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“So the law is slacked and justice never goes forth.” Habakkuk 1: 4a

Many of us are familiar with Martin Luther’s majestic hymn, “A Mighty Fortress Is Our
God.” We might not know, though, that the tune was a favourite tune for a drinking song
in German taverns in the early 1500's. It is said that Luther was criticized for using the
tune of a drinking song for a hymn, to which Luther is said to have replied, “Why should
the devil have all the good tunes?...”

The Church has sometimes used secular things, and transformed them, to present the
gospel. Yes, there are some Christians who are opposed to Christmas trees, musical
instruments in the Church building, dance or artistry, and so on – but I am not one of
them. Our God is creative by his very nature. I suggest that there are many things all
around us, which can help point us toward God...

Gustav Holst was an English composer who died in 1934. Some of us are familiar with
his well-known orchestral suite, Jupiter. It’s not a “Christian” piece of music per se, but
let’s just hear a minute of the middle section...

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-XiBaz5NZRk 

William Whitla is an Anglican priest and poet who teaches at York University in Toronto.
He put Holst’ work to these words and images from scripture:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=siXdK_nwh4g

Let streams of living justice flow down upon the earth;
Give freedom’s light to captives, let all the poor have worth.
The hungry hands are pleading, the workers claim their rights,
The mourners long for laughter, the blinded seek for sight.
Make liberty a beacon, strike down the iron power;
Abolish ancient vengeance, proclaim your people’s hour.

This hymn made its way into the current Anglican hymn book... Looking first at the
conditions in our world now, we often take “justice” for granted in Canadian society
today, because most of us have not experienced radical “in-justice:” We aren’t living in
eastern Ukraine as the Russian army rains warheads on our schools and homes; we have
not been kept from our medical facilities as in Salem today; we aren’t puzzled why our
wells become poisoned, and a quarter of our crops now fail annually, because leaching
chemicals are poisoning Oganiland... 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-XiBaz5NZRk


We live in a relatively just Canadian culture, and when we’re in positions of relative
wealth, we often aren’t too concerned about “justice.” When we live in injustice, when
people are cruel to us or steal from us, and we can do nothing about it – then we often
become more passionate about justice... 

Justice – God’s justice – is core to the gospel of Jesus Christ, and we’re invited to
consider this in the scripture readings for today...

It can be helpful for us to think about God’s justice in two ways: First, for individuals in
our relationship with God; and second, our relationships in the Church and the
community around us. First, for us and God; second, for us and the wider community...

What does it mean to speak about “justice” between us and God?... God is the Author of
all justice, fairness, and truth.  The troubling facts are these: “All have sinned, and fall
short of the glory of God” (Romans 3: 23)  Our petty little sins – as well as the big ones –
means there is wrong in the world – our world is out of balance or sync. Harm is being
done, even by our smallest sins, and so we’re separated from intimate fellowship with our
perfect God. That’s the problem...

God’s solution is that he has come to us in Jesus Christ to redeem us, and to set us free.
Core to the gospel is that Jesus Christ underwent suffering and death (and the resurrection
which follows), to restore us to God. We respond in faith and are restored for ever. That’s
our individual responses which each one of us is invited to make, to restore our
relationships with God through Christ...

But that’s not all: As we have been redeemed, we are expected to extend God’s priorities
in the world around us – to care for the poor and the down-trodden. This is not a separate
postscript to the gospel, but is part of the package.

In his first sermon in his home town, Jesus proclaimed the fulfilment of this ancient
prophecy:

‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
   because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free,
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’

There needs to be a community response as well as an individual response... More
conservative Christians tend to emphasize our individual restoration to God, but can
neglect care for one another. More liberal Christians tend to emphasize the need for
community transformation in response to the gospel, but are often weak about the gospel
demand for repentance and surrender to Christ... My plea is that we need to embrace both:



The gospel needs to penetrate every corner of our lives –  individually to God, and
together to one another. There is to be no corner of our lives which we should try to hide
from the penetrating light of the Spirit of Jesus...

There are lots of places in the Bible which emphasize our need for individual
commitment and restoration to God through Christ.. It happens that the readings
appointed for today tend to highlight the need to transform our world in response to the
gospel.  We’re called to live out justice...

Today’s first reading is from the prophet Habbukkuk. Time and time again, the Old
Testament prophets told the people to shape up and to be restored to God. Watch this!
Habukkuk flips it around! The prophet is inspired by God, but he spends a lot of time
complaining back to God, why God doesn’t fix all the injustices in the world sooner!...
Habukkuk is complaining to God that the Babylonians have been allowed to harass the
people. Habukkuk also complains to God that there are corrupt political leaders... How
long, O Lord? There seems to be no justice. Habukkuk complains:

So the law becomes slack
and justice never prevails.
The wicked surround the righteous – 
Therefore judgement comes forth perverted.

Habukkuk knows the situation in the world isn’t right, and he’s crying out – even
demanding — that God intervene... And in God’s time – not by Habukkuk’s agenda, but
in God’s time – justice is restored... Under God, the people take steps to repair their
wrongdoing to one another... You and I are called to do the same... 

The world around us is used to grand gestures. In contrast, what are the small, faithful
gestures, so you and I can contribute to the work of the kingdom in the world around
us?... We gather each Sunday morning to be strengthened and equipped, and then we are
sent out to do God’s work – evangelisation, certainly; but also to make the world a more
just place... 

(Incidentally, the word Mass, which some Christians use for Communion or the
Eucharist, is generally thought to come from the Latin dismissal for us to go out, to be
sent out – Ite missa est...)

Today’s gospel reading, Luke 19, is the wonderful story of the Lord Jesus speaking to a
huge crowd in Jericho.  Zaccheus the tax collector is a short little guy, and can’t see
what’s going on in the crowd... So Zaccheus climbs a nearby tree to see Jesus, and to hear
his words.



I imagine the Lord looking up and smiling with great love in his eyes, when he meets
Zaccheus’ gaze up in the tree, and calls him by name: “Zaccheus, hurry up and come
down; for I must stay at your house today.” 

Zaccheus and sinful tax collector and Jesus the Son of God have this amazing meal
together, and Zaccheus’ life is changed forever by this encounter (there’s the individual
commitment).

Some cynical religious people complain that Jesus spends time with spiritually-dirty
Zaccheus (just as some complained many years later of Luther’s choice of a hymn tune),
but that’s the kingdom work...

In response to this encounter with Jesus, Zaccheus makes an amazing promise of
restoring justice to his community (here comes the social commitment): 

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 anything, I will pay back
four times as much.’

Zaccheus’ community response to his encounter with Jesus Christ is astonishing!
Certainly Zaccheus would have been a wealthy man, as he very likely padded his pockets
while collecting taxes for the Romans. Even so, he chooses to give away half his
possessions to the poor. Zaccheus chooses to pay back 4 times over the victims of his
financial frauds...
 
Christ is pleased, and replies, “Today salvation has come to this house, because
[Zaccheus] too is a son of Abraham. For the Son of Man came to seek out and to save the
lost.”

The Old and New Testament scriptures are from a very long time ago. But God demands
his justice today just as then, individually and together... We are disturbingly confronted
with our sinful nature which infects our relationship with God, and our relationships with
one another. The beginning of the gospel story is, We are called to respond to this
amazing, life-giving offer of life through Jesus Christ, and then to go out into the world –
Certainly, we share this amazing good news with sensitivity and grace. Yet we are also
called to be salt and light, to transform the world. On that final great and marvelous day,
we humbly trust we will hear these words, “Well done, good and faithful servant. Enter
into the joy of your Master...”

The question I invite each of us to ponder this morning is: Am I in full surrender to the
Lord of my life (and if not, what is stopping us?). Further, what is God calling us to
together, so that the parched age of injustice diminishes, and God’s priorities reign in all
the earth?...  Amen.


