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The topic today is finding your path, which can be quite challenging, I think. And what we’re going to do is look at Jeremiah.  Because that whole image of finding a path in our culture -- the metaphor, the symbol -- is put into space so you think there’s some place you’re supposed to be getting to, which is a symbol that can be very frustrating, and very scary.  If you think you’re supposed to get some secret place and you don’t have the information to find it -- that can be very scary.  So we’re going to look at the call of Jeremiah as a way of you finding in your own life how you might live the most meaningful life possible, which is the issue and the question at hand.  

To understand our passage today we have to understand that a prophet is not somebody who predicts the future, it’s not somebody with supernatural powers, it’s somebody dedicated to truth, and speaking a message of truth.  That may sound anticlimactic, it may sound like a bummer, but believe me, the world needs that a whole lot more than we sometimes realize.  In church history, there were three offices of Christ.  No human being can do all of them, but it’s helpful to realize when we’re doing each one.  The first office of Christ is to be priest, which means to be a healer, which means to be an artist, to deal with feelings, and that’s one of the tasks of ministry.  The second task of ministry is to be a ruler; to take responsibility for your world, to make a difference in the world.  The third office is that of prophet, and the prophet is the one who’s dedicated to honesty.  You can’t always know what’s true, but it makes all the difference in the world whether you are dedicated to honesty, whether you test your ideas scientifically, whether you try to be reasonable or not, or whether you just try to defend an opinion.  The world needs people who are seeking reality, seeking truth honestly.  

There’s a wonderful image that Thoreau had of scripture, which has been very inspirational to me and had a lot of influence on me.  He saw it like the mouth of a river.  And he said you can drink the water from the mouth of the river and you get a lot out of it.  But there’s a greater gift in girding your loins and going upstream and finding the fountain out of which that river flows, which is truth, which is reality.  I believe that one of the touchstones that we can use when we talk about truth is our common experience.  Particularly nature, particularly physical reality.  Now that may sound like a bummer when you want to believe in all kinds of magical things, but think of the trauma in the world, of not having that call to test our beliefs on the cornerstone of nature, of life.  We can still have all kinds of artistic intuitions about reality.  We can still have the rich, intuitive life that the symbols call us to.  But we wouldn’t fight over what’s true, at least not so violently, if we all felt this call to test ourselves to go into nature.  

The prophet was the one that revealed idols, attacked idols.  And one of the ways of understanding ‘idol’ with the modern mind is anything that’s artificial, that takes the place of nature and physical reality.  That would include things like, let’s say, the Apostle’s Creed, made by human beings.  It would include the Bible, made by human beings.  Again, that doesn’t keep you from having that be your starting place to go deeper into reality, which is the purpose of a symbol, but you would know the difference between what human beings come up with as an idea of the sacred, and the sacred itself, which is always mysterious and always just outside our reach.  

So one of the things a prophet has to do is tell people to open their eyes, and that in itself is not a very popular message.  When people are in a cultural trance, when you just want to feel good about yourself, when you don’t want to know what’s happening outside of your little perimeter, it can feel really threatening to have someone who’s shining a light in your hiding place, saying “I know you’re in there, I know you’re hiding”--that’s one of the roles of the prophet.  We feel like we’re safer if we close our eyes sometimes.  Remember when you were a kid and you covered your head with blankets?  If there were really a monster under your bed, that’s the last thing you’d want to do, right?  I mean, if there is a monster in the room, don’t you kind of want to see?  Have you ever been so frightened of a traffic situation that you decided to drive with your eyes closed?  Not a person here would do that.  So why do we do that with our whole life?  Why did we decide that reality is so oppressive, that we stop learning and try to live within a narrow vision?  

So the prophet, it says, begins by uprooting and then plants.  The prophetic message may sound depressing at first, it may sound negative at first, but it isn’t.  It’s removing the illusion that comes between us and reality.  So it begins with uprooting, but then it goes to planting at some point.  The problem is we don’t want to let go of those illusions sometimes.  So one of the hopes that I have at St. Andrew’s is not [just] that we will learn how to be priests to one another, we’ll learn to be rulers and get involved in life in the community, but that we’ll also be a school for prophets.  And again that’s not to be supernatural, not to have information other people don’t have.  It’s not an honor, it’s a duty, to ask questions as honestly as we can and to trust God that if we’re honest that will lead us to truth.  If you have to be dishonest at the beginning; if the church says that to come into our midst and to join our community you have to pretend that you know things you don’t know, you have to make assertions about the life of Jesus that you don’t have any information on, then something has gone to sleep in your heart.  The prophet is the one who hears that call, not from the church but from God, and who loves the church enough to challenge us.  

So the first level that the prophet calls us to is to truth.  And I realize that’s not a clear term either but at least we get in the playing field.  The second is the good, and just like I would define truth as physical reality, I would define the good as universal human rights.  Now you could also take that into the environment, include all of that too, but I’m limited today so universal human rights, if we define that as the good, think how much different the world would be.  Because for thousands and thousands of years, each little group has come up with good reasons why they need to be in charge of everything.  

The second thing a prophet does is not be ruler.  They step out of power so they can speak the truth to power.  Some very, very good kings, (and queens I’m sure… didn’t get recorded in our scripture), but very good rulers got challenged at a very uncomfortable level from the prophets.  It says, ‘Jeremiah I’ve called you to go out to the nations’.  Now I realize that in America we say that we don’t want to mix religion and politics.  But what that really means is we don’t want to see what our politics are.  Because you are political, right?  How you treat other people is political.  And when Americans don’t want to know what they’re doing to other people, the prophet gets in our face and says you need to look and see what’s really happening.  You are called to minister, not just to Israel, in Jeremiah’s case, or America in your case, but to the whole world.  And to hold yourself to the standards that make it a better world.  You see why prophets aren’t very popular!  

I had a jolt the other day.  David taught me how to go in the back door of our website and it has a place that counts where people are coming from.  I had no idea, [but] last month, our website had something like 18,000 visits.  That’s intimidating.  Lots of sermons being downloaded; don’t want to think about that when I’m speaking.  800 and something from Russia!  That’s not bragging, it’s scary too – but your ministry here is reaching out across the whole world.  There are people in Russia who are just wanting to look at things in different ways and to just be challenged in a different way.  And in China, and in Germany, and Australia . . . we need to be a school that teaches all of us how to speak that universal language.  

I don’t know how you felt this week when the Nobel Prize was announced.  I like Obama, but, but – I think it’s a good thing he only has two wars going, because I think if you have three wars going, it’s a disqualification.  The Nobel peace prize went to somebody who’s watching over two undeclared wars.  Now again, I’m not criticizing Obama as a person any more than I was criticizing Bush as a person for eight years, and you loved that.  Remember that?  Way to go, way to be prophetic!  No, prophetic is when you hold the same scale when your team is in charge.  And you’re willing to become unpopular with your team because you call for the same standard.  That’s prophetic.  

I was depressed – not because I don’t like Obama, but because you don’t call that peace!  What the prophet does is go to the ruler and say, ‘stop calling that peace!’  Peace is when you’re not shooting people.  Now I realize that there are times when violence is necessary.  But we should never call it peace.  Ever.  One of the things that ministered to me was when I started looking at the list of people who have won the Nobel peace prize … Kissinger, and Woodrow Wilson, and Teddy Roosevelt … the person who it’s named after, I think patented dynamite.  And he said that that weapon would be so terrible that it would end war.  The guy who invented the Gatling gun said the same thing, that “I should win a peace prize because this will get rid of war”.  The peace prize, in many cases, is a testament to the lie that violence can lead us to peace.  And the prophet is called to shine a light on that.  It’s not saying that you have the answers, or that I have the answers, but it’s saying, don’t call it peace when there is no peace.  Again, can you see why some people get unpopular?  

The final rung – we’ve looked at truth, we’ve looked at goodness as universal human rights, and the last seed at the center of that – if you’ll think of a bulls-eye, truth has be first, goodness has to be second, in the middle is happiness, believe it or not, is beauty.  Because when your idea of happiness is synchronized to the true, it’s richer and more beautiful, and you see it everywhere.  When it is synchronized to the common good, then you don’t have to be ashamed of what it means to other people.  In this story, God calls Jeremiah and he says, “I’m not worthy”.  So did Isaiah say that, so did Moses say that, and I’m sure that’s what you feel right now.  We’ve put prophecy on such a high level, that nobody thinks they can do it.  Who knows what’s truth – but don’t you know when you’re being honest?  You may not know what truth is, but don’t you know when you’re being honest?  Then can’t you dedicate yourself and consecrate yourself to that honesty as a gift to people who don’t want to hear it?  

God says to Jeremiah, “Before you were even born, I designed you.  I shaped you.”  This isn’t something you have to look for outside yourself.  The path isn’t someplace else that you have to get to.  This is what you were designed for.  It’s where your beauty is, it’s where your happiness is.  Happiness is not piling up the trophies of this culture.  Happiness is not being so strong militarily that we cower every other country in the world.  That’s not happiness and it’s not peace.  But you are called to happiness, and you are called to peace.  And if you say like Jeremiah did, “I can’t do that, I’m just an ordinary person”, then hear what God said to Jeremiah, and Isaiah, and to Moses—“Before you were born, I shaped you for this.  I have anointed you to take this message out to the whole world.”  Not just to Israel, not just to America.  You are a citizen of the whole world.  And I call you to live in that universality.  And finally, “I’ve touched your lips, so that you can sing the song of your heart.”  Know that the whole world is waiting for you to sing.
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By calling ourselves progressive, we mean that we are Christians who…

· Have found an approach to God through the life and teachings of Jesus,
· Recognize the faithfulness of other people who have other names for the way to God’s realm, and acknowledge that their ways are true for them, as our ways are true for us,

· Understand the sharing of bread and wine in Jesus’ name to be a representation of an ancient vision of God’s feast for all peoples,

· Invite all people to participate in our community and worship life without insisting that they become like us in order to be acceptable, including, but not limited to:

· believers and agnostics,

· conventional Christians and questioning skeptics

· women and men,

· those of all sexual orientations and gender identities,

· those of all races and cultures,

· those of all classes and abilities,

· those who hope for a better world and those who have lost hope;
· Know that the way we behave toward one another and toward other people is the fullest expression of what we believe,

· Find more grace in the search for understanding than we do in dogmatic certainty – more value in questioning than in absolutes,

· Form ourselves into communities dedicated to equipping one another for the work we feel called to do: 

· striving for peace and justice among all people, 
· protecting and restoring the integrity of all God’s creation, and 
· bringing hope to those Jesus called the least of his sisters and brothers,

· Recognize that being followers of Jesus is costly, and entails love, conscientious resistance to evil, and renunciation of privilege.
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