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May the words of my mouth, and the meditations of all our hearts be always acceptable in your sight 
oh lord, our Rock, and our redeemer. 

 

On Friday and Saturday, the 237th Diocesan Convention of the Diocese of Massachusetts took place in 
Danvers. It was the first on-site in-person Convention in since 2019, and the place was packed. Worship 
was joyful. We sang songs and prayed in Kikuyu and Spanish as well as in English. We prayed in 
Portuguese and Haitian Creole. Bishop Gates gave his address on the theme of the convention: The Call 
of Love in this Time and Place. His sermon was funny, and erudite, as well as powerful, and fervent on the 
work that the Church must continue to do to answer the call of love in this time and place, particularly 
with regard to racial justice. Much of the legislative work of the day was an attempt to put teeth into that 
work. As Cornell West once said, “Justice is what love looks like in public.”   

For me one of the most memorable moments of the Convention was hearing from a fellow priest, 
speaking to the whole Convention, who described an experience he had had the previous day as he 
walked into the hotel.  

My colleague—I’ll call him Bob— happens to be a black man. He is also a Chaplain in the United States 
Army, Minister for Multi-Faith Programs at an area college, and a Bridge Priest at a small parish on the 
north shore.  

Bob started his story: As he entered the hotel, he was dressed in his full clericals—white clerical collar, 
black shirt, black pants, black shoes. And yet, someone stopped him and asked, “Do you work here?” Bob 
noted to us, as we listened to his story: “I was dressed like this.” And he gestured to his white clerical 
collar, black shirt, black pants, black shoes. Bob continued his story: he proceeded to front desk to check 
in, when a person cut in front of him, perfunctorily asking, “Is it ok if I cut in front of you?” before doing 
just that.  

Bob reminded us that he was a black man, dressed as a priest. Bob continued his story: Another one of 
our colleagues, had witnessed this exchange, shared a knowing glance, and shook her head, indicating 
she had seen what had just occurred and it was not ok. 

Bob shared with us how often he has experienced slights like these, repeated acts of disrespect, over the 
course of his life, often endured by people of color in spaces that are primarily white. He also noted how 
encouraging it was that our colleague had seen what had occurred, and confirmed, non-verbally, that he 
had in fact been disrespected. Her seeing, confirmed his being. 

He. Felt. Seen. 

Our Gospel lesson this morning is about being seen. I’m calling it this morning the Gaze of God.  When 
Jesus looks at Zacchaeus, something amazing happens. Jesus is continuing on his way to Jerusalem to 
meet his destiny. He is very busy on the way: lots of healing, storytelling. Just in the past few weeks we’ve 
heard parables about a persistent widow; a dishonest manager; the tax collector and the pharisee; we’ve 
also witnessed the healing of the 10 lepers.  
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But Jesus is never too busy to see what is right in front of him, or in this case, who is right above him: 
Zacchaeus. The chief tax collector, based in Jericho. The crowd sees Zacchaeus, too. But they don’t see 
what Jesus sees.  

The crowd engages in what Father Richard Rohr calls The First Gaze. The first gaze is clouded by 
stereotypes, assumptions, prejudices. It is critical, demanding, often judgmental. It only sees the surface 
of a person and evaluates her primarily on her usefulness. It’s a transactional view. (Rohr, 
https://cac.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2-CONTEMPLATION-AND-COMPASSION-THE-
SECOND-GAZE.pdf)  

Now to be sure, tax collectors, especially chief tax collectors, in Jesus’ day, had a reputation for a reason. 
They collected taxes for the Roman Empire, the occupying power, and hired underlings to help with 
that. Taxes consisted of taxes on good and services, as well as tolls on the movement of goods and 
services. Contrary to popular lore, however, most were not rich, though some (like Zacchaeus) were; and 
many, maybe even most, were likely honest, just doing their jobs. Really poor people probably had 
nothing against tax collectors, because they were too poor to be taxed; literate people, tradesmen, 
merchants and the like, were more likely to have run-ins with the tax man. Literate, wealthier people 
wrote the Gospels, so we need to keep that bias in mind. (Malina, pp, 367-368) 

Nonetheless, the crowd does not see the whole Zacchaeus; they see only his role and make assumptions 
about his suitability to be with Jesus. This is the First Gaze. 

Jesus exercises the Second Gaze. He sees with the eyes of compassion, without ego or judgment or 
stereotyping. He invites himself to break bread with Zacchaeus. The crowd grumbles about Jesus 
choosing to visit with someone, who, in Jewish tradition, might be seen as unclean, because of his 
occupation. But the second, compassionate, gaze is what Jesus trains on the real Zacchaeus, the whole 
Zacchaeus. He declares his desire to be with Zacchaeus.  

https://martinschmidtinasia.wordpress.com/2021/05/31/the-second-gaze-the-essence-of-the-spiritual-
life/ 

Now here’s where things get really interesting. It has to do with the grammar of the Greek underlying the 
English. The English that we hear today has Zacchaeus saying, "Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will 
give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of anything, I will pay back four times as much." But the 
Greek is actually in the present tense: “I am giving half of my possessions to the poor… those whom I 
defraud, I pay back four times as much.” 

So, one way of translating the Greek suggests that Zacchaeus, after being seen with the Second Gaze by 
Jesus, has a kind of conversion. After being seen, and known, and invited to be a host—he will repent of 
his former bad behavior. The other way of translating the Greek suggests that no one actually knew the 
real Zacchaeus—compassionate, just—until the Gaze of Jesus called it forth. But the crowd, stuck in the 
stereotyping of First Gaze, didn’t believe him. In either case, it is the Second Gaze of Jesus that brings 
forth life from Zacchaeus, in the face of the judgmental, superficial crowd. Jesus restores Zacchaeus to the 
fullness of community, calling him a Son of Abraham.  

https://cac.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2-CONTEMPLATION-AND-COMPASSION-THE-SECOND-GAZE.pdf
https://cac.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/11/2-CONTEMPLATION-AND-COMPASSION-THE-SECOND-GAZE.pdf
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Friends, the Gaze of God that Jesus has for Zacchaeus is the Gaze that God has for us. It is the Second 
Gaze. Our culture is blinded by the first Gaze. Often, we swim in the water of the first gaze. But God sees 
with the Second Gaze, with the eyes of love and compassion. It is the loving gaze that restores us to 
community with God and one another.  

As we bask in the gaze that God trains on us, so can we continue to practice the Second Gaze on all 
whom we meet; to see one another as we really are: beloved Children of God. Amen. 

 

 

 


