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Gathering
There is a table
Square and flat
Set with the gifts of creation
Yearning to be loved and shared
And given to the least
There is a table
Square and flat
Whose breadth is as wide as the universe
Designed for all
To find a seat
There is a table
Square and flat
On which creation groans
From the full weight of abundance
Graceful and generous abundance
Longing to be shared
Yet that table 
Square and flat
Seems for the world
Just out of reach
Hello… I’m Roddy Hamilton the minister of New Kilpatrick Parish… and we are delighted you have welcomed us into your worship space that we might come together… tell stories… find God… and worship…
Finding God is the story today… Some walk miles following stars… Some wait by wells at noon… some crouch to seek crumbs under the table… and some climb trees… and it is with the tree climbers we gather today… perhaps going out on a limb in how we might understand that understated tax collector we have grown up with and still remember pictures from Sunday School… Let us tell his story again… and meet God once more… for the first time…
Prayer
Great Question
Mystery
Enigma
Creator
We do not know who we are
We have some idea
We live through the clues of our faith
Of our stories
We are dust and breath
Holy people
Lost sheep
Wanderers in the wilderness
But it is not all we are
Faithful followers
Questioning disciples
Church
Elders
Common people
But we are more
More than the church
And the world
Describes us
Poems
Artists
Lacunas
Human becomings
O Great God
Great question
Dare we live in the constant pursuit 
Of adventure
Of exploring
Of discovery
Who we are becoming
In you
And who you are becoming
In us
Bound together in a growing
Evolving
Reimagining
Relationship
So may we
The tree climbers
The bread breakers
The table setters
The water pourers
Find new life in you
In every story
Song
Prayer
And place where we find each other
O great God
We pause
Ponder
Pray
In you
Hear us
In sharing the global prayer
Reading
What you need to know
Remember that version of the Zacchaeus story… Zacchaeus was a very little man and a very little man was he… he climbed into a Sycamore tree for the saviour he wanted to see…
I’d like to invite us to let that go… fold it away… tear it up even… put it under our pews… because the perfect little Sunday school story… is not so perfectly nice… There is an awful lot more going on than we imagine here…
What we need to know is that this is a deeply political moment
Here two empires clash
Both see the world completely differently
Indeed, in opposite ways
Zacchaeus that wee tax collector
Patron saint of tree climbers
Was a political maneuverer
The Romans created a society where things were kept in place
By a system of patronage and gratitude
It was shaped like a triangle
And the broad base was filled by most of the people
Peasants, servants, slaves
At the top were the powerful, the wealthy, the decision makers
And the patronage flowed down from top to bottom
Roman peace, enough food, a strong army
And in order to be kept safe 
Those at the bottom showed their gratitude 
By taxes flowing up
And Zacchaeus lived in the middle
He was the oil that made sure enough gratitude went up
Skimming off a little in the tax
And that the patronage came down
Again, skimming off a little in costs
Since Zacchaeus was a Jew
This was the only way he could become wealthy
The Romans were clever and once a year 
Offered some of these middle bureaucratic positions 
At auction to local people
So Zacchaeus bought and maintained his position in payments
Governors made sure peace and order flowed down a wee skim here
Tax collectors made sure the cash to pay for that flowed up a wee skim there
It was all held together by law and a strong army and some terrible violence
Gifts of patronage came down
Gifts of gratitude flowed up
And Zacchaeus was chief bureaucrat, civil servant, 
In a hierarchical system that kept the rich and powerful powerful and rich
And the slaves and labourers poor and in their place.
They were constantly in debt
Your whole life was a debt of gratitude to the empire
You were always going to be at the bottom of the pyramid
That is how it was designed
Except for a very few, tax collectors 
Who made sure the system moved gratitude upwards in taxes
And patronage downwards in safety and food
And everyone knew that was what was going on
Until Jesus caught Zacchaeus’ eye
And it wasn’t just a saviour and a tax collector
It was the kingdom against the Roman empire
God against Caesar
This was a dramatic and political moment
Where two empires were about to clash
We need to tell the story again
Let’s give ourselves time to unlearn the story about Zacchaeus and his tree
In order to relearn the story about the clash of two very different kingdoms
The story of Zacchaeus one more time
The story of Zacchaeus, one more time
He’d bid on a job to rise up the hierarchy
Narrower and narrower towards the top
He hears Jesus is in town
Not good news
He didn’t run with enthusiasm to the nearest tree to get a good view
Jesus is Zacchaeus’ Moriarty
Zacchaeus has heard the rumours
He knows Jesus constantly talks about tax and Caesar
And whether people should pay their tax or not
This is almost personal
If there is a run on not paying tax
Zaccheaus is finished.
“I’ve got to hear what this guy is saying,
This could hurt me”
And so, he does what he does best.
He’s a social climber
He clambers up a tree
Leans out in front of everyone else
Because all he has ever done is try and improve his position.
And Jesus spots him
The guy stands out like a sore thumb
He’s angry, concerned, self-absorbed
And that kind of behaviour makes you obvious
To Jesus at least
“Hey You” spiers Jesus
"Come down out of there”
And this is where the story changes
This is not about a tree
This is Jesus saying, come down from that system
Where you are always wanting a foot up
Where you are always climbing
Into a position where the higher you are
The more complicit you are with imperial Rome
Disentangle yourself from the branches of that system
You can’t see the wood for the tree you are in, Zacchaeus
Get your feet down here on the ground beside me
Oh, and when you get down
Put the kettle on, I’m coming to dinner.
And we’ll sit around table a bit
Do you see what has just happened?
I’m taking you out of a hierarchical pyramidal system, says Jesus
And into a system that is flat
A table
Not a pyramid
Where gratitude by the many is a debt paid to the few
Not a pyramid 
A table where gratitude and gifts are both abundant and for all
From hierarchical pyramid
To level table.
And Zacchaeus has a moment
We can’t tell if he wobbles and hesitates
But ultimately he says ‘Yes!’
And in saying ‘yes’ he changes his world:
Everything stolen gets handed back,
Anyone defrauded, they’ll receive four times as much
But this isn’t him being generous
This is him quitting his job.
He’s making himself bankrupt
He’s not going to be in debt to anyone anymore
And no one is going to be in debt to him
He breaks the system
And Jesus helps him do it
He breaks the system where the little people have a debt of gratitude 
With those who enslave and oppress them 
Because they can never escape paying back that gratitude
Jesus response to the hierarchy
Is a table 
Around which the kingdom creates a system
Where gratitude and grace are abundant
Where we all come equally
Where no one is in debt
Where what God does is done without a system of obligation
You might want to argue that the cross is a debt 
And Jesus is the cost of that debt
Argue if you want but I don’t buy that
The system Jesus sets up is level
Where everyone can reach for what they need
And can pass to their neighbour what they need
It is generous and gracious
Come down out of that tree
And sit round the table
Come away from that hierarchy of fear
And live instead in the joy of freedom
Stop entangling ourselves in the branches of social order
And pull up our chairs round the level playing field of love
Shift what we’ve come to think of as inevitable
And make possible what the world says is impossible
Come down out of that cursed tree
And sit with me round the table of grace
Let all the people say amen
So be it
News
Prayer
There is a table
Square and flat
That is an invitation of welcome
May the world find a place for refugee and homeless
Those feared and those forgotten
There is a table
An invitation of belonging
May we meet here the grieving and the lost
Those lost to themselves through mental ill health and fear
There is a tale
An invitation of banquets
For all those who hunger in their bellies
And in their humanity
There is a table
An invitation of community
In such a place we gather with the least in our society
And ask why we allow a society with least
There is a table
An invitation for renewal
Here we meet those tired of power and wealth
Those too full of power and wealth
Those who find wealth in the sharing of all that makes life rich
There is a table
An invitation of fullness
For family and friends
For the hopeless and despairing
The folk whose lives have lost depth and connection
Who have been left by society
There is a table
An invitation of healing
For those who are ill and recovering
For institutions that care for everyone
For the NHS and for the nation
May we find our prayers are here
At such a table
And in how we share, we meet the kingdom
So be it
Amen
Blessing

