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Have faith!  Change is coming! That's the message the prophet Habakkuk received from 
God. Habakkuk was a contemporary of the prophet Jeremiah, and like Jeremiah, he 
lamented over the violence and injustice he saw in the world all around him: 
 
"O Lord, how long must I call for help before you listen, before you save us from 
violence? Why do you make me see such trouble? How can you stand to look on such 
wrongdoing? Destruction and violence are all around me, and there is fighting and 
quarreling everywhere. The law is weak and useless, and justice is never done. Evil 
people get the better of the righteous, and so justice is perverted." 
 
Habakkuk may have been speaking about the injustice and violence of Judah and its 
capital, Jerusalem, in the sixth century B.C. But he could just as easily have been 
speaking about the injustice and violence in New Mexico and its largest city, 
Albuquerque, today.   
 
"How long, O Lord, must we cry for your help before you hear us and save us from the 
violence in our streets?" Violent crime overall may be declining, but in 2018 New 
Mexico had the second highest violent crime rate in the nation. Albuquerque’s violent 
crime rate last year was more than three and a half times the national rate. "Lord, how 
can you stand by and watch as your people hurt and kill each other?" "Lord, have you 
turned your back on Albuquerque? Have you given up on us?" 
 
And what of the economic disparities in this state? Did you know that the income gap 
between New Mexico’s richest and poorest households is the widest in the nation? The 
income of the richest fifth of households (about $161,000, on average) was almost 10 
times greater than that of the poorest fifth (who earned just over $16,000, on average). 
For the nation as a whole, that gap was 8 to 1. The income gap between the very richest 
and the poor is even larger:  the top 5% of New Mexico households had an average 
income almost 17 times that of the bottom 20%. And we wonder why New Mexico has 
the highest property crime rate in the nation! Could it be because we have the widest 
gap between the rich and the poor? 
 
Gerry Bradley, Research Director for New Mexico Voices for Children, says: “Inequality 
is strongly associated with poor health outcomes such as shortened life expectancy 
and teen pregnancy.” “Extreme inequality is also associated with social ills such as low 
test scores and high dropout rates, violent crime, incarceration, and restricted social 
mobility. Looking at income inequality shines a light on why New Mexico performs so 
poorly by so many measures.”  
 
Habakkuk was struggling with a question that all of us, as people of faith, struggle with 
from time to time: how do we maintain our belief in God's justice and peace in spite of 



all the injustice and violence we see in the world? Having lodged his complaint with the 
Lord, Habakkuk climbs up into his watchtower to wait for God's reply. 
 
God gives him this answer: "Those who are evil will not survive, but those who are 
righteous will live because they are faithful to God." Habakkuk is to write this message 
down clearly on tablets "so that it can be read at a glance." He is to "put it in writing, 
because it is not yet time for it to come true." God assures him that "the time is coming 
quickly, and . . . [it] will come true. It may seem slow in coming, but wait for it; it will 
certainly take place, and it will not be delayed." 
 
God's message to Habakkuk, and to us, is to have faith, because change is coming.  
Ultimately, good will triumph over evil. "Those who are evil will not survive, but those 
who are righteous will live because they are faithful to God." Have faith. The letter to 
the Hebrews tells us that "to have faith is to be sure of the things we hope for, to be 
certain of the things we cannot see." When violence surrounds us and there seems to be 
no end in sight, it is faith that keeps us going, it is our faith in God's peace that supports 
us. When the gap between the rich and the poor, between the haves and the have-nots, 
continues to widen and we see the poverty of our neighbors deepen, it is faith that 
makes us perservere, it is our faith in God's justice that sustains us. 
 
Have faith. Change is coming! Just as it applies to societies, it applies to individuals as 
well, which brings us to the story of Zacchaeus. 
 
Zacchaeus was a chief tax collector. Tax collectors were a despised group of people.  
First-century Palestine was under Roman occupation, and tax collectors like Zacchaeus 
were collaborators participating in a corrupt system of taxation. What's more, the text 
also tells us that Zacchaeus was rich, and so he was doubly despised. First-century 
Palestine was considered a zero-sum society in which one person's gain was another 
person's loss. So people who were rich, who had gained more than their fair share of 
society's resources, were looked upon as thieves.  
 
As Luke tells the story, Jesus was passing through Jericho on his way to Jerusalem. 
Zacchaeus wanted to see Jesus in person as he came through the city. No doubt he had 
heard about Jesus' reputation of being a friend to tax collectors and sinners. He wanted 
to see who this Jesus was. But there was a crowd surrounding Jesus, and Zacchaeus was 
too short to see over the peoples' heads. "So he ran ahead of the crowd and climbed a 
sycamore tree to see Jesus, who was going to pass that way. When Jesus came to that 
place, he looked up and said to Zacchaeus, 'Hurry down, . . . because I must stay in 
your house today.'"   
 
Zacchaeus hurried down from the tree and welcomed Jesus with great joy. What an 
honor this must have been for Zacchaeus. Here he was a rich tax collector, hated by 
virtually everyone, ostracized by the whole community, and yet this person Jesus 
wanted to stay at his house! 
 
All the people who saw this started grumbling about it. Jesus was going to be a guest in 
the home of a sinner! What kind of holy man associates with sinners -- a rich tax 
collector, no less!   
 
But the next thing we know, Zacchaeus is volunteering to give half of his belongings to 
the poor and to repay fourfold anyone he has cheated. His life is transformed in 



relationship to Jesus Christ. Jesus declares that salvation has come to Zacchaeus' house 
and that Zacchaeus himself is a child of Abraham. His relationship to the community 
has been restored.   
 
Everyone in Jericho had written Zacchaeus off. Zacchaeus? He'll never change. He's a 
sinner. He's a collaborator. He's corrupt. He's become rich at our expense. Who would 
want anything to do with him?   
 
But Jesus didn't write Zacchaeus off. Jesus doesn't write anybody off. Jesus says to us 
"Have Faith!  Change is Coming!" Even the life of a rich tax collector like Zacchaeus can 
be changed for the better. It’s true for anyone! Even you and me! Even our lives can be 
transformed through a relationship with Jesus Christ. And when one life is transformed 
it has an impact on the lives of others as well. 
 
Have faith! Change is Coming! It can be true for individuals. It can be true for societies. 
It can be true for nations. May we have faith in the transforming power of God and 
never lose hope in the possibility of changing lives for the better. 
 


