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           Jeremiah 2:4-13


The question, “What do we have plenty of?” is a key discernment question, and it’s as important to ask as its inverse, “Where are we constantly being drained?”  Both questions are provoked for me by the startling image that God, speaking through Jeremiah, uses to describe the people of Israel in the passage we heard at the start of worship: “…my people have committed two evils: they have forsaken me, the fountain of living water, and dug out cisterns for themselves, cracked cisterns that can hold no water.”  


Those words are an indictment of Israel, and a challenge to us as well.  Where do we have the experience of pouring water into a cracked cistern?  Which is to say, where to we feel constantly drained?  Is there something in your life where the energy, the effort, the time, the money you pour in, seems to drain right out?  A place where you feel you are always running dry no matter how much you pour in?  That’s a sign, Jeremiah warns, that we’ve gotten away from God.  Because God is the “fountain of living water”, so when we are truly investing in the Kingdom of God, we find that there is a sense of abundance, a welling up from below, from within, of a power, a Spirit, that restores our souls and quenches our thirst.  


Do you know, from your own experience, what Jeremiah is talking about?  Do you have a sense of what if means to pour your life out into a cracked cistern?  Have you had the opposite experience—where you open yourself up, put yourself out, invest yourself in a way that you find yourself deeply fed, nourished and sustained?  That’s not to say that you are never tired, but you aren’t drained.  Do you know that feeling?  Jeremiah’s words challenge us to take those experiences very seriously, and to see them as sign posts on the journey, markers that help us to know when we are following God’s call and when we, like ancient Israel, have gone astray.


But here’s where it gets tricky.  If you’re like me, you’ve found that it’s easier to identify the places where we feel drained (and to hear a divine call to quit those things) than it is to identify the things that will help us to tap into the living water of God.  Have you noticed that it’s a lot easier to hear a call to quit doing something you don’t like than it is to hear a call to invest ourselves deeply in a new way of living and being?  Here, I have to be clear that I’m strictly an amateur.  But let me share with you one way in which I’ve been stumbling down this path recently.


For the past four months or so, I’ve included in my morning prayer routine a practice that John Lobell has recommended to all of us.  I’ve been having written conversations with Jesus—I write down my thoughts, my concerns and worries, and then I type “Jesus:” and allow some kind of response to bubble up from within me.  As John frequently says, I know that what I’m writing isn’t the infallible word of God, and I know that it is filtered through my own sub-conscious.  But even knowing all of this, I’ve been surprised and impressed by the depth of insight that Jesus words to me have shown, time and again.


This summer, as I traveled and spent time, often in close quarters, with various members of my family, I would frequently ask Jesus for advice on how to deal with someone.  How can I be more understanding, less irritable, less impatient?  How can I do something other than avoid this person for the whole day?  I could talk at length about all the difficulties with my relationship with someone, and time and again Jesus’ answer to me was the same.  “Heather, today I want to you focus your relationship with me.  Invest in our relationship, and look for opportunities to develop it today.  I think you’ll find that your other relationships, including the difficult ones, will all be affected if you center yourself in me.”


Now, I want to be clear.  Good as Jesus’ advice to me was, I ignored it most of the time.  I still found people and situations draining.  But when I was able to re-focus, when I was able to imagine Jesus walking beside me during the day, sitting with me at the table, when I imagined myself going through the day as his disciple, I found myself behaving differently, listening more, being more patient, and most importantly, I found myself more hopeful.


But this isn’t just an inward practice.  Jeremiah’s words are given to a nation, to a group of people, and we’ll miss something very important if we just make them tools for individual discernment of individual call….  Startling to ask, where are we as a nation being drained…  But also interesting to think about guiding our behavior according to abundance, asking what do we have enough of?


This week, I listened to a wonderful interview with the writer Barbara Kingslover regarding her most recent book, “Animal, Vegetable, Miracle: A Year of Food Life.”  The book tells the story of a year when the Kingslover family makes a vow to eat locally—food that either they grow themselves, or that is grown in the area of Southwestern Virginia where they live.  “What surprised you most?” the interviewer, Krista Tippett, asked.  “I think what surprised me the most is that we didn't really miss anything,” Kingslover responded.  “We went into it probably thinking too much about what we were not going to be able to have. But when we changed our thinking and started every meal with the question, 'What do we have? What's in season? What do we have plenty of?' — it became really a long exercise in gratitude.”
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