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This is not a three-point sermon. Jeremiah does not lend himself to such convenient 
packaging. 

The lectionary does some interesting things with the revelation of God narrated in 
Christian Scripture. It’s year 3, so we  hear selected readings from Jeremiah as the 
lectionary cycle takes it regularly scheduled detour through the .pdf files of the ancient 
prophet. Isaiah, not so much, but Jeremiah’s whining lament of warnings have been 
archived. Sorry 3rd

So here we are, generations later, reading the ancient blog of a storefront 
preacher whose reputation for weeping and wailing resembles a tantrum-prone 
teenager. If he has any true friends, they might understand the rants and rage - seeing 
everything that's going wrong with the world and those who lead it.

 John and Jude. A nod to Ruth and Esther. Now David… his 
interesting life shows up weekly as we do a random shuffle through ancient Israel’s iPod 
music playlist. But there’s like total disregard for say Daniel and his buddies on ethnic 
scholarship to Babylonian University. (I’m not mad at the Lectionary, I’m just saying…) 
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Regardless, these status updates, blog posts, and multiple tweets suggest 6th 
century BCE listeners are as easily entertained by this ancient cable-news commentator 
wanna-be as their 21

  

st

Jeremiah is not some independent spokesperson sending out emails that 
disparage the reputation of those in authority. He doesn’t complain… he warns… with a 
word from God. Constant tweets about idolatry, indictments, and impending doom seem 
to span 40 years of his ministry. And –  since his hearers refused to heed his message 
–  destruction, defeat, and deportation provide confirmation that his warnings were valid. 

 century counterparts. Sound-bites of his sermons scattered 
broadly via you-Tube make contemporary pundits seem passé. Taken out of context, 
they are made to say less than what is intended, and more like status-quo complaint 
and criticism. The sifting out of words like 'foolish', 'stupid', and 'lacking understanding' 
only seem to resemble the hazardous comments of politicians, pundits, and talk-show 
hosts.  

Obviously, this is not a revolutionary “beverage celebration” revisited for political 
capital. Jeremiah does not borrow from the past threatening, say, a global-flood. His 
pronouncement should, however, have bearing on a people familiar with the foreclosure 
notices served on their fore-parents who tried to make a name for themselves in 
construction and in education. Building sky-scrappers as a means to notoriety has a 
history of leading to bankruptcy. Taking out your brother because of jealousy or 
insecurity has long resulted in dysfunctional communities. And pursuing knowledge 
apart from God’s originally designed paradigm has never served humanity well.  

[Let me break that down a bit – your status as a Duke student, staff, faculty, or 
board member is not a sign of your salvation. Your ability to write a book, speak from a 
pulpit, or send a searing email does not grant you permission to speak judgment against 
another that causes division and strife. And if you think that the paradigm at Duke 
should be ignored, then you can step out of garden and eat from the tree of knowledge 
at another institution. (oh, somebody is so-o-o-o in trouble) this is why it is best to stick 
with the text …where was I?] 

                                                 
1 John Mayer “Waiting on the World to Change” 
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Jeremiah’s accuracy at tracking the storm of an impending invasion from the 
north was more on target than Greg Fishel’s weather.2 But he does something WRAL 
could never do. He declares these events a searing word of judgment from God. It 
would be politically impertinent to describe the agony of the capital city’s downfall as a 
celestial sentence. It would be professional suicide to suggest the suffering of the nation 
is a consequence of allowing wicked people to flourish. To rhetorically assert  that we 
cannot avoid  the horrors of war, the threat of a hostile invasion, the collapse of trade 
and industry and the coming disasters and devastation  because they are a divine 
decree  shouldn’t be voiced even on the road to retirement. (You can validate that with a 
21st

And yet, maybe we would do well to concern ourselves with the reasons for such 
divine punishment.  

 century Jeremiah…) 

 It is appealing to accept the promises of prosperity as potentially applicable.  
 It is alluring to call ourselves friends of God with a heritage of divine favor.  
 It is exciting to claim the Exodus as a source for our liberation theology; 
  a sign of our sacred worth;  
 and a substantiation of our enemies impending demise.  

But before any word of hope was delivered, there came a warning of horror. Prior to the 
promise of deliverance, there can a pronouncement of displacement. Walter Fluker was 
right last Spring to call us beyond the biblical episodes of the exodus to the narratives of 
the exile.  

So maybe we would do well to concern ourselves with the reasons for such 
prophetic pronouncement. 

According to Jeremiah, the people have no idea what is good for them. They are 
a foolish people, serving among a foolish people. The creator of the universe has 
claimed that there is none who seeks after God. The people are stupid. The Psalmist 
says it this way:  

Fools say in their hearts, "There is no God." They are corrupt, they do 
abominable deeds; ... They have all gone astray, they are all alike 
perverse; there is no one who does good, no, not one.   
 
Compared to previous generations of the people of God, they have become 

thoroughly at peace with their culture, causing them to be incapable of transforming 
society. (Leaving them most desperate for a meaningful faith) They failed to understand 
their honor was neither in their race nor the rituals of religiosity -- but in their privileged 
relationship with God to be his witness in the world. But they are skillful in doing evil. 

 Classism is practiced as if the value of humanity is their diploma, deep 
pockets, and designer wardrobe.  

 Sexism advocates the hostilities between women and men rather than the 
holiness of marital equality.  

 Militarism provides optimism for those whose preference is the power of 
the nation-state even while oppressing the nationals whose faith may be 
identical to our own.  

                                                 
2 Local weatherman in Durham, North Carolina. 
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 Young citizens deployed to combat zones that don’t engage accepted 
rules of war.  

 Elderly citizens abandoned, forgotten, and left to die alone.   
Why are you surprised when radio hosts spew uncensored racism over the 

airwaves? What is shocking about priests immoral behavior? How can you be upset that 
a celebrity athlete is cheating on his wife? We are a foolish people, serving among a 
foolish people. 

This foolishness is not atheism or agnosticism. It’s sinfulness. It’s injustice. It is a 
failure of those called to be glimpses of God’s good in the world demonstrate fidelity, 
faithfulness, and fairness.  

The answer is not converting the masses to an intellectual assent to the 
existence of God or the acceptance of intelligent design. It is not practicing a hospitality 
that claims God accepts the sin of the sinner, the money of the thief, and the leadership 
of the unfaithful. 

Notice, Jeremiah does not subscribe to a therapeutic moral deism suggesting it’s 
your time: activate your faith, achieve your dreams, and increase in God’s favor. He 
doesn’t suggest 21 ways to conquer anxiety, fear and discontentment; 6 pillars for 
abundant living; 5 practices of fruitful congregations; or 3 simple rules. There is no 
audaciousness to restore honor; amend marriage; or rewrite the constitution.  

The prophet proclaims the presence of God will result in judgment. With due 
apologies to Walter Brueggeman, the record is clear, God is directly involved here to 
bring devastation and destruction because of the unfaithfulness of God’s people. And 
the earth will mourn! 

The word was harsh and understandable. No political double speak. No 
moderate mediocrity. The events about to occur would not be a test of faithfulness nor 
suffering to build strength. This is not a cleansing. It is a punishment.  

It is likely these words were offered prior to the invasion from the north by 
Babylon. In hindsight, the edited presentation gave meaning to the defeat. The 
geographic reference of the enemy should not conceal that the actual source of 
devastation is the fierce anger of Israel’s God. This is not a call to repentance nor a 
warning to prevent further hardship. These are not notes scribbled on the side of a 
weekly assignment by a preceptor. This is the mid-term grade assigned by the 
professor. Sorry. You fail. 

How long had the people of God ignored the warnings that God is not entertained 
by human sinfulness. Heavenly rest is not watching a video-clip of the latest planet 
earth-reality show. God is not passively watching our practices of injustice like a viewer 
of Big Brother. 

God is ticked-off. (reading Jeremiah, I really wanted to use harsher words, but I 
didn’t know how the sound-bite would  read on twitter).  

And so came the prophet's warning and then devastation: 
Deception. Divorce. Desertion. Disaster. Disease. Death. Deportation. 
 
So before we hear comfort, we must be confronted with warning. Before we 

experience heaven on earth, we must know the God of heaven. Before we say peace, 
we must call for piety.  
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If you ever preach a word of celebration from the gospel reading…it is not 
because the church is faithful…but because in spite of her unfaithfulness. God is 
faithful. The word of the prophet comes when the people have lost the God they forgot 
to serve. This word is not spoken to a blessed nation, but a nation about to experience 
her punishment. If we long to listen to the promise, we must hear that our claims to 
power have left us vulnerable to the enemy’s seduction. If we accept this comfort, then 
we must recognize we neither build the kingdom nor cause the kingdom. (That is God’s 
job – we only bear witness to the word of the Lord in the places where God has shown 
up)  

And pay attention to who comes near to hear if there is any word from the Lord 
today?  

Is it possible for one community to sustain the heart hungers of both the PhD and 
the GED? The unwed mother and the home-schooled adolescent? The migrant worker 
and the stockbroker? Are those who follow Christ capable of forming a community for 
the pedophile and the rape victim alongside the state senator and the corporate CEO? ( 
oh, wait a minute, those are the same people) What we need to consider is whether our 
market-driven culture has divided these image bearers of God into consumers that 
should be segregated by age, race, gender and economic status? 

 For if you dare to proclaim the word of the Lord to tax collectors and sinners, 
fisherman and Pharisees, scribes and disciples, women and lepers you risk being 
criticized for hospitality, condemned for acting as if captives have been set free, and 
disapproved of because you believe God can convert a Muslim to Christianity without 
creating a socialist. Know that if you do these things, you will receive no less than the 
one in whose name who claim to preach. 

When Jesus told parables to convey how heaven rejoices when just one sinner 
repents, the recorded episode says among the crowd were angered religious leaders. 
They feared the collapse of the apartheid they had established. They knew if the women 
could speak and the slaves were free, their control would be abolished and their status 
quo upset.  

There stood Jesus, talking to the power-brokers about the working class. Telling 
stories to men in power about women cleaning the house to recover one coin. Talking to 
tax collectors and fishermen about shepherds and sheep. The saying is sure and worthy 
of full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. Luke records 
the Pharisees and the scribes could not rejoice when the sheep was found because 
they were grumbling about the disorder caused by having the listen to the Pentecostal-
styled  testimony in the first place - we can’t have all that shouting and singing up in 
here! 

They were right to be bothered by the potential conversion of Pharisee to 
proclamations of the gospel. The record of the letter to Timothy describes a transformed 
Paul who “expresses gratitude for the mercy of God that saves sinners!” No longer a 
hostile bouncer blocking the wrong folks from worship, Paul now welcomes Gentiles into 
the house of Israel’s God. He counts himself as proof of someone who could never 
have made it apart from sheer mercy. And now God shows him off to those who are 
right on the edge of trusting God forever. 

Idolatry blurs the testimony of God’s good. Even our passionate actions can be 
born of idolatry. Meaningless talk about a cheap grace that welcomes sinners but has 



Joy J. Moore, PhD 
Associate Dean Black Church Studies and Church Relations 

Duke University Divinity School  

not power to restore humanity to the image of holiness. This was Paul’s testimony: I’m 
not the same, everything has changed. 

Paul thought his culture would save him, and so he had no intention of 
fellowshipping with folks who didn’t follow his rituals. May we also listen to the Timothy’s 
mentor, as we learn of Paul’s reception of the outcast. For Jeremiah’s warnings were 
not set because God wants our worship. God is God whether we praise or not. God 
requires our witness.  

This means understanding that like Paul we too must speak of lawlessness and 
disobedience. To name the godless and sinful, the unholy and profane. To call for 
holiness by speaking against murderers, fornicators, slave traders, liars, perjurers, and 
whatever else is contrary to the sound teaching. These words of judgment are not 
spoken to the enemy out there, but to the enemy in here! The community of faith is not 
merely those to be blessed, but those who have a responsibility to be a blessing to 
others in the name of Jesus Christ. Maybe we should stop working so hard to fix the 
world and simply allow God to work in us. 

 
It is not an easy prayer to pray – have Thine own way, Lord. It is contrary to 

public opinion. God’s way might mean sitting down with Pharisees. God’s way might 
mean accepting the immigrant.  

What if God’s way is to have you step back from ministry for three years of study 
rather than compromise a future influence in a community you must first be prepared to 
enter? 

What if God’s way is to send you back home to seek and offer forgiveness? 
What if God’s way is to form you as a prophet rather than a politician; a pastor 

rather than a chaplain? 
What if God’s way is to call you to celibacy in singleness? 
What if God’s way is to ask you to worship with a contrite heart in liturgy and 

ritual, rather than gospel shouts and praise concerts? 
What if God's way is to speak less about homosexuality and more about 

contemporary slavery? 
What if God's way is to speak less about race and more about public education? 
What if God's way is to speak less about the stock market and more about 

immigration? 
What if God's way is to speak less about styles of worship and more about HIV 

AIDS? 
What if God's way is to speak less about me and you and more about us and 

them? 
What if God’s way is to invite you to reconcile rather than rebel? 
 
It's not easy to pray the prayer: have Thine own way Lord. 
I don’t know what it means for you…but I know for me it wasn’t what I wanted or 

expected. But it’s all good… 
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