed Jesus along the road.  That means discipleship. And, since Jericho is close to Jerusalem – only 22 miles, just a day’s journey away—maybe this man, with his new eyes, actually witnessed Jesus die upon the cross.
What happened to Zacchaeus?  Was he ever welcomed into the community? We don’t know. All we know is that he became a different person, a person of justice and abundant generosity.  And a friend of mine pondered:  did Zacchaeus, who look down at Jesus from a tree, at the end, look up at Jesus upon the tree of the cross?
Whatever happened, do you think that Zacchaeus could ever forget that moment, when Jesus called him by name and said, “Come down quickly, for today I must stay in your house?”   Could he ever forget what Jesus did to him and for him?  He surely remembered – remembered Jesus not just as a person and an encounter in the past but as a person encountering him now in the present.
Remembering does that. Remembering makes the past present.
Remembering is an act of the imagination bringing to life people, places, events, stories, and seeing them all now with the eyes of our heart.  In remembering, we once again weep, we long, we laugh, we love, and we are grateful for what has been and is now.  In remembering, no one and no thing is ever lost.
Here, at St. Mary of the Angels, we call this day, “Remembrance Sunday.”
We remember.
We come as individuals holding candles for loved ones, lost to us in body but never in spirit.  We come as a community, holding, embracing and blessing one another.  Most especially, we come as a Christian and Catholic community, and so, in our remembering, we remember Jesus who stands in our midst and presents himself in the Eucharist as the Bread of Eternal Life.  A candle symbolizes the presence of a loved one; the Eucharist IS the presence of our loved One, Jesus Christ.
At the Last Supper, Jesus said, “Do this in memory of me.”  Everything we do this morning with candle and blessing and Eucharist, we do in memory of him who loves us individually as he loved Zacchaeus, who wants to make his home, in us, and who keeps challenging us here to be the loving community he wants all faith communities to be.
And, may our response to Jesus be like Zacchaeus’ response who came down eagerly and quickly to receive Jesus with joy.  For joy is the result when Jesus’ compassion meets our faith and the two become one.
In this spirit of joy, let us proceed with candle and blessing, and with the Eucharist.
                                                              Kenneth J. Hughes, SJ
                                                              Brighton, Mass. 11/3/19
