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Homily 31st Sunday in Ordinary Time 2022 Meet People Where They Are  

 

I hear a lot about the desire that we “Meet people where they are.” That’s a great goal. 

To be relatable. To be understandable. To reach out to the fringes. 

Pope Francis talks a lot about the Church’s mission to go and meet people where they 

are at. The Pope’s favorite image that he gives to pastors is that we priests must be 

“shepherds with the ‘smell of the sheep,’ grounded in the situation of their flock” 

(Vatican News 6/7/2021). He means that Church leaders must get to know the people 

and work side by side with them, understanding the needs and be relatable.  

I think that’s a tall order. It is hard to do. But the Church is not just the priests. The 

Church is the people and the church leaders working together. 

Is this something only Pope Francis wants us to do? No. It is the way Jesus lived. He met 

people where they were at. And it changed their lives! 

For example, we have the Gospel today. Zacchaeus hears that Jesus was coming to 

town. He was intrigued and wanted to know more. Zacchaeus was a tax collector, 

meaning a Jew who extorted money from fellow Jews to give to the Roman authorities. 

Tax collectors were viewed as traitors. In fact, he was a Chief tax collector. SO, he was a 

Big time traitor. People saw him as bad. 

Zacchaeus was really short. To see over the crowd, he climbed a tree. I guess he really 

wanted to see Jesus! 

Jesus sensed Zacchaeus’s interest, so he yelled up to him, “Zach, come down from that 

tree, I’m gonna stay at your house tonight.” Seems a bit forward, no? But look at 

Zacchaeus’s response… 

Zacchaeus is filled with Joy. Jesus did not see him as bad. He saw the goodness in 

Zaccheus. Instead of Jesus looking away from him, ashamed of his job, like everyone 

else, Jesus has the boldness to invite himself over for dinner. People grumbled anyway, 

“How can this Jesus stay a sinner’s house.” They thought it was scandalous.  

In that culture, it was an honor for someone to come to your house. It meant they 

thought highly of you and wanted to get to know you by “breaking bread” with you. It 
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was a big deal. Kind of like when I am invited to dinner. It is an honor to me to be 

invited. 

Jesus doesn’t listen to those who grumbled, he only saw the goodness in Zacchaeus’ 

heart.  

And once that goodness was seen by Jesus, Zacchaeus was transformed. He repented 

and vowed to give away half his possessions. And he would pay back what he extorted 

multiplied by four! Zacchaeus must have gotten rich taking people’s money and putting 

a bunch in his own pockets. Yet he was now willing to give most of it away? Would we 

give half our possessions to the poor? 

Zacchaeus is changed by Jesus’ attention and mercy. Because Jesus met him where he 

was at. 

So --- how do we, the Church, imitate Jesus and go and meet people where they are at? 

Think about it. Think of the beauty of our faith.  

Just in the short readings today we hear about how wonderful God is: 

- First reading: God is so mighty that whole universe is like a grain of sand to him. Yet 

he is merciful to all. He overlooks people’s faults and failures so that they may 

repent, believe in God and live better. God created everything out of love. And his 

love keeps things in being. In other words, without God’s love, we would cease to 

exist.  

- Psalm: The Lord is gracious and merciful. Slow to anger and of Great kindness. God is 

good to all and shows compassion to all. 

- Second Reading: God calls us to be courageous witnesses to his love and mercy. 

- Gospel – we hear that Jesus can love and forgive even a cheater and traitor who 

extorted money from his neighbors using Roman muscle. 

Just in these four brief passages of the Bible, we hear a lot of Good news. How can we 

share it with others? 

#1 we have to learn how to show them in a way they can relate to. 

How can you show your Father or Mother, your children, your siblings that God loves 

and care for them and he forgives them? 

How do you show your classmates how wonderful God is?  
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How do you show your coworkers how wonderful God is? 

How do you show the poor, the sick, those in nursing homes with no one that visits 

them, how much God loves them? 

 This is tough. We have opportunities every day to tell how wonderful God is. Of course, 

we first have to believe it. And know God’s love deep in our souls. That’s where the 

Truth is. Then we must look for ways to show it. 

For example, if you want to tell people how wonderful God is, don’t use “Churchy” 

language at first. Words like: 

- Consubstantial, Oblation, Transubstantiation. They are great words, but most people 

don’t know what they mean. 

- Or even Eucharist, Sacrament, Resurrection can be unfamiliar. 

So, take a second. What words CAN you use to describe how awesome God is? Words 

that the person can understand. 

For example, if you’re talking to someone without a loving, caring Father, saying that 

God is a good Father might not help. Since they might not know what a good Father is. 

It’s challenging, right? 

Here’s another question, if you want to show a not-very-religious person how wonderful 

God is, should we even use words? Perhaps there are better ways than words to 

communicate God’s love for them. 

For example, a Preschooler was walking and his show was untied. Someone bent down 

and tied his shoe. That is a small gesture that can help let that child know that God loves 

them. 

- Ask a classmate who seems upset, if they need someone to talk to. That can help 

them know God loves them. 

- God for a hike with someone who is lonely and look at the beautifully colored fall 

leaves.  

- Or be like Zacchaeus and give half your possessions to the poor. That can help those 

people know That God is Good and He loves them. 
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Basically, I am saying that if we want the Church to meet people where they are at, I 

NEED YOUR HELP!! 

I can try to be loving and caring to people I meet. But I can only do so much. And I am 

human and flawed and can only accomplish a little good. But if the 2900 families of St. 

Catharine all spent time intentionally showing others that God is wonderful and that He 

loves them …. Imagine the impact? 

Perhaps there are 100 Zaccheus’ in our circles. People that are looked at with contempt 

and distrust and shame. And perhaps they just need someone to see the goodness in 

them like how Jesus saw the goodness in Zacchaeus.  

We can be those eyes of Jesus to see the goodness in someone else. And may be can 

help them let that goodness out! 

 

So, here’s some homework: 

Look around in your circles. Do you see a Zacchaeus? Someone that needs to hear that 

they are filled with Goodness and that God loves them? 

Then bring that person to prayer. Pray all this week for them and ask God to help you 

show his love and care for them in some small way. 

Then ask God for the courage to do something to meet them where they are at. 

And BAMM! The Gospel is spread. God’s awesomeness is made know. You are an 

Apostle of Jesus. 

 

I’ll end with the phrase often attributed to St. Francis, “Preach the Gospel always, and 

when necessary, use words. 

 


