Looking at Jeremiah – I don’t claim to have good knowledge or experience with the book.
Generally find the writing… confusing, harsh, negative… I don’t get it

One of my seminary professors wrote about today’s reading


Interesting recollections of my time in his classroom – 1980 


Joan and I were sick – weeks – everybody got the bug



Hard class – new concepts – had to work very hard


Gained some of my most enduring insights

I appreciated the chance to learn again from Dr. Nysse concerning today’s first reading

The reading is what is known as Jeremiah’s second personal lament 

Individual concerns are described – first person singular pronoun

We hear described that Jeremiah is persecuted on behalf of the message he tells – he asks God to “bring down retribution on his persecutors” – not language that I like… nor does it seem on the surface to be in keeping with general principles of our faith

He makes an argument to God:
Hey… I did what you asked… 
I ingested your word… 
I avoided unsavory conduct…

As a result of his faithfulness he has become isolated and targeted

Dr. Nysse, in his comments on the text, describes what I tend to do with such a reading – to think this reading stays at an individual’s level… that it is primarily about some kind of call to God for personal retribution and payback to one’s “enemies”

As happened in his classroom many years ago – I experienced another way to approach this scripture and another way to think – yes… it’s hard to do this
As mentioned, I generally experience Jeremiah on a personal level… and I’ve wondered why the book was included in the accepted collection we know as the Old Testament

Dr. Nysse suggests that the biblical interests in Jeremiah are not primarily about his inner religious life as I’m apt to think… like a spiritual diary

He rather suggests that the people of Israel and the shapers of the biblical texts have a profound interest in retaining Jeremiah’s writings, his personal “life-story” as “their communal story”
OK – I hear that idea… but I still wonder what is so important about what  seems almost like personal whining by a prophet

Most commentators on Jeremiah see his writings as foretelling or predicting what happens to Israel shortly after Jeremiah’s time – that is… Babylon (the ancient predecessors of modern day Iraq) rises in power, overtakes Israel, and forces the country into continuing submission by exiling the country’s leaders within their own territory – the historic exile of the 6th century BCE
In telling his woeful predictions Jeremiah experiences rejection, scorn, and even persecution… not an easy kind of life situation
Against him are people who claim the name of God and invoke God to maintain God’s covenant or promise… yet are blatantly breaking the covenant in their own living

Sort of a “God, have mercy on us” cry while purposely doing the wrongs they know better than to do

Jeremiah claims such cries to be attempts at manipulation… not real 

Jeremiah’s general message in this is that God’s judgment will occur… it will be painful (consequential results of the people’s poor judgment and behavioral choices)… they will cry out in lament
But… through that painful process, the lament of the people will then NOT be manipulative… as in trying to “prevent” judgment or forestall it

Rather, the lament of the people will be from the midst of judgment… it will be real expression of sorrow mingled with renewed hope
In a sense, it’s the stuff I have heard from people I’ve worked with who were in prison or jail… who came to terms with their choices and realized the justice of their situation… who have experienced a true sense of repentance

I pause for a moment to briefly describe repentance… Pastor John Swenson’s children’s message – “stop and go a different direction”

The message of Jeremiah foretells of upcoming great suffering and lack and want… the human tendency might be to seek preservation… to avoid the pain

Under the actual experience of the consequential pain comes a different kind of attitude… one which seeks restoration and new realities toward a more whole life that is in keeping with core values… genuine repentance (of stopping and going in a different direction)
Pain will do that within a person and within community… sometimes… it depends on the capacity to come to terms and to develop new directions… an individual and community task
Now, in verse 18 of today’s reading, we hear Jeremiah describing his pain as unceasing, his wound as incurable… claiming that to him, God is like a deceitful brook, like waters that fail (language he uses a number of times through his writings)

The overall question we hear voiced… which is a question spoken together by the community during their painful experiences… 
is “WHY?”

The answer has to do with process and choice and consequence…

I pause again to clarify that this is NOT to say that all pain and suffering is a result of cause and effect… such as, “what did I do to deserve this suffering”… but, rather, sometimes pain or suffering does spring out of choices and actions: as consequence, result – that’s what Jeremiah is describing here
In the overall message of Jeremiah, God’s people have already been challenged a number of times with opportunity for change… chances to reorient… a number of times when “if you… then I will” opportunities were spoken… and the people repeatedly declare “we will NOT”… and so the consequences come forth…

The “if/then” approach is no longer an option… the judgment and consequential pain will be experienced

So… is that it?

The people will be left with incurable wounds and pain unceasing?
(This is one reason I tend to avoid Jeremiah.)
The position ringing of this kind of despair is a very hard place to be… to say the very least… but it is one experienced by individuals and communities… and it is ultimately a part of life cycles… reality of death itself

But, hope does emerge from the lament… it is a consistent aspect of all of biblical lament writings

We hear in today’s first reading… God continues to declare to be with Jeremiah: “I will… you shall”

The opportunities of “if” continue… even in the face of previous failure, if you turn back… if you continue in faithful living…

We hear in Jeremiah’s lament individual assurance… and for Jeremiah, it seems to be about enough

We hear in this assurance to Jeremiah’s suffering the ringing of assurance for the community when they too will suffer… again, it is about enough hope that will endure throughout
And… we see a remarkable transforming as we move from the conditional 19th verse (if you… then I will) to what is more familiarly proclaimed… the unconditional commitment God makes with God’s people… the divine choice: God’s “I will”
But the process is important

Yes, Jeremiah chooses to return to his calling to be God’s messenger… return IS important… but ultimately restoration is contingent upon God’s own faithfulness and grace – the primary message proclaimed to us in baptism
But, time also is important here… and reflection… and patience… and repentance… and reshaping of thinking… and recovering wholistic values… of fashioning with God’s presence in life a new future
Jeremiah learns again and again through his lamenting and painful experience that God is like a solid rock upon which to be based within the midst of weariness and struggle… 
His message is one that is held firmly by God’s people throughout the ages… throughout the failures… throughout the struggles… throughout the pains

God is faithful… we can return… more importantly, new possibilities always emerge 

The shifting sands of life give way to the rock-like solidity of God’s promises

We’ll sing a hymn right now that declares something of this message… a number of spiritual hymns have been included in the new hymnal… #333 is one of them
Perhaps in time this might be one of the hymns chosen during a hymn sing

Entitled, “Jesus is a Rock in a Weary Land” the upbeat spiritual is included in the “Lent” section of the hymnal

Join with me in singing hymn #333…
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