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Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4
Psalm 119:137-144
Luke 19:1-10

Almighty and merciful God, it is only by your gift that 

your faithful people offer you true and laudable service: 

Grant that we may run without stumbling to obtain your 

heavenly promises; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who 

lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, 

now and for ever. Amen.
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Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4

The oracle that the prophet Habakkuk saw.
O LORD, how long shall I cry for help,

and you will not listen?
Or cry to you “Violence!”

and you will not save?
Why do you make me see wrong-doing

and look at trouble?
Destruction and violence are before me;

strife and contention arise.
So the law becomes slack

and justice never prevails.
The wicked surround the righteous – 

therefore judgment comes forth perverted.

I will stand at my watchpost,
and station myself on the rampart;

I will keep watch to see what he will say to me,
and what he will answer concerning my complaint.

Then the LORD answered me and said:
Write the vision;

make it plain on tablets,
so that a runner may read it.

For there is still a vision for the appointed time;
it speaks of the end, and does not lie.

If it seems to tarry, wait for it;
it will surely come, it will not delay.

Look at the proud!
Their spirit is not right in them,
but the righteous live by their faith.
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Psalm 119:137-144, Page 774, BCP

Justus es, Domine

137 You are righteous, O LORD, 
and upright are your judgments.

138 You have issued your decrees 
with justice and in perfect faithfulness.

139 My indignation has consumed me, 
because my enemies forget your words.

140 Your word has been tested to the uttermost, 
and your servant holds it dear.

141 I am small and of little account, 
yet I do not forget your commandments.

142 Your justice is an everlasting justice 
and your law is the truth.

143 Trouble and distress have come upon me, 
yet your commandments are my delight.

144 The righteousness of your decrees is everlasting; 
grant me understanding, that I may live.
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Luke 19:1-10

Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through it. A 

man was there named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax 

collector and was rich. He was trying to see who Jesus 

was, but on account of the crowd he could not, because 

he was short in stature. So he ran ahead and climbed a 

sycamore tree to see him, because he was going to pass 

that way. When Jesus came to the place, he looked up 

and said to him, “Zacchaeus, hurry and come down; for 

I must stay at your house today.” So he hurried down 

and was happy to welcome him. All who saw it began 

to grumble and said, “He has gone to be the guest of 

one who is a sinner.” Zacchaeus stood there and said to 

the Lord, “Look, half of my possessions, Lord, I will 

give to the poor; and if I have defrauded anyone of any-

thing, I will pay back four times as much.” Then Jesus 
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said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, 

because he too is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man 

came to seek out and to save the lost.”
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SERMON

I would be lying if I told you that I rest easily at 

night.  I  do not.  I  am terrified.  I  look at  my precious 

granddaughter, who I love more than I could possibly 

express, and beyond her to the world she will inherit 

from our hands and I am terrified. Students bring guns 

to school and kill teachers and classmates. People strap 

explosives to themselves, counting the loss of their own 

lives as nothing compared to the value of killing others. 

Our own government is seen by increasing numbers of 

Americans, not as the embodiment of the social contact 

we have all entered into for the benefit of all of us, but 

as the enemy. How is Vivi supposed to make her way in 

a world like this, where people cut the screens of chil-

dren’s windows to abduct them? How is she to live in a 

world where even her own room isn’t safe?

Many  years  ago,  Kathy  and  I  worked  a  case  in 
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which a man broke into an occupied apartment at night, 

apparently with intent to steal. He tripped on a bicycle 

and  woke  an  8  year  old  girl.  She  screamed  and  he 

stabbed her 23 times! Miraculously, she survived. When 

Kathy and I went to her hospital room the next day, we 

could hardly get in the room. It was filled with stuffed 

animals and balloons. It seemed as if every law enforce-

ment officer in Boyd County had sent something, some 

assurance that she was valued and loved.

For me, though, the most eye-opening conversation 

I had about that case came after sentencing. The com-

munity was as horrified by what he had done as you 

are, and he was sent to prison for so long a period of 

time as  to  assure  he  will  never,  even when released, 

lead  anything  like  a  normal  life  with  children  and 

grandchildren to delight him in his declining years. The 

eye-opening conversation was with his aunt who con-
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fronted  me  angrily  that  I  had  given  him  “too  much 

time”. She earnestly believed that I had taken more than 

an eye for an eye, that I had done violence to him be-

yond what I should have done, as if there were some 

objective standard of acceptable violence to which we 

both subscribed.

Perhaps I did. It’s hard to calibrate an appropriate 

level of violence when you view justice as a form of re-

venge. That’s what made my conversation with the of-

fender’s aunt so mind expanding. She loved him, and 

although she could acknowledge that he had done a bad 

thing, for her it all started when I hit him back. She felt 

that I hit too hard. The violence we acknowledge is one 

thing. The violence we do not acknowledge is another 

thing. The offender’s aunt’s love for him helped me to 

see that. We don’t acknowledge the violence we do if 

there is some justification for it, but it remains violence, 
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acknowledged or not.

I would like to provide affordable clothing for ev-

eryone so that no one need shiver in misery and still 

make a buck at it  so my family is provided for,  so I 

build substandard factories in Indonesia, fill them with 

underpaid  women  and  children,  and  the  factory  col-

lapses. Hundreds are killed, but that’s not what we call 

violence. That’s just the cost of doing business. Nobody 

meant for that to happen, so we needn’t acknowledge it.

In 1948, the world agreed that the Jews must have 

access to their traditional homeland, so the modern state 

of Israel came into being. It has been the nexus of com-

plex issues and the locus of violence ever since. Israeli 

General  Moshe Dayan said  once,  “Israel  won't  know 

peace  so  long  as  Palestinian  refugees  look  over  the 

fences and see us plowing fields that once were theirs.” 

We don’t acknowledge that sort of violence.
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This nation, agonizing in the grip of the Great De-

pression knew that its people needed not only jobs but 

jobs which paid a living wage. President Roosevelt was 

elected because of his commitment to a “new deal” for 

workers, a uniform minimum wage. That was enacted 

into law in the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938, but 

the Act also recognized that employers would balk at 

paying disabled workers and the blind as much as they 

would pay able-bodied workers,  so they  were carved 

out of the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938. The blind 

could  be  paid  less  than  minimum  wage.  You  would 

think that  the obvious inequity  of such a plan would 

have long ago been addressed.  You would be wrong. 

Seventy-five years after the passage of the Fair Labor 

Standards  Act  of  1938  with  its  approval  of  chump 

change wages for the blind, H.R. 831: The Fair Wages 

for Workers with Disabilities Act of 2013 was referred 
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to  committee.  The  violence  we  acknowledge  is  one 

thing. The violence we do not acknowledge is another 

thing.

We read from the prophet Habakkuk today. Truth is, 

we don’t know squat about Habakkuk. We don’t even 

know what  his  name means.  He seems to have been 

writing at a time in which Judea was being harried by 

Babylon,  so  we  think  he  began  writing  sometime 

around 605 b.c.e. during the reign of Jehoiakim, a cor-

rupt king of Judah, but we don’t  really know that.  If 

true, he was contemporary with Jeremiah and somewhat 

later than First Isaiah, but what he wrote sounds as if it 

might have been written today.
O LORD, how long shall I cry for help,

and you will not listen?
Or cry to you “Violence!”

and you will not save?
Why do you make me see wrong-doing

and look at trouble?
Destruction and violence are before me;

strife and contention arise.
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So the law becomes slack
and justice never prevails.

The wicked surround the righteous – 
therefore judgment comes forth perverted.

Are you hearing these words, church? “Lord, I con-

tinue to  ask for  help.  When will  you listen to me? I 

cried to you about the violence, but you did nothing! 

People are stealing things and hurting others. They are 

arguing  and  fighting.  Why  do  you  make  me  look  at 

these terrible things? The law is weak and not fair to 

people. Evil people win their fights against good peo-

ple. So the law is no longer fair, and justice does not 

win anymore.”1 We  think Habakkuk wrote in the Sev-

enth Century b.c.e., but from the sound of it, he might 

have been writing last Tuesday! Students bring guns to 

school  and kill  teachers  and classmates.  People  strap 

explosives to themselves, counting the loss of their own 

lives as nothing compared to the value of killing others. 

1 Habakkuk 1:1-4 Easy to Read paraphrase Copyright © 2006 by World Bible Translation Center
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Why do  you  make  me  see  wrong-doing  and  look  at 

trouble,  God?  Won’t  you  DO  something  about  it? 

CAN’T you do something about  it?  Because if  YOU 

can’t, I’m going to strap on a Glock and do it myself!

If history teaches us anything at all it is that the law 

of unintended consequences is guaranteed to derail any 

plan we hatch, including that one.  It’s what we do — 

we foul things up. Yes, we can be revolted by the vio-

lent knife attack on an 8 year old. We can be terrified of 

drive-by shootings and armed students in schools. This 

is the violence we acknowledge. But we are the crea-

tures  that  foul  things  up.  We’re  the  ones  who suffer 

from the law of unintended consequences,  the people 

who start vast projects with only half vast understand-

ing. We are the ones who view violence as a solution 

for the community, then feign surprise when individuals 

come to the same conclusion.
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Habakkuk cries out to God on behalf of the people, 

“Why do you make me look at these terrible things?” 

The Lord answers back through Isaiah, “Why do you 

DO these terrible things?”

“Quit your worship charades.
    I can’t stand your trivial religious games:
Monthly conferences, weekly Sabbaths, special meetings—
    meetings, meetings, meetings—I can’t stand one more!
Meetings for this, meetings for that. I hate them!
    You’ve worn me out!I’m sick of your religion, religion, religion,
    while you go right on sinning.
When you put on your next prayer-performance,
    I’ll be looking the other way.
No matter how long or loud or often you pray,
    I’ll not be listening.
And do you know why? Because you’ve been tearing
    people to pieces, and your hands are bloody.
Go home and wash up.
    Clean up your act.
Sweep your lives clean of your evildoings
    so I don’t have to look at them any longer.
Say no to wrong.
    Learn to do good.
Work for justice.
    Help the down-and-out.
Stand up for the homeless.
    Go to bat for the defenseless.”2

In  case  that  went  by  you  too  fast,  these  are  the 

words of a displeased God. This is a God who looks 

2 Isaiah 1:13-17 The Message Copyright © 1993, 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000, 2001, 2002 by Eugene H. Peterson
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down upon ALL our violence toward one another and 

excuses none of it. Isn’t that remarkable? Think again 

of the man who stabbed the little girl, and then got what 

he deserved.  How do you react  to  that,  emotionally? 

Does  it  give  you  a  sense  of  satisfaction?  WSAZ re-

ported this week that a homeowner in Coal Grove shot 

a man trying to break into a storage building. How do 

you feel about that? The headline further trumpeted that 

no charges would be brought against the home owner. 

Violence  without  consequence.  How  does  that  make 

you feel? I saw the following offer in an ad on TV a 

couple of weeks ago: buy one suit at the regular price, 

get another AND a top coat valued at $449 free. Who 

do  you suppose  made  those  clothes,  and  under  what 

conditions?  Why  do  you  suppose  that  these  things, 

which trigger such a positive emotional response in our 

human hearts, do not appear in Isaiah’s speech on be-
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half of God? Why does God speak so little about shoot-

ing prowlers  and giving long sentences  and so much 

about rescuing the oppressed?

It is harrowing to see ourselves through God’s eyes, 

but it is only by gaining God’s vision that we can begin 

to see not only the violence of others which frightens 

us, but our own unacknowledged violence which fans 

those flames.  Jesus said to a group of Pharisees who 

lacked God’s insight, “You are those who justify your-

selves  in  the  sight  of  others;  but  God  knows  your 

hearts; for what is prized by human beings is an abomi-

nation in the sight of God.”3 Zacchaeus climbed up a 

sycamore  tree  to  see  Jesus.  If  that’s  what  it  takes, 

church, that’s what it takes. 

AMEN

3 Luke 16:15 The New Revised Standard Version (Anglicized Edition), copyright 1989, 1995 by the Division of Christian 
Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America.
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Optional parts of the readings are set off in square brackets.

The Bible texts of the Old Testament, Epistle and Gospel lessons are from the New Re-
vised Standard Version Bible, copyright 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of 
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the USA, and used by permission.

The Collects, Psalms and Canticles are from the Book of Common Prayer, 1979.

Sermon Copyright © 2013 J. Stewart Schneider
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