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I’m going to make a bold statement this morning. I think that the phrase “I could be 

wrong” is one of the bravest things a person can say. Just those four words. And for the 

next few minutes, let me make a case to you as to why saying “I could be wrong” is an act 

of courage, and why it matters. But first, a story. 

 

I’d like to tell you the story of Zacchaeus in a little more detail than the Gospel writer 

gives us, which is of just two snapshots in what is certainly a complex, interesting life. 

We first see Zacchaeus, a chief tax collector, up in the tree, there because he was short. 

Jesus sees him, and calls him down, and says he’s coming over for dinner. Scene two, 

he’s at home, serving dinner, and folks around are muttering to themselves, displeased 

with this meeting between Jesus and Zacchaeus. And right there, seemingly without 

warning, Zacchaeus makes a statement about giving back money he had taken, to which 

Jesus tells all who are looking on that Zacchaeus too is a son of Abraham. 

 

This story is great, a story about one who was lost being found and restored, but like 

Zacchaeus, it’s just too short. So let’s begin to fill in the story a bit, starting with what we 

know, with some of the historical confidence about how Romans collected taxes, as the 

story does say that Zacchaeus was a chief tax collector. First, the Romans collected more 

taxes proportionally in their outer provinces, and from those who were subject to 

Roman law but were not Roman citizens, such as the people of Israel. Second, tax 

collectors weren’t government employees, but government contractors, and the deal that 

they made with the Roman government was this: They were given a particular 

jurisdiction, and were obligated themselves to pay up the amount that the government 

said was due for their district, one way or the other. So if, for example, that person chose 

to do nothing, they would simply have to pay the entire tax burden out of their pocket. 

In return, they were given huge amounts of discretion to do more or less whatever they 

wanted in order to collect the taxes, including use of military enforcement. Some who 

excelled were put in charge of a group of tax collectors, creating a regional tax 

bureaucracy. Third, the way tax collectors made money was to collect more 

proportionally than was owed to the government, which of course was perfectly allowed, 

and those being taxed didn’t even know how much they themselves owed, although they 

knew how the system worked, and they knew the tax collectors were taking off the top. 

And finally, and this is something we need to remember, and evidence of the Romans’ 

brilliance—the contractors hired by the government were locals, not outsiders. In other 

words, when the tax collector came around taking your money and giving it to the 

government under which you were not a citizen, he was one of your own. 

 



 

 

So that’s what we know for sure. What we don’t know is Zacchaeus’ backstory, his life. In 

Luke, he gets one sentence. It’s easy to put our own narrative on him, and maybe that’s 

the point. He’s an easy villain, a traitor to his own people, a collaborator with the 

Romans, a guy who seems nothing but self-interested and deceitful, but during a chance 

encounter with Jesus, his life turns around. That’s fun, it’s a good story, but I don’t find 

it especially plausible. 

 

So I got to imagining Zacchaeus a little, and here’s the thing: I think he’s basically 

alright. Or at least that’s how he started out. I imagine that Zacchaeus was a hard 

working guy, perhaps a farmer, who followed in the family footsteps, grew up into a 

family man, ate his Wheaties and stood up straight. I think he wanted to do the right 

thing, even when the right thing wasn’t always obvious, and especially when life means 

compromises. 

 

I also don’t think that he just made a dive for money out of self-ambition and greed. We 

know that the Romans found local collaborators, and we also know that it can be easy to 

appeal to somebody when they’re in need. Perhaps there was a bad year of crops, 

perhaps some other need in Zacchaeus’ life, but however and whenever he choose to 

become a tax collector, I don’t think he did it just for the money. I think he saw an 

opportunity for success, and perhaps to protect his family, and he took it, just like a lot 

of people would. Life is full of compromises, and Zacchaeus chose that one. 

 

Perhaps he didn’t bet on the consequences, though, and I imagine they were severe. Hell 

hath no fury like that which is accorded to a traitor. Plus, even in the best of times, the 

tax man isn’t at the top of your Christmas card list. And so he was scorned and 

ostracized, and after awhile, no amount of job security and financial stability could make 

up for the fact that every real friend he ever had had turned away, and the only friends 

he had gained were friends of opportunity and convenience. 

 

And so I think that when Jesus came to town, whose reputation was already well known, 

I think he was ready for a change, although perhaps he didn’t realize it. Maybe that’s 

why Zacchaeus snuck into the crowd. And who knows why Jesus chose to stay with 

Zacchaeus, although as a tax collector, he likely had some local fame and reputation. 

Jesus’ lesson du jour was about a rich young ruler who couldn’t give up his wealth, and 

so perhaps the sight of Zacchaeus hiding up in the tree brought that to mind, a real-life 

rich man who was looking to inherit eternal life, or at least get his old life back. 

 

So when the moment arrived, I think Zacchaeus was just looking for an opportunity to 

say, “take it all back! I was wrong! I wish I had never gone this way.” And what a relief it 

must have been to hear those words, “this too is a son of Abraham,” not a traitor. Jesus 

welcomed him with open arms. 



 

 

 

But what about everybody else? I really do wish that I knew what happened to 

Zacchaeus after that day, because I think it would tell us quite a bit, but here’s my 

suspicion. I don’t think it was an easy road out of his time contracting with the Roman 

government as a tax collector. Let’s game it out for a moment. First, he now has to make 

financial amends with those he overcharged, which frankly is the easy part. Then he has 

to break ties with the Roman government, which means losing protection and the 

support of local military forces, and he has to pay what he still owes Rome. Fine, he’s out 

with the Romans. 

 

But what about his Jewish friends and neighbors? Do you think they accept him with 

open arms? Do you think when he woke up in the morning, all was well and as it should 

have been, like he could just roll the clock back a few years to when he was young and 

his reputation was intact? I’m not so sure. 

 

The world doesn’t take kindly to people who admit they could be wrong, or who know 

they are wrong, because they have to change their minds. Instead of welcoming a change 

of mind, or a change of heart, we just as often criticize those that say they’re wrong as 

weak, or indecisive. It’s a death knell for politicians and parents alike, something to 

jump on top of and take advantage of. Or perhaps we don’t really believe in their change, 

and we peg them forever as they were before, except a little more weasley. And so we 

punish people who say they could be wrong by making them spiritually homeless, 

having neither the company of their former people, nor the welcome of the new. Just 

this alone gives us little incentive to admit our failures. 

 

But as bad as the reception from other people is, the internal strife is worse, and here’s 

why I think that is. When we have opinions and beliefs, we don’t hold each of those as 

independent thoughts with no bearing on the rest of our ideas. We have integrated 

minds, and so one belief, view, whatever you want to call it, rests on countless others. 

When we say that we could be wrong, that one piece of the puzzle might be out of sorts, 

we are forced to shake at the very foundation of our lives, our worldview, and see what 

will hold, and what will collapse. 

 

It’s not as simple as saying, “I could be wrong” about this or that, and replacing one view 

with another. To say to yourself out loud, “I could be wrong,” is a reorientation of our 

center, a seismic shift in our internal world. To say “I could be wrong” is to accept a full 

reordering of one’s mind, and one’s ways. 

 

When Zacchaeus said to himself and then to Jesus and anybody who would hear, “I 

could be wrong,” he laid his whole life bare, accepting that the whole thing was out of 

order, and needed to be put back together from scratch. He changed his mind, and more 



 

 

than that. In Biblical Greek, there’s a word that literally means “to change one’s mind,” 

metanoia, but when rendered into English in the Bible, the word we use is “repentance.” 

 

Repentance. I could be wrong. However you want to say it, it’s a radical act with radical 

consequences. It’s more than a simple “I’m sorry.” It’s a full about face, with deep 

personal and societal consequences. 

 

And what is a Christian response to a changed mind? We know how unforgiving the 

world can be to the mind-changers. We know that mind-changers, those who repent, are 

more often ostracized than welcomed. After all, if we accept that somebody else has 

changed, we ourselves have to be open to something new—that in fact, our minds need 

to be changed as well. 

 

Jesus’ response is to say that “this too is a son of Abraham.” He’s one of us. You’d given 

up on him, but he’s your brother. He always was, and he is again. 

 

It’s a response of compassion. Listening. Acceptance. Openness. A response that 

acknowledges that it is far more human to be wrong and to repent than have had to be 

right all along. In our broken world, perfection is impossible, and unless we’re willing to 

demand it for ourselves, we can’t possibly demand it from others. For followers of Jesus, 

there are no “I told you so’s,” no interrogations, no grudges. A simple acknowledgement 

that we all have been wrong, and will be again, and must always have to have the 

bravery to say “I could be wrong” over and over. 

 

“I could be wrong.” If it’s not one of the riskiest and bravest things you can say to 

yourself and out loud, I don’t know what is. There are not many other simple phrases 

that can turn your world so upside down, and put you at the mercy of grace and 

compassion of God and others, as that simple phrase. It’s a phrase we should say more 

often, as Christians, and as humans. We need to be open to the possibility that we 

haven’t gotten it all right and we don’t have all the answers, and we’ve probably gone 

down a few false trails in our day. And just as importantly, we need to make room for 

others who discover the same. Our national dialogue rests on it just as much as our 

Christian faith does. And I am as utterly confident in this as the very ground I stand on, 

that if we do, we will find a more whole and gracious world, and we will find our 

citizenship with the people who know they are finite and imperfect, looking towards an 

infinite and loving God. Of this I’m sure. 

 

But, then again, I could be wrong. 


