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       Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7


Isn’t it great to read a Bible passage that tells you to do things that you do already?  I mean, there’s really not enough like that in our scriptures.  God is always telling people to leave comfortable places and do things they aren’t equipped to do.  Jesus is always telling people to give away all their money or to die like he did.  What a relief to read this passage from Jeremiah and hear him command us to “build houses and live in them, plant gardens and eat what they produce”, have children and celebrate when they get married.  These are things we can do!  This what people tend to do, left to our own devices.  Reading this passage is like stumbling on a commandment to go to sleep at night and get up in the morning.  It’s like receiving a commandment to eat, or to breathe in and out.  How wonderful!  God wants us to do what we feel like doing anyways!  Thanks be to God!


But wait a minute.  There’s got to be a hitch, right?  I mean, these commands come by way of Jeremiah, a prophet who takes his job very seriously.  And what is a prophet’s job?  A prophet is supposed to disturb people, make them uncomfortable.  In fact, if you read the Bible, you could conclude that’s God’s job!  This is so consistently true that whenever you read the Bible, I’d suggest you adopt this practice:  if you find something that you agree with, something that makes you feel comfortable and secure, read it again.  Look at it a little more closely.  Chances are you’ve missed something.  


So let’s do that together with today’s scripture from Jeremiah.  What’s uncomfortable about his advice?  To answer that question, we need to know a little more about who he was speaking to, and what their circumstances were.  What do we know about Jeremiah’s audience?


Well, the scripture tells us that this message was sent “to the remaining elders among the exiles, and to the priests, the prophets, and all the people, whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon.”  So, this message could have very easily just said, “I told you so!”  Jeremiah had the unfortunate job of seeing in advance that something bad was going to happen to his people—they were going to be overrun by a foreign power, not just once but three times over the course of a few years.  I’m sure he would have loved to be wrong, but it turned out, he was right.  And not only was Judah conquered by the Babylonians, but all the leaders of the Judean people—the religious leaders, the political leaders, the artisans and scholars—all were taken captive and forced to remain in Babylon.  They ended up staying there for seventy years, which is to say, one generation died, and two more were born in that foreign country. 


What do you think people in that kind of a situation feel like doing?  What do you think would be important to them?  I imagine they spend a lot of time trying to preserve the culture, language, religion and lifestyle they grew up with.  I imagine they keep telling stories about the old country, the same stories over and over.  And, I imagine a great deal of energy is put into staying ready to return to the old country at any time.  People daydream about what they’ll do first when they return.  If they buy a piece of furniture, they first imagine where it will go in their house back in Judah.  


In other words, I imagine that a people living in exile invest themselves in the past and in the future, but never in the present.  In that kind of a situation, Jeremiah’s advice is profoundly uncomfortable.  Why should I plant a garden today when I’m planning on leaving tomorrow?  Why should a put all the time and effort into building a house?  Wouldn’t that suggest that I don’t believe that God is going to rescue us and bring us home?  Wouldn’t that be an act of despair?  Wouldn’t it be a sign that I was giving up and planning on living in a miserable situation for the rest of my life?  No, the people might have shouted back at Jeremiah, faith consists in this:  preserving our connection to the past and cultivating our expectation of a glorious return to the way things used to be.


Now, the story of the exile is an important one in the Hebrew Bible, and that’s not just because it describes a significant, impacting historical experience.  The story of the exile was told and retold because it is evocative of a piece of the human experience.  It’s a kind of parable.  Let’s face it, many of us live in exile most of our lives.  We live in a world that is not quite right.  We’re not in the life situation we planned on.  We spend a great deal of our lives counting on things to get better soon or yearning for the way things used to be—with our health or our jobs, our children or our marriages, our government or our church, our neighborhood or our world.  I know this situation well, because I’m married to a man who is up for tenure eight months.  There are a lot of things that are on hold until that time, a lot of life that we plan on living once these eight months (and then the year of deliberation which may follow) is over.  


How about you?  Are you living right now, in some aspect of your life, like an exile?


Well, here’s the funny thing.  For many of us, our faith helps us to live like exiles.  That’s because for many of us, faith is a lot more about the past and the future than it is about the present.  Think about it:  the present is the land of facts, the land of things we can see and touch and taste.  We don’t really need faith in order to plant a garden or build a house—we just need to be hungry or cold here and now.  So we push faith into the past—it’s the stories we read and tell from the Bible, the traditions we learn, the rituals we participate in that we didn’t create but were handed down to us.  Those things are important because they give us a sense of connection with what’s come before us.  And of course we need faith for the future, especially when the present isn’t at all like what we had dreamed of for our selves and our families.  Faith becomes our hope and trust that things will get better, that God will come through for us someday.  Some of us may be aiming for a heaven where things will be much better, others of us may be aiming for the Kingdom come on earth as it is in heaven, and still others may be aiming for self-improvement or even self-perfection.  But whatever we are aiming for, it’s not here now.  Our faith takes us out of the dissatisfying present and gives us something else to focus on.  That helps a lot when you are living your life in exile.


But is that what faith is really about?  Two weeks ago we had a powerful set of scriptures.  All four readings in the lectionary lined up and presented an unavoidable lesson:  you cannot trust in your wealth, your possessions or your social status to protect you.  You have to have faith in God alone.  Well those scriptures seemed like good one to read on a Sunday when we were all going to make financial pledges to build an elevator in our building, but they raised a lot of questions within our Worship Task Group.  What is faith, anyways?  Why is it more important than anything else?  What difference does it make in your life, in the end?  One answer we might make to those questions is that faith gives us a way to relate to the past and a way to relate to the future.  And when you’re living in exile—when your present life isn’t that great—that’s a real gift.


But then along comes Jeremiah, speaking the word of God to exiles—exiles in Babylon and exiles in Columbia.  But Jeremiah doesn’t say, “Thus says the Lord!  Remember the traditions of the past and teach them to your children.  Keep hope in the future, and look to the day when I will bring you back home!”  What does he tell these exiles to do?  Plant gardens, build houses, have babies, go to weddings.  Stuff that’s here and now!  That’s not what faith is all about!  That’s not where faith is necessary!


Or is it?  What if our faith wasn’t just a tool for getting us out of the present, but a way to get us deeper into it?  What if our faith wasn’t just memories and wishes, but our faith was as earthy and connected and grounded as caring for a garden or a child?  If we entertained the possibility that faith could be about here and now, how would that change the way we practice our faith?  


If our faith were about here and now, how would it change the way we worship?   What would it mean for us to till the present moment, the existing culture, the news of this week and the circumstances of our life today and plant God’s word into that place, this moment?


How would it change the way we pray?  What would it be like to pray to God not just in order to give thanks for something that has already happened, or to ask for help with some future event, but with the intention of sticking our spade into the present moment, loosening the soil and inviting God to plant a seed there?  Have you had an experience like that?


If our faith were about here and now, how would it change the way we see Jesus?  What would it mean to release him from being a figure of the past (a man who lived 2000 years ago) or a figure of the future (a Spirit who will greet us in heaven) and allow for the possibility that he’s alive right now, available to us, accessible through the meditations of our hearts and the actions of our hands?  I wonder then if we would have the faith of the tenth leper our reading from Luke this morning described.  That was a man who, prior to meeting Jesus, almost certainly lived in the past and the future.  He probably thought a lot about what his life was like before he got sick, and imagining a future (either in life or after his death) when he would be healed or freed from leprosy.  But when he met Jesus, he met someone who was not afraid of the present moment he was in, no matter how broken or ugly it was.  It was in that present moment that Jesus healed him, and I think that touch brought him back, not just to health, but to the present.  And so he returned—to say thank you, of course, but also to stay present to Jesus, to hang around him.  


Friends, if we allow Jesus to touch us in our present moment, perhaps we will finally begin to hear Jeremiah’s commands to the exiles as good news—as promise and not as punishment.  We don’t need to flee into the past or the future, because Jesus can meet us even in the broken places, even in the tomb.  The promise of resurrection, he has shown us, is not just a promise for the future, but a present reality, a reality that begins in the present moment.  And with that promise, we have the courage to see each seed planted, each child born, each new relationship blessed and celebrated, and the place where God’s way begins—here and now.  Thanks be to God.
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