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Thirty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time 
November 3, 2019 
Reflection by Sister Belinda Monahan, OSB 
Wisdom 11:22-12:2; Psalm Ps 145:1-2, 8-9, 10-11, 13, 14; 2 Thessalonians 1:11-2:2; 
Luke 19:1-10 
 
 

 When my younger sister was a kid, and someone asked her what she wanted to 

be when she grew up, she used to say “an apple tree.”  I’m not sure anyone was ever 

brave enough to ask her why she wanted to be an apple tree, but I’m pretty sure it’s 

related to the apple tree that was in our backyard.  We spent a lot of time in that apple 

tree--it was easy to climb, and had some convenient branches where we could sit and 

read books or dream.  It was also at the top of a small hill, so we could “fall” out of 

the tree and roll down the hill and pretend to be falling into a river or out of a hayloft 

and rescue each other.  This tree taught us a lot about who we were and who we 

wanted to be--we loved this tree--apparently enough that my kid sister wanted to 

become like it when she grew up.   

 But why am I talking about this tree--besides the obvious link to the tree in 

today’s Gospel?  Today is the first day of National Vocation Awareness week.  

Although the tree plays only a marginal role today, I think the gospel and Zaccheus 

have quite a lot to say to us about God’s call to each of us and how we live out our 

vocations.   

 Zaccheus is not only a tax collector--a figure whom we recognize from last 

week as someone who was despised by society--he was the chief tax collector.  The 



2 

 

lowest of the low.  Yet despite his status--or lack thereof-- he had heard about Jesus 

and wanted to see him. But it’s pretty clear that he did not want to directly confront 

Jesus; or maybe -recognizing that most of the crowd despised him--he was afraid of 

what would happen if he pushed his way to the front of the crowd.  So, he climbed a 

tree; an act that was surely as undignified then as it was now; but Zaccheus was 

apparently willing to look a little foolish in order to see Jesus.  It must have been quite 

the surprise when Jesus saw him.  

 Jesus sees him not just as a man up in a tree; Jesus sees him not just as the 

lowest of the low.  Jesus recognizes him for who he really is.  Jesus calls him by name.   

And Zaccheus responds: the Gospel tells us that he receives Jesus with joy.  He 

doesn’t--as some of us might be tempted to--say “Oh my house is not clean enough 

to have dinner guests.  I’m not good enough to have Jesus be with me.”  Despite 

whatever misgivings might have prevented him from approaching Jesus, Zaccheus is 

open to Jesus’ invitation to enter his life.   

The crowd traveling with Jesus unsurprisingly responds unfavorably to this 

interaction.  They are angry that Jesus chooses a sinner over them--as with the 

Pharisee last week, their conviction that they are the good guys--they must be good, 

after all they’re traveling with Jesus--blind them to who Jesus is and what Jesus is 

about.  Jesus reassures Zaccheus--and us--that even as we seek Jesus, Jesus is seeking 

us.  
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 But that is also the challenge in today’s Gospel--the challenge not only to do 

what Zaccheus did--to seek out Jesus.  But also to do what Jesus did--what Jesus does; 

to seek the lost.  To reach out to those whom society considers to be despised and 

unworthy.   

And what about National Vocation Week?  First of all, I’d like to point out that 

while I applaud the aim of this week--to promote vocations to the priesthood, 

diaconate and religious life, using words right off the USCCB website--I think it is 

VERY badly named.  Vocation encompasses much more than becoming a priest or a 

sister.  As Jesus did with Zaccheus, God sees each of us, God recognizes each of us, 

God calls each of us by name.  Once we have encountered the God who loves us and 

cares for us, God asks each one of us to share our lives with Him; and to be open to 

what He asks of us. And what he asks of us is that we become like him.   Whether we 

live out our lives as priests, religious, married, or single.  As counselors, teachers, or 

office staff.  We are each called to recognize the God who recognizes and cares for us 

and invites us to share our lives with him.  We are called to respond with joy to his 

invitation and become more fully ourselves while we become one with God.  

Although my kid sister still hasn’t become an apple tree.   

 

 
 
  
  


