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No matter how we roam and range over our wide world there is a 

very human tendency to circle the wagons when a loved one or a 

close friend becomes injured or sick. A family whose general policy 

is “open house” will close that house pretty quickly in response to 

such a devastating event. The hospital is given a list of who may 

visit. On that list are relatives, trusted friends, and those who can 

be helpful. Others wait to hear news, and have to wonder in the 

meantime how everyone is holding up. 

One of the people you would not expect to find on a list like 

that is the neighborhood handyman. He’s good for fixing broken 

doors and storing a window air conditioner at the end of the 

season. He might shovel snow or clean out the gutters. But your 

fix-it guy is not normally someone you look to for help or support 

when you are seriously ill. 
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Dan Reynolds is a handyman, Mr. Fix-It 

to several homeowners in Gaithersburg, 

Maryland. He’s a good guy, but Tony 

Antonelli never thought of him as a close 

friend. He did little repairs and cut the grass.  

But last October, Dan Reynolds says he could 

tell something wasn’t right with Tony Antonelli as 

he stepped outside to pay Dan for cutting the front 

lawn. When he asked, Tony explained that the 

kidney his wife had donated to him four years ago 

was failing. 

Dan’s next question was unexpected: What blood type are you? 

When Tony said “A Positive,” Dan’s response was, “So am I. And it 

would be an honor for me to donate a kidney to you.” 

Yes, Tony Antonelli was stunned 

too, just as I hope you are. His wife 

Mary had no more kidneys to donate, 

and his three children were unable to 

for various medical reasons. Transplant specialists say it is rare for 

a comparative stranger to donate, even though the procedure itself 

is relatively safe for the donor.  
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But Dan Reynolds knew it was something 

he wanted to do, and on Feb. 23 he and Tony 

were wheeled into separate operating rooms. 

Now, almost a month later, the handyman is 

no longer the guy who fixes things for Tony 

Antonelli. Tony says that Dan is not only a 

dear friend, but “we are brothers now.”1 

>>> 

It took a kidney donation to open up Tony Antonelli’s idea of 

who Dan Reynolds is in his life. That’s not a knock on Mr. 

Antonelli, of course. In the best of circumstances we tend to draw 

lines around our idea of who is family, who is a close friend, who is 

a neighbor. And in those ideal circumstances our idea of who can 

be those things can be limited. 

We like to belong, to know who our tribe is, to be able to say 

“you’re my cousin,” or “you’re somebody I’d have a beer with.” We 

can’t help it. We like to belong, and “belonging” means knowing 

who doesn’t really belong.  

 
1 “A Maryland man was dying. His longtime handyman gave him a kidney,” by Sydney Page; March 

12, 2021, The Washington Post, https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/2021/03/12/kidney-donor-
handyman-maryland/; retrieved from the Web March 20, 2021 
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When somebody new comes on the scene, it challenges our 

idea of who does not belong. It is an article of faith that families 

who are brought together by their children wanting to marry are in 

for a big adjustment to their idea of who belongs. Sometimes they 

pull it off, beautifully, through intentional get-togethers and one-

on-one lunches and lots of help for the new couple. Sometimes it 

doesn’t go so well and the two tribes grudgingly allow the 

relationship as long as it doesn’t affect their own idea of who 

belongs in their circle. 

And sometimes that’s the outcome when the match is 

otherwise ideal. When one of the partners, or that partner’s family, 

has a bit of a reputation…well, we know that’s not going to go so 

well. Having a past, a history, that can be criticized becomes a 

justification for lobbying against the union and throwing up a few 

obstacles to the marriage. 

>>> 

Which is why it was so scandalous that Jesus stopped under 

that tree and started a conversation with Zacchaeus. Zacchaeus, 

who was, let’s say, technically just as Jewish as anyone else living in 

Jericho. Zacchaeus, who should have had a lot of friends because 

he had a lot of money, or so experience would tell us. Zacchaeus, 

who wanted to see Jesus just as desperately as anyone else in town. 
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Now, I don’t know how Zacchaeus got his job as the chief tax 

collector. Maybe he wasn’t able to do manual labor. He may not 

have had the knack for picking up a trade. He may not have want 

to move the seven miles up the mountain to the bustling city of 

Jerusalem. But, whatever the reason, Zacchaeus oversaw the cadre 

of collectors who were regular visitors to the homes of honest 

working people in Jericho, and he was far from loved. 

Zacchaeus had thrown his lot in with the enemy…the 

Romans…the Evil Empire…and however Zacchaeus justified it to 

himself, there was no justifying it to his neighbors. From their 

viewpoint his collectors took money from them, siphoned a 

percentage off for their own fees, then passed the tax collections on 

to Zacchaeus who also skimmed some off the top before turning 

over the remainder to the administration of Pontius Pilate. 

So of course there was grumping and grumbling and bad 

feelings in the crowd. They call him a crook, and they call him a 

sinner. He’s a Jew In Name Only as far as they’re concerned. It’s 

not even the first time on this little tour that the home crowd has 

tried to shield Jesus from A Person Not Like Us. That beggar by the 

side of the road? That blind beggar? He made himself known to 

Jesus, and the response of his neighbors was to tell him to shut up! 
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[8:39] At least they had the decency to join and praise God when 

the beggar’s sight was restored. 

I doubt “decency” is what ensued after Jesus talked with 

Zacchaeus. Jesus widens the circle, and brings Zacchaeus right back 

inside by naming him a son of Abraham. All the people grousing 

about Jesus consorting with crooks and sinners are confronted 

with the reality of an honest, generous man who shares the most 

hallowed of ancestors with them. 

Jesus transforms scandal and rejection into celebration and 

inclusion. 

>>> 

And it’s still happening today. Jesus is bringing more unlikely 

spiritual relatives to dinner. And, Jesus is leaving it with us to come 

to terms with our own circle, our own sense of who belongs. 

Now, we may believe we have a good idea of who belongs at 

Center Church. Any time I ask, I can get a list of the covenant 

members of this fellowship, and any time I check, someone can tell 

me who the real inner circle is, who are the real church goers who 

truly belong here. 

But in these pandemic times Jesus has walked into town again. 

He’s been slowed down by blind and hungry and unhoused 
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persons who call on him for relief and connection…and he’s 

coming.  

He’s been perplexed by the fences and walls built around our 

fellowships, how we are organized by culture and language and 

education and inheritance and tradition…and he’s coming. 

He’s been eager to bring a more welcoming and invitational 

message of good news through the people who claim his name but 

are very particular about their associations…and he’s coming. 

Jesus brings a vision of a hospitable table. And Jesus’ vision of 

the hospitable table stretches our narrow definitions of “neighbor.” 

There are more places set at that table than perhaps we can 

envision. But like Dan Reynolds and Tony Antonelli, like the 

parade marshals trying to silence the blind beggar, like the 

grumping neighbors astounded at Zacchaeus’ temerity in capturing 

Jesus’ attention, we must stretch those definitions when Jesus 

proclaims “Today is salvation day in this home! Here is another 

descendant of Abraham, a member of my circle, my family!” 

>>> 

Because that’s the call to find and restore the lost. That’s the 

view of neighbor that Christ sets out in the Great Commandment. 

May we open ourselves to Jesus being a guest in our home. 

Amen.  


