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You might say that it was fortuitous when Jesus looked up into that tree where Zacchaeus had 
perched himself and decided to invite himself to dinner.   
 
You also might say it was fortuitous when Andy Duffey was assigned to my cabin as a third 
grade camper at Shepherd’s Spring.  It was due to the influence of third grade Andy Duffey 
during that week that I first learned about the book of Habakkuk, and was compelled to read it 
for the first time.  (This in spite of the fact that I had earned a prize during my youth for 
memorizing and being able to recite the books of the Bible in front of my youth group.  So I 
must have voiced the name of Habakkuk at least once before!)   
 
It happened like this.  Our cabin – like all the cabins that week – had been assigned a time for 
leading a brief time of worship at either Vespers or Morning Watch.  The other counselor and I 
had invited the boys of our cabin to think about what Bible story they wanted to share during 
their worship time.  With some prompting and prodding, they came up with the usual suspects 
– the Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son, Zacchaeus, Jesus Feeding 5000, etc.  But all this 
while, little Andy had been off to the side sitting on his bunk with his Bible open in his lap not 
saying a word.  Noticing this, I yelled over to him – “Hey Andy, do you have any ideas for what 
we might do?”  He got a very thoughtful look on his face while he flipped a few pages in his 
Bible before he said, “Well, I was really hoping we could do something different…like…I don’t 
know…(still flipping pages)...like something from Habakkuk or something.”   
 
After I recovered from my surprise (and consulted my own Bible to ascertain that Habakkuk 
was, in fact, a book of the Bible!) we thank Andy and moved on to plan a Vespers centered on 
the Good Samaritan if my memory serves me correctly.  But later that night, I went back to the 
Bible and read Habakkuk from start to finish – all three chapters!  It didn’t make a great 
impression on me in that first reading, but I didn’t spend any serious time studying it either.  
But I will never forget who it was that prompted me to read it that first time.  Who could have 
known that many years later, that same Andy Duffey would be sitting across the room at the 
intern’s desk in my office, or would marry a daughter of this congregation?  Fortuitous. 
 
We don’t read much from the book of Habakkuk in worship (nor I suspect in our personal or 
small group devotions).  In fact, this is the only appearance of the book in the Revised 
Common Lectionary.  That’s a shame, if for no other reason than because it is a really fun 
name to say – “Habakkuk.”  Or “Habbakkook.”  Or “Habbacook.”  Or if you want to go with the 
traditional Hebrew – “Chavakuk.” 
 
But aside from not having any idea how to really pronounce the name, most of us have very 
little idea of what the book is about, even if (and that might be a big “if””) we do know that is in 
the Bible.   
 
So a brief overview: While it isn’t certain, Habakkuk was likely a prophet in the southern 
kingdom of Judah not long before it fell siege to the Babylonians in 597 BCE and eventually 
went into exile, which would make him a contemporary of Jeremiah.  Unlike other prophetic 
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literature, Habakkuk doesn’t preach to the people of Judah – at least as far as we know from 
the book.  Instead, what we have is a sort of transcript of a conversation between the prophet 
and God.  It’s somewhat like being given a peak into the prophet’s journal.   
 
Like other prophets of the biblical tradition, Habakkuk is very disturbed by the state of his 
contemporary culture.  His central complaint is a familiar one in prophetic literature – the 
miscarriage of justice in political, judicial, and economic institutions in Judah and Jerusalem.  
Most commentators pinpoint the injustice that Habakkuk deplores as the widespread abuse of 
power and oppression of the poor during the administration of King Jehoiakim.1  This matches 
the scorn of Jeremiah, and it is line with the prophetic use of language of “violence” and 
“destruction” which are paired by other prophets such as Ezekiel, Amos, and Micah to describe 
the ruthless accumulation of wealth by political officials.  Furthermore, the verb “cry” - as used 
in verse 1 when Habakkuk asks “how long must I cry out to you,” is customarily used in the 
Bible as an appeal for help by the oppressed, and the term “righteous” in the prophets often 
identifies society’s poor and marginalized.2 
 
We know from Judah’s historians and prophets that the regime of Jehoiakim was infamous for 
its oppressive policies.  The record leaves the king is accused of pursuing dishonest gain3; 
using forced, unpaid labor for building his own private residence4; demanding heavy payments 
from Judah’s citizens to support his Egyptian alliance5; obstruction of justice6; shedding 
innocent blood7, and murdering prophets.8  Jeremiah even records an incident in which 
Jehoiakim destroys a written record of his prophecy by cutting it up and burning it piece by 
piece in his fireplace!9 
 
Such is the background of the complaints Habakkuk records in the first few verses that we 
read in today’s lectionary text.  And while all of this critique of injustice and oppression puts 
Habakkuk in line with his fellow prophets, what makes him unique is what follows thereafter.  
For God does answer Habakkuk’s complaint.  Now the lectionary skips over God’s first answer 
in verses 5-11.  I choose to have verse 5 read just to hint at that answer which God says it will 
be “hard to believe.”  But in essence, God’s response to Habakkuk’s just complaints against 
oppression in Judah is that the Babylonians will be raised up to make a clean sweep of Judah 
– to punish it for its sins with the justice of God. 
 
Now naturally, this divine response alarmed Habakkuk.  Why would God use a nation that was 
even less righteous than the people of Judah to punish the Judahites?  Yes, Habakkuk knew, 
perhaps better than most, that his people were far from behaving as God wanted them to, but, 
from the prophet’s point of view, the Babylonians were much worse, brutal, pagan nation.  And 
so he asks another question of God in verse 13, which the Lectionary also skips over: “Why do 
you look on the treacherous, and are silent when the wicked swallow those more righteous 
than they?” 
 

                                                
1 E.g. The New Interpreter’s Bible. (1996)  Vol. XII.  p 631. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Jeremiah 22:17 
4 Jeremiah 22:13-14 
5 2nd Kings 23:35 
6 Jeremiah 22:13 
7
 2

nd
 Kings 24:4; Jeremiah 22:17 

8 Jeremiah 26:20-23 
9 Jeremiah 26 
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Now we could spend a long time exploring the rest of the book of Habakkuk.  But we don’t 
have time for that this morning.  But I wanted to spend a little bit of my time with you 
introducing the problem that lies at the heart of Habakkuk, because in picking and choosing 
just a few verses from the whole, I feel the Lectionary does a disservice to its message.  
Because the internal dialogue which Habakkuk records is not so much about what God is 
going to do to address the injustice about which he complains in the first few verses of the 
book.  Rather, it is most concerned with Habakkuk’s disquiet when he realizes that the 
Babylonians will destroy Judah according to divine providence.  And unlike other prophets in 
the biblical canon, this doesn’t sit so well with him.  And so he gives prominent voice to a 
persistent and troubling problem that challenges his prophetic confidence in God’s justice – the 
perseverance of injustice.  For even in the very events and agents understood by Habakkuk as 
instruments by which divine justice will be done, injustice seems to be present.   
 
And so we come to the heart of the matter for Habakkuk – maintaining belief in God’s rule in 
spite of an unjust world.  It is one of the most difficult existential struggles the religious person 
must face.  And no prophet confronts the issue of a just God and an unjust world in the direct 
and forceful way Habakkuk does.  For this reason, in many ways Habakkuk has more kinship 
with Job than his fellow prophets, for we are given a peak at the internal struggles of Habakkuk 
as he tries to make sense of these realities.   
 
Which brings me back to the title of this sermon, taken from the preaching journal Homiletics.10  
It was in reading a sermon starter on Habakkuk that I learned that the word “fortuitous” doesn’t 
actually have the meaning I had thought it did.  Most people – like myself – understand a 
“fortuitous event” to mean a “fortunate event” – a stroke of good luck.  But its original meaning 
applies to “an unforeseen event that occurs by chance or accident from natural or manmade 
forces over which an affect person has no control.”11  Accordingly, fortuitous events can have 
either positive or negative consequences.  They are like the “acts of God” so labeled by 
insurance companies – not something at all within our control.  A usage note on dictionary.com 
explains the change leading to my previous understanding: “Fortuitous has developed in sense 
from “happening by chance” to “happening by lucky chance” to simply “lucky, fortunate.”   
 
And so accordingly, “fortuitous” is indeed an appropriate adjective to apply to Jesus’ 
identification of Zacchaeus up in that tree – probably a bit lucky, and certainly not within 
Zacchaeus’s control.  But it is also appropriate to apply to the imminent Babylonian invasion 
which Habakkuk foresaw, at least in its original sense.  Now making sense of such 
uncontrollable fortuitous events is a task enough in and of itself, but I think part of what 
Habakkuk is really struggling with is whether or not the second , evolved definition would also 
apply.  Basically, is the coming destruction also divinely fortunate.  In other words, is it a good 
thing or a bad thing?   
 
There is an old Chinese saying, "Who could have guessed it was a blessing in disguise when 
the old man on the frontier lost his mare?" The saying originally comes from a story in 
"Lessons from the Human World" of Hua Nan Zi compiled by Liu An in the West Han dynasty. 
The story is as follows: 12  

                                                
10 “Fortuitous Events.”  Homiletics. Sept.-Oct. 2016.  Vol. 28, No. 5. pp 68-73 
11

 Ibid. p 68 
12 http://www.pureinsight.org/node/1887  Translated from: zhengjian.org. See: Shi Shuwen, "Chinese idiom: Misfortune may 

be a blessing in disguise."  

http://www.pureinsight.org/node/1887
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Once upon a time, there was a man living on the northern border of China who was very 
good at raising horses. Everyone called him Sai Wong (meaning "an old man on the 
border"). One day, one of Sai Wong's horses escaped from the stable and ran across the 
border straight into the territory of the Hu people. Upon hearing this news, all his neighbors 
came to comfort Sai Wong, and hoped he wouldn't be too upset about the news. To 
everyone's surprise, Sai Wong was not at all affected by the news, and said with a smile, 
"A horse running off might turn out to be a good blessing in disguise." 
 
Several months later, this runaway horse returned with a fine horse from the Hu territory. 
When his neighbors heard the news, one after another they came by to congratulate Sai 
Wong. This time, Sai Wong frowned and said to everyone, "Getting a fine horse for nothing 
is probably a bad omen in disguise." 
 
Sai Wong had a son who enjoyed horseback riding. One day his son went riding on this 
fine horse from the Hu territory for an excursion and accidentally fell off the horse and 
broke a leg. So Sai Wong's neighbors came to comfort him. They asked him not to take it 
too hard. Surprisingly, Sai Wong said to everyone peacefully, "My son breaking a leg might 
be a blessing in disguise!" His neighbors were all puzzled by his response and decided Sai 
Wong must have lost his senses due to grief. 
 
However, shortly thereafter the Hu people began a large-scale invasion against China. All 
the young men had been summoned to join the army and defend the country. Because the 
Hu people were very swift, daring and skillful at fighting, most of those young men were 
killed on the battlefield. Yet, Sai Wong's son survived the war because he did not have to 
join the army due to his broken leg. It was only then that Sai Wong's neighbors discovered 
the wisdom hidden in his words. 

 
Most Christians know of Habakkuk – if they know of him at all – from the phrase ending today’s 
lectionary reading – “the righteous live by their faith,” as it is quoted by the apostle Paul in the 
opening chapter of his letter to the Romans.  But it is the verse immediately before that phrase 
that I find most resonant – “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…”13 
 
It speaks of the end…if it seems to tarry, wait for it…   
 
So often we find ourselves caught up in the midst of fortuitous events – things happening that 
we cannot control, and like Habakkuk we wonder – how long?  And we try to find something 
that makes sense of it all – some divine purpose or plan that might lend meaning to them.  And 
sometimes that helps, but almost as often the meanings we ascribe to such events only create 
more dilemmas as we wrestle with their implications.  And so we question God, and if we allow 
ourselves we argue with God.  And we ultimately, we wait.  And that has to be the hardest part.   
 
It has been said that “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice.”14  This 
may be true, but if it is, how do we find the faith and the strength to go on in the meantime, 
when there is neither a simple solution nor a resolution to the problem of injustice – when 
things just don’t turn out the way they should?   
 

                                                
13 Habakkuk 2:3 
14 Theodore Parker, via Martin Luther King, Jr. et al.  http://quoteinvestigator.com/2012/11/15/arc-of-universe/  

http://quoteinvestigator.com/2012/11/15/arc-of-universe/
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When the righteous are able to live by faith, I believe it is because they are able to keep sight 
of that vision of the end.  And they are able to keep faith and keep working for justice not 
because the world is just or because it rewards those who work for justice.  In fact, history has 
shown it is often just the opposite with the brute facts of existence.  But they persist because 
they possess that larger vision of the way things should be.  There will always be a 
discrepancy between such a vision and the “real world.”  But they are willing and able to wait.   
 
And it may be that such is our calling.  To watch. And to wait.  And to pray.  That is ultimately 
just what Habakkuk did when he continued to be troubled by the implications of his prophecies.  
Chapter 3 of the book of Habakkuk is almost entirely his prayer, composed as he waits, and 
offered to God with faith and with his troubled honesty.  If you haven’t ever read it – I 
encourage you to do so.  It is a much neglected witness for the faithful in the midst of fortuitous 
events – in his words “when the fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on the vines…”15 
 
In such a time, it may be that all we can do is remember: 
 
There is still a vision for the appointed time; it speaks for the end, and does not lie. 
 
And if it seems to tarry, wait for it…16 

                                                
15 Habakkuk 3:17a 
16 Habakkuk 2:3 


