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Isn't the tree in the narthex wonderful?!! 
 It came from the brain and hands of Susan Hunter. 
Months ago as Stewardship chair Cherry Pelt  
 started planning for this year's pledge campaign,  
  we wanted a means for everyone   
   to be able to place ourselves among  
    the generations of generosity that make 
     this place as a living, giving church.  
My exciting idea was a long flat time-line down a hallway wall.  
 It was Susan who came up with the tree. 
But most remarkable to me is that 

none of us even knew then that the scripture for today  
  would be Habakkuk in his tower and Zacchaeus in his tree.  
   Don't ever let anyone tell you that the Holy Spirit isn’t way ahead of us, 
    constantly at work whether we know it or not.   
 
Both our scriptures point to the trust and dependency  
 that characterizes life in God, 
  they just happen to do it from very different directions. 
The prophet Habakkuk lived at the same time 
 as the prophet Jeremiah, and saw the same invasion 
  as the Babylonians swept in.  
He has just seen the fighting, and, probably    
 the terrible looting that came afterward.  
Though despairing, Habakkuk has the courage  
 to cry out with questions: 
Why, even though we have sinned, why do you allow 
 invaders who are even worse to not only triumph   
  but take everything in their path?  
   Why do we have to see it? 
Some of us have no doubt wondered  
 why we've had to see some situations  
  in our families, our country or the world.  
Some of us have even been grateful that someone  
 we've loved is no longer here to see such trouble.  
 
Even though he is troubled and even angry,  
 the first thing to notice about Habakkuk  
  is that he calls out to God as someone who expects an answer.  
He still trusts and depends completely on God 
 with a spirit of faithfulness. 
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  He expects God to hear and respond to him,  
   so much so that he climbs a watchtower  
    to get as close to God as possible and wait 
     to hear what God will say.  
And God does answer that, in time,  
 justice and restoration will come. 
  "If it seems long," says God, "Wait for it, it will surely come."  
We don't get to see Habakkuk's response, 
 but surely he climbed down from his tower 
  knowing he had been heard and confident of God's answer. 
Because there is a difference between waiting for something  
 when it is only a hoped for possibility  
  and waiting when the outcome  
   is as certain as it is in these words.   
Rob and I have always hoped  
 that one day we'd have grandchildren.  
  Tucker and Natalie were married four years ago  
   and they said from the start that they wanted a family—someday.  
    Then two years ago Tucker was diagnosed with cancer. 
We were comforted by learning  
 the cancer had been found early 
  early enough that it was almost a certainty that he would survive.  
   But we also knew that the treatment might reduce  
    his chances of having of ever having children. 
      Still we prayed, and we hoped, and we waited for them    
      and for ourselves.  
Now our "someday" has a due date, in January,  
 and she even has a couple of possible names.  
What they are waiting for now, Tucker tells us,  
 is to look at her eyes before choosing the name,  
  just to see which name fits best.    
 
If the day of restoration seems long wait for it, says God,  
 it will surely come.  
  Meanwhile Habakkuk is to spread the word.   
Scholars have suggested at least two ways  
 to read the instructions that God gives.  
One is that Habakkuk should write the words  
 on a clay tablet that a runner can then take   
  read to the people in the defeated towns.  
Another possible reading, even more powerful for me, 
 is for Habakkuk to somehow make God's words  
  on a tablet large enough on a wall that even those  
   who are running away from the front  
    will be able to see God’s words as they retreat. 
Either way you take it, God is telling Habakkuk  
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 to announce as widely and confidently as possible  
  that even waiting with a spirit of faithfulness  
   makes all the difference in your life right away. 
 
There was a fifth verse to the reading that wasn’t in the bulletin      
 but I wanted to share it with you: 
  So, God responds and says, 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; Craig read that. 
Here is the next verse: 
 Moreover, wealth is treacherous;  
  the arrogant do not endure. 
 They open their throats as wide              
  as Sheol; like Death they never have enough.        
     
Those who treat life as full of scarcity,            
 those who don’t live with a spirit of faithfulness, 
  are afraid all the time, they take and they hoard, they never have enough.  
   And yes, the actual words are "like death, they never have enough."i 
    "Their spirit is not right in them."ii God says. 
Those who trust in God are not like grasping armies,  
 their inner spirit is hopeful and secure 
  because they live their faithfulness. 
   Such wholeness is the very definition of salvation. 
 
We don't get to see how Habakkuk took this news, 
 but we do get to see what the spirit of faithfulness 
  —what salvation—looks like. 
The story of Zacchaeus appears only in the Gospel of Luke and is  
 is a masterpiece of story-telling.iii 
Like Habakkuk, Zacchaeus climbs high, 
 in his case to see what some other people can see without aid.   
Whether or not Zacchaeus thinks his climb  
 will lead to a divine encounter we don't know.   
  All we know is he climbs a tree because he's short  
   and he's "trying to see" the man called Jesus through the crowd.  
He wants to see this enough to risk looking ridiculous.  
 Zacchaeus is a chief tax collector.  
  He's management with people under him.  
   He has the connections that got him the job  
    and the income that got him the house in town 
     the house at the beach and in the house in mountains.   
  Zacchaeus in a tree is a little like a Wall Street CEO 
   In a four thousand dollar suit and a pair of two-thousand dollar shoes  
    scrambling up a light post—it just doesn't happen.  
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Zacchaeus does see Jesus, but more startling, Jesus sees him 
 and Jesus doesn't ask, Hey, can I come to your house today,      
  but says he must go to Zacchaeus house. 
The word "today" shows up not once but twice. 
 You can't read it without feeling at some level 
  that God is insists on coming to your house today, too. 
As to the particulars of what took place between them 
 again, we don't know.  
  All we know is that it took time—enough for the crowd to grumble 
   that in their opinion Jesus went to the wrong house.  
We don't know how much time  
 because Luke doesn't care about that. 
  Luke cares about our seeing how freeing and joyful it is  
   to trust and rely on God. 
Zacchaeus is described as happy, 
 and his declaration that he will give away half his billions 
  and give back anyone he has defrauded four-fold  
   that is something he decides on his own.  
    It seems the natural outcome of time with Jesus is to give. 
It's also important to remember that  
 even after Zacchaeus gives half of all he has away, 
  he'll still be plenty rich,  
   he’s still be able to live and give in the future. 
This is not a story of cringing sacrifice.  
 It's a story of the healing that trust in Jesus brings. 
  Because Zacchaeus was despised  
   and cut off from his own community before 
    and now he is a happy, joyous member of God's people 
     with a spirit of faithfulness  
      that has filled and restored him. 
       Again, the story captures the very heart      
        of the word salvation. 
 
Both of these stories in their different ways say 
 that trusting in God—especially in terrifying times— 
  is the way to be not just faithful but happy.  
Even waiting in times of deep uncertainty is best done  
 with confidence in God's provision 
  because such trust makes a difference in our lives right away.  
The alternative is living as though we'll never have enough,  
 which is described as a way of death. 
Both stories also say  
 that putting in time and effort in to being with God is fruitful.  
It's important to put in some watchtower time, 
 do a little tree climbing so we can gain perspective, 
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  so we can see our lives and our choices in a new light. 
   Remember, God wants to bring salvation to ours homes today. 
 
Where is your watchtower? Where is your tree?  
 Where do you go when you need to look God in the eye and shout out your anger?  
  or your questions or   
   your deepest hopes or your fears? 
Maybe you have more than one such place. Most of us do. 
 Parents of young children sometimes find their watchtower in the car,  
  if the kids are at home or at school  
   and they can be alone for a few precious moments      
     behind the wheel.  
     Driving is a long-standing watchtower 
       for parents of little kids.  
 
I have told you before about the playground at Columbia Seminary, down in Atlanta.  
 The playground was on a hill surrounded by the apartments for families.  
At supper time you could look out your window and see  
 one partner would be watching the kids  
  while the other was inside fixing dinner.  
   We students would visit on the playground. The playground itself would ring 
    with shouts and calls and games and laughter.  
Late at night though,  
 you would often see the silhouette of a solitary adult  
  swaying slowly on one of the swings.  
At that time of night the hill was their watchtower,  
 the place to go for prayer, and sometimes it was my watchtower. 
  That's how I learned that taking things to God, 
   no matter how hard, really can lead to new ways of living. 
 
In these next weeks as we go through our stewardship campaign 
  to build a budget for next year's ministry, 
  you are going to get all the things you're used to getting.  
Letters, colorful information sheets, pledge cards,  
 even a time and talents card this year  
  that we've swear won't end up in drawer.  
   The plan is to give whatever you share about your interests 
    to the elder in charge of that ministry 
     with the request they get in touch with you within about two weeks.  
Anyway, you'll will get all the usual whistles and bells  
 and we hope you will find them helpful  
  as you decide what to give in the coming year to BPC.   
All that God does here, for us and through us, 
 depends on what each one of us decides to give. 
But all the good work—and believe me there has been a lot— 
 by people who hope to help, 



6 
 

  cannot help if you simply mark down what you did last year 
   without going to whatever watchtower you go to  
    to call out to God, to ask questions, to look over the crowds 
     and let God lead you toward a life of happy confidence,  
      where fear and uncertainty is replaced 
       by the freeing spirit of faithfulness. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

i Habakkuk 2:5 
ii Habakkuk 2:4 
iii Cousar et al, Texts for Preaching, Year C, p. 582 

                                                 


