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Could His Call Be Ours?
Jeremiah 1:4-10
          The call of Jeremiah came at a critical time in the life of Israel.  The political powers all around Judah were falling and things were changing so rapidly that the religious leaders of the day had to either change with them or get out of the way.
          I believe that we are in a similar place in the American Protestant Church today.  I was reading an article just this week out of the Christian Century magazine about the rise in Satellite campuses of churches where ministers preach via live telecast.  It seems that everywhere we look churches are either refusing to change to adapt to our changing world, or churches a changing so much that the rest of us are struggling to keep up with changes we deem to be too extreme.  By now, most of you know that I am pretty comfortable with traditional, orthodox Christianity, but I do understand that we cannot just leave the church in auto-pilot, assuming that we can always continue to do church in the same way that we have always done it in the past.  Perhaps if we could look at the call of Jeremiah and hear it as our own, we might be better equipped to move the church forward in the direction which God is leading us, impacting more lives with the Good News of the Gospel.
          This is what God said, “Before I shaped you in the womb, I knew all about you.  Before you saw the light of day, I had holy plans for you; A prophet to the nations – that is what I had in mind for you.”  Can’t you just imagine the bewildered, confused, deer in the headlight look on Jeremiah’s face as he tried to figure out the words of that strange voice?  Quite often in our lives, we experience a sense of call, but we just are sure what to do with it.
          Trying to think about these words which Jeremiah heard are perhaps more difficult for those of us who are men or women who have never been pregnant.  I understand that a mother has knowledge of her child, while that child is still in the womb that mere words cannot explain.  With both of our boys, Stephanie would recognize movements of our newborns and say, “So that is what you were doing in there.”  If mothers can recognize things like that, how much more fully does God, our creator, know us?  
          My father told me how his parents reacted when he told them that he had accepted a call to the ministry.  His father looked at his mother and said, “Should we tell him that we have known that since he was a boy, but we were just waiting to see how long it would take him to figure it out?”  Interestingly, I have had other friends who have shared similar stories, in that their parents knew what would happen and were not surprised by their child’s decision.
          As was the case for Jeremiah, we fear that either we have heard the call all wrong or that we have mistaken the intended recipient, as though God could miss His target for such a call.  There is also something haunting and frightening about the intensity of a call that can come to one still in the mother’s womb.  Somehow it seems that such a call is not really a call of choice, because there is little else that one could do, but to answer it.
          Then Jeremiah replied, “Hold it, God!  Look at me.  I don’t know anything.  I’m only a boy!”  When the call for service came, Jeremiah felt so inadequate that he had to find some way to turn it down.  But why should that surprise us?  Don’t we do the same thing?  We feel interior for a position of service to which we feel called, so we try to find some kind of legitimate excuse.
          It is fairly obvious from the responses, which we have recorded in our New Testament canon that there were several references to words of encouragement for young converts and new church leaders who felt inadequate.  In those epistles, the persons were strongly encouraged to go forth in the pursuit of their ministry and to ignore the question of their age, because of their dedication.
          But God told him, “Don’t say, ‘I’m only a boy.’  I’ll tell you where to go and you’ll go there.  I’ll tell you what to say and you’ll say it.  Don’t be afraid of a soul.  I’ll be right there, looking after you.”  Do you notice how quickly God dismissed the issue of age as a non-issue?  I don’t really think that was only because Jeremiah was young; I think God would have dismissed the argument that he was too old just as quickly. 
          God’s words of assurance for Jeremiah came in the form of words of presence, a guarantee that God would go with Jeremiah and that God would give him the right words for the time.  As persons who bear the name of Christ, we have the same commitment of presence.  We believe that the Holy Spirit is present in all who profess faith in God, as a matter of fact; none of us could have recognized Christ Jesus as our Lord without the indwelling of the Holy Spirit.
          Perhaps the more important assurance in verse 7 is the assurance that we must not fear anyone or anything, for indeed our God is a God of deliverance.  If you don’t believe that, go back to your Bible and read the entire story of the history of the Children of Israel.  This image of a God who delivers is one of the most comforting and assuring passages in the entire Bible; is it any wonder that it has become a favorite image for the kind of God we serve, especially among people who are victimized or oppressed?  Since God promises to be our strong deliverer, we have no reason to be afraid.
          Then God reached out and touched Jeremiah’s mouth and said, “Look! I’ve put my words in your mouth – hand-delivered!”  This imagery of God touching Jeremiah’s mouth is viewed as a sign or symbol of the sheer power of the touch of God and of the power of having had God’s words put directly into Jeremiah’s mouth.  A similar thing happened to us in our baptism.  In a very real way, our baptism represents the touch of God through the combination of the act of baptism, the words of consecration and the water, which is usually poured out or sprinkled.  
          Another important aspect of this message is the power of those who have the word of God.  Genesis sets the stage for this importance of the Word of God, in that all God had to do was to speak and the created order came into being.  The issue of speaking the word of God reappears throughout the scriptures.  So it is that possessing the Word of God is an incredibly empowering thing.  Those who are able to speak with the authority of speaking the Word of God do possess a great power.  Haven’t you had an experience when someone asked a question or had a need, and you were able to offer words of comfort or hope from God which proved to be helpful?  That is how the Word of God empowers us to use the resources which we have been given for the betterment of others and for the building of Christ’s Kingdom.
And God continued, “See what I’ve done?  I’ve given you a job to do among nations and governments – a red-letter day!  You job is to pull up and to tear down, take apart and demolish, and then start over, building and planting.”  Perhaps this last verse is the most challenging part of this whole text, because they call for Jeremiah to do some very difficult things.  They remind us of the awesome responsibility which God gives.  They also serve as a reminder that kingdom living often calls for some very difficult decisions and some even tougher actions, which might seem strange, or subversive or even counter-intuitive.
One of the fascinating interpretations of this text which I found to be especially insightful was to note that these words apply not only to those outside the community of faith, but also to those within it.  If that is indeed true, then we must challenge our old traditions, customs, and routines and make sure that they serve their intended purpose.  If they are helpful for the building of the kingdom, they should be kept and affirmed as valid.  But if they do not, they should be torn down, destroyed or cast off.  That is necessary in order for the kingdom to have the time, energy and resources to build and to plant.
My sermon title asked the question, “Could his call be ours?”  I guess that you can tell that I believe it is.  I believe with all of my heart that God has a purpose for each of us, both individually and collectively and that we have been called by God for a special purpose.  God has known us from the beginning and has known this church and what it can and will become for the kingdom and for this community and God has known that from the very beginning too.  We may be tempted to make excuses just as Jeremiah did, but thinking that our age or some other factor will deter us, but God can and will use us all, if we will let him.  I believe that God is present with us in this very room and that God’s presence will go with us as we go from this place to our respective homes and places of work.  God’s Word for us is here now if we will but open our ears and our hearts to receive it.
I don’t have to tell you about the difficulty of enduring God’s process of pulling up and tearing down, taking apart and demolishing.  This church has been through enough of that over the past year or so.  But hear me, and hear me well when I tell you that now is the time for building and planting.  A handful of folks have been gathering on Sunday mornings to set aside 30 minutes for prayer for the future of St. Timothy Cumberland Presbyterian Church.  We want to be a part of God’s planting and building of this little portion of his kingdom here on earth.  We all need to pray for the wisdom to hear God’s voice and to follow God’s call to take this church in the direction which God has laid out for us.  May God find us faithful in trying to answer the call to plant and build for the sake of Christ.
And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.
