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Have you ever heard the expression, ‘Lord, give me patience and I want it right 

now’?  Maybe you learned it from a parent or a teacher.  There’s some humor in it but 

also some truth.  As a species, we can be very impatient, most of the time.  Think of rush 

hour on the expressway in Boston. 

In terms of patience, a lot of us waited up to 86 years for the Red Sox to win one 

World Series championship, and now, they have won four.  Last year’s team was the best 

Red Sox team ever, one that did damage all season long and left us with pleasant 

memories and a cast of likeable players such as Mookie, JBJ, the X-Man, Andrew 

Benintendi, and Nathan Eovaldi.  It was an amazing season by any standard. 

So, it was no surprise to me that they got off to a sluggish start this season and 

pretty much stayed that way to the end.  But all I saw on social media this summer were 

people complaining about how bad the Sox were, forgetting about how good they had 

been not that long ago.  Then the team fired their general manager and started making 

plans to re-work the roster.  Okay, you won it all last year, in spectacular fashion, but 

what have you done for us lately, Boston Red Sox? 

And then sometimes, we can be overly patient. 

A few weeks ago, right here in this sanctuary, we celebrated the 175th anniversary 

of the Great Abolitionist Picnic in Hingham’s Tranquility Grove, an almost forgotten but 

still important event in our national history.  New North’s involvement at the time sort of 

defined the church for future generations, the latest of which is now us. 

At about the same time the picnic took place, Harriet Tubman, the noted gun-

toting abolitionist, began her work on the Underground Railroad, which she would 

continue to do throughout the Civil War.  Harriet died in 1913, about ten years after our 

own Lucretia Leonard died.  Lucretia likely attended the Tranquility Grove event. 



 2 

But it took about another hundred years before Rosa Parks stood up to sit down, 

and we’re another sixty-four years beyond that.  The black struggle for civil rights and an 

end to systemic racism has required a lot of patience. 

So, when the prophet Habakkuk describes the oracle that he saw, it should seem 

familiar to our ears.  His is both a lament and a complaint, and he could be talking about 

any moment in history, not just his own, when he asks, ‘Lord, how long?’  How many 

millions of people have cried out, ‘Violence!’ and God did not save? 

Like the persistent widow or the neighbor who knocks at midnight, how do we 

find the patience to wait?  When it seems as if God is not around, that’s when we feel 

truly alone. 

Professor Fred Craddock once wrote that, ‘What words mean is tied to who says 

them and under what circumstances.’  Humpty Dumpty famously added, ‘When I use a 

word, it means just what I choose it to mean – neither more nor less.’  The Bible in 

general and the Gospels in particular tend to say exactly what they mean without much 

embellishment.  So, when we get some added details, we know to pay attention. 

There was a man named Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector and was rich.  On 

account of the crowd he could not see Jesus, because he was short in stature.  That’s three 

pieces of information about Zacchaeus that Luke gives us before the story even begins.  

Tax collectors have been in our readings these past few weeks, and Zacchaeus is a chief 

tax collector.  That he was rich is almost a given.  But he was also ‘short in stature.’  

Luke obviously means that Zacchaeus was physically short, because he has to climb a 

tree to get a better look, but he might also mean that Zacchaeus was short in stature in the 

community, a social outcast, probably because he was a chief tax collector and rich. 

So, in one sentence, Luke lets us know that Zacchaeus is corrupt and complicit in 

the operation of a corrupt system.  And yet, he is curious about this Jesus character.  This 

is another example in Luke where Jesus, being surrounded as he is by the crowd (again) 

reaches out to a specific individual (again.)  And somehow, he knew Zacchaeus by name. 

One of my favorite parts of this story are the grumblers.  Jesus calls to Zacchaeus 

and pretty much invites himself to dinner.  Zacchaeus says sure; he’s happy to welcome 

Jesus into his house.  But all who saw this began to grumble, saying, he’s gone to be a 

guest of a sinner.  Now, who among them is not a sinner?  Or are they all just jealous? 
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Jesus’ visit to Zacchaeus’ house was no side trip; it was the whole point of his 

ministry.  This story, and Habakkuk’s oracle too, is about commitment to God.  It is a 

story about joy, just as Communion is a celebration and a thanksgiving. 

God wants the lost to be saved.  In spite of, or maybe because of, his occupation 

and his wealth, Zacchaeus was never beyond the reach of God’s love.  Zacchaeus sought 

out Jesus out of curiosity, but Jesus sought out Zacchaeus out of love.  Zacchaeus’ 

salvation comes from his desire to amend his life; last week, the tax collector in the 

Temple was saved by his trust in God’s mercy. 

Who else has received salvation in this story?  Jesus said, ‘Today salvation has 

come to this house.’  Zacchaeus’ salvation applies to everyone in his household.  The 

poor, too, benefit from Zacchaeus’ generosity.  So, through one person’s salvation, many 

others can be saved too. 

Jesus came to seek out and to save the lost.  Our salvation does not depend on 

anything we may or may not do – Jesus will seek us out.  Habakkuk’s oracle teaches us to 

wait for it.  This isn’t an invitation to be passive – we need to take the first step, to be 

willing to be curious.  Jesus noticed Zacchaeus because Zacchaeus climbed the sycamore 

tree to get a better look at Jesus.  He needed to see who Jesus was. 

Habakkuk will stand his ground and not retreat even though he is surrounded.  

The Lord told him that if the vision seems to tarry, wait for it, for the righteous live by 

their faith. 

So, what about the grumblers?  We get the feeling that they will never be 

satisfied.  Harriet Tubman risked extreme persecution from the grumblers of her day, as 

did Rosa Parks.  Rosa was born a little more than a month before Harriet died.  I don’t 

know if there is any cosmic significance in that, but I like to think that some divine spark 

of inspiration transferred from one to the other. 

Parks once said that her refusal to give up her seat to a white passenger wasn't 

because she was physically tired, but that she was tired of giving in.  She had waited long 

enough, so she stood her ground. 

Luke’s Gospel is all about reconciliation and salvation and how it all played out in 

Jesus’ ministry.  We are called by Jesus himself not to grumble about him saving a 

sinner, but to write the vision, and make it plain so anyone can read it.  Amen. 


