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*Danger ahead sign 
DANGER AHEAD! When we encounter these words on a sign, our 
natural inclination ought to be to immediately turn back. Who knows 
what is ahead? There could be: 
*falling boulders,  
*zombies, or  
*talking donkeys ahead.  
Our text today, while it does not feature any of these things, was 
declared dangerous by military censors in Nazi Germany. In 1940, a 
Swiss newspaper published a column titled, “Word on the Situation.” In 
the column, there was an excerpt from Habakkuk that censors 
determined was an unwelcome critique of the Nazi regime. The 
newspaper and the book of Habakkuk were banned in Germany from 
that point forward. This is the part of Habakkuk that got the attention 
of the Nazis, chapter 1:1-4.  
*O Lord, how long shall I cry for help, 
    and you will not listen? 
Or cry to you “Violence!” 
    and you will not save? 
3 Why do you make me see wrongdoing 
    and look at trouble? 
Destruction and violence are before me; 
    strife and contention arise. 
4 So the law becomes slack 
    and justice never prevails. 
The wicked surround the righteous— 
    therefore judgment comes forth perverted. 



Knowing what we know about what was going on in Germany during 
WWII, it isn’t hard to connect these words with the suffering that was 
taking place under Adolf Hitler’s rule. Like Habakkuk, the Jewish people 
in Germany, in the midst of unbearable violence and suffering, cried 
out to God like human beings have cried out since the beginning of 
time, and even still today. 
Habakkuk wrote at a time when the Babylonian army was ravaging 
Judah, not long before the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BC. The people in 
Judah were not only facing the external pressure of an enemy invader, 
they were the victims of domestic pressure as well. Local monarchs 
suppressed internal opposition, conspired with the wealthy to exploit 
the poor, distorted the legal system, and ruled by violence. Habakkuk 
wrote, trying to make sense of what was happening around him. 
 
And really that’s what we are all trying to do, “O Lord how long shall I 
cry for help…” These ancient words don’t seem out of place at all 
considering the suffering in our world today. It isn’t hard to imagine our 
brothers and sisters in Syria, Yemen, or Central America crying out like 
Habakkuk. Maybe these words aren’t so far removed from our own 
prayers, looking to God for an explanation for what’s happening in the 
world, our nation, or maybe in our own families. Habakkuk’s question is 
our question and human beings have been wrestling with it for a long 
time, especially in times of pain and suffering. The deep theological 
question we are all wrestling with is, “If God is in charge, why is the 
world so unlike the world God desires?” 
Habakkuk’s words, as he tried to make sense of what was happening in 
Judah, may not seem dangerous to us in the same ways they were 
dangerous in Nazi Germany. But, making sense of things is sometimes 
dangerous. What if, after we’ve finally made sense of things, we don’t 
like the answer? 
 
That’s kind of what happens to me when I read the response to 
Habakkuk’s lament, continuing in chapter 1: 



5 Look at the nations, and see! 
    Be astonished! Be astounded! 
For a work is being done in your days 
    that you would not believe if you were told. 
6 For I am rousing the Chaldeans (Babylonians), 
    that fierce and impetuous nation, 
who march through the breadth of the earth 
    to seize dwellings not their own. 
7 Dread and fearsome are they; 
    their justice and dignity proceed from themselves. 
 
In summary, the Babylonians will invade and overtake Judah and it’s 
God’s idea. Remember, Habakkuk wrote this as the invasion was 
happening, so this is his interpretation of the events. Habakkuk 
understood the Babylonian invasion to be God’s very painful way of 
ridding Judah of the oppression and injustice being perpetuated within 
it. This identification of a foreign nation as God’s instrument for the 
punishment of injustice and restoration of justice in Judah actually 
places Habakkuk directly in the mainstream of prophetic thought. All 
the way back to the first of the writing prophets, Amos, the prophets 
regarded the invasion of enemy armies as just punishment for the 
unjust practices within the societies of the kingdoms of Israel and 
Judah. According to this school of thought, the God of the prophets was 
in control of the world, directing international and domestic politics so 
that justice would be done. 
 
I don’t know about you, but that doesn’t work for me theologically. It 
worked for Habakkuk, and other prophets, and it has worked for some 
Christians for years. It may work for you. And that’s okay because we 
don’t have to all believe the same thing. I think the church has been 
horrible at answering the question, “If God is in charge, why is the 
world so unlike the world God desires?” People don’t really know what 
to say, so I’ve heard people say things like, “This is what happens when 



you kick God out of our schools,” or, “You watch…God will take this and 
make something good out of it.” And we say other things that make 
people not want anything to do with a God who uses suffering to make 
a selfish point. Please don’t say those things to other people.  
 
I think we can do better for ourselves and our families, friends, and 
neighbors as we try to make sense of the world. There is a passage 
farther along in Habakkuk that I think is helpful. It is a continuation of 
the conversation between God and Habakkuk. Following God’s initial 
response, Habakkuk told God exactly how he felt about the Babylonian 
regime. Spoiler alert…he thought they were jerks.  And this was God’s 
response: 
Habakkuk 2:1-4:  
Write the vision; 
    make it plain on tablets, 
    so that a runner may read it. 
3 For 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, it will not delay. 
4 Look at the proud! 
    Their spirit is not right in them, 
    but the righteous live by their faith. 

 
Wait. There is still a vision. In this passage, Habakkuk was 
commissioned to record God’s vision in order to carry it and announce 
it to the people. This text warns that the delay in the fulfillment of the 
vision may make it seem like the vision is not to be. But it says that’s 
not true. God’s vision for the world will come to pass. But we have to 
wait.  
 
This is a perfect text for this first Sunday in Advent, a season of 
waiting…waiting to celebrate the birth of Jesus who, coincidentally, 



came to reveal God and God’s ways to a people who had lost their way. 
They needed to be reminded, “there is still a vision.” More than 2000 
years later, in some respects, we have lost our way. We need the same 
reminder, “there is a vision.” God casts a vision for a world very 
different from the one we know. It is a world without war, without 
poverty, without injustice, arbitrary borders, racism, xenophobia, 
homophobia, fear, and violence.  
*It is what New Testament writers call the kingdom of God or the 
kingdom of heaven, what I call the kin-dom of God. It isn’t some far 
away place we finally get to be when we die, as long as we believe all 
the right things. No, the kin-dom of God is here. We just can’t quite see 
it. 
 
We are waiting, not because God likes suffering and not because one 
day in the future God is just going to wave some heavenly wand at the 
world and everything will be perfect. We are waiting on us. We have 
been given everything we need to bring about the kin-dom of God. 
Anytime we choose, we can put down our guns, bombs, and missiles 
and “study war no more.” We can choose to truly love our neighbors, 
embracing God’s love of diversity. We can choose compassion over 
judgment; courage over fear; and the common good over detached 
independence. We can choose HOPE.  
 
But, like falling boulders, zombies, surprise talking donkeys, and ancient 
words of protest and resistance, hope can be a dangerous thing. 
Today’s reading in the PTS Advent devotional book reminded me of 
that. In the movie Shawshank Redemption, two friends are serving time 
in prison, with little chance of release. Morgan Freeman’s character, 
Red, says to his friend, Andy, “Hope is a dangerous thing. Hope can 
drive a man insane.” Red’s point was that, for people in the midst of 
horrible situations, to hope against what seems reasonable or 
attainable, is devastating. And the truth is, he’s right. When hope 
disappoints us, it hurts. But even when we are disappointed and tired 



of waiting, there is still a vision. And there is so much more to that 
vision than the present.  
 
Our hope is in a God that thinks enough of us to entrust us with that 
vision. We cannot allow all that is wrong in the world to cause us to 
lose sight of the vision God has for the world. We cannot allow the 24- 
hour news cycles, our social media feeds, election results, and fatigue 
to convince us that things can never be different.  
*In our fear, in our frustration, in our anger, in a world that seems dark, 
these ancient words from Habakkuk remind us to make room for hope. 
To some, it may seem dangerous or even foolish, but even when 
everything around us seems to indicate there is no reason for hope, 
“Hope has work for us to do. It asks us to resist going numb when the 
world within us or beyond us is falling apart. In the height of despair, in 
the deepest darkness, hope calls us to open our hearts, our eyes, our 
hands, to engage the world, even when it breaks our hearts” (Jan 
Richardson, author and artist). And I believe, when we do, we will see 
the kin-dom of God draw near. Amen. 
 
 
 


