2 Pentecost – June 22, 2014 – Peace
Jeremiah 20:7-13, Matthew 10:24-39
I am glad to be back as your preacher for the day and for the following 4 Sundays. But  I have to warn you that we have some very challenging readings to wrestle with today.  There are times when a preacher’s heart faints at the task that scripture seems to set before us. (Times when we say, “Lord, you can’t be serious! You really want me to say that?  No one is going to listen to that!)  That’s the way I felt this week, in fact that is the way all of the pastors in my study group felt as we discussed today’s readings.
[bookmark: _GoBack]I think though that if we start with the goal toward which all these reading are heading that all will become clear.  The goal toward which all these readings are heading is God’s future, the world according to God as we know God through Jesus Christ. So a quick sketch.  It is a world where all people are valued, where there is no greater or lesser, where everyone has what they need for a decent life, a world where the weak are honored by the strong, where there is no oppression or violence, a world where the truth is said flat out, where people are able to admit mistakes and ask forgiveness, where war is a thing of the past and no one needs a gun. This is God’s vision, God’s deepest hearts’ desire. It is not the world we live in, but it is the world we are called to live toward. And that is where the rub comes. 
The prophet, Jeremiah, who speaks in our first lesson, experienced a far more intense misery about the task of preaching than my colleagues and I experienced. Jeremiah is called by God to speak God’s word to the people of Israel about 600 years before Jesus is born. It is a time when a previous empire has fallen and new empires are vying for control of Israel.  There is a fair amount of social upheaval but things seem to be going well for their country, at least from the point of view of the leadership and the most prominent citizens.  The people of Israel are very confident about their role as an exceptional nation, the chosen people of God.   Most of the prophets of the day are saying that the nation is doing so well because they  are God’s good people and God is showering blessing upon them.
And then, God calls Jeremiah to be God’s prophet, to bring a very different message to Israel.  Jeremiah doesn’t want the job; he says, “No Lord, I’m too young, I’m only a boy.”  God says, “Don’t make excuses. This is what I’ve had in mind for you since before you were born.” “Don’t be afraid. I will be with you. ”God won’t take no for an answer, so God gives Jeremiah the words he is to speak to Israel and those words open Jeremiah’s eyes to see the true state of the nation and its future and it is worse than the worst horror film that you can imagine.  Far from being safe and secure, Israel is on the brink of disaster.  The nation that looks so slick and shiny and successful from top, looks differently from the bottom ranks of society.  In fact, it looks rotten to the core.  No matter where Jeremiah looks, all he can see is disaster and destruction bearing down upon his people.  The very concrete threat is a large empire, arising to the east that will soon conquer and destroy the city of Jerusalem.
God expects this people to share God’s goals, to reflect God’s nature, but Jeremiah sees that his people have turned to easier gods and goals of their own creation.  These easier gods and goals do not make the ethical demands that Israel’s God makes, so honesty and integrity have fallen by the wayside and concern for the needy is off the table. 
But when Jeremiah starts to share the words and the insight that God has given him,  when he starts to describe the horror he sees coming and the dire need for the people to change their behavior while there is perhaps still time, no one will listen to him. There are other prophets in Israel, the “feel good” prophets who are only too glad to tell the people what they want to hear: that they are just fine, they are God’s chosen people, that God will never let Jerusalem be taken by foreign invaders. (Well, think about how this works in our own time. Given a choice, how many people are willing to listen to a speaker who brings bad news that challenges people to make significant and sometimes uncomfortable changes when there are other speakers who bring good news, who tell them they are fine just as they are?) As the situation becomes more and more dire, Jeremiah tries harder and harder to get God’s point across.  In despair he tries to quit, but God’s message is like a fire burning inside him and he can’t hold it in.   
And in our reading we hear Jeremiah pouring out the pain of his struggle to God.  Jeremiah doesn’t mince words.  He says, “Lord you’ve seduced me, you;ve overpowered me, you gave me an impossible task, a message that no one was willing to hear and now look at the mess I’m in. Even my friends hate me now and want to get rid of me.  This is what it is costing me to be your faithful prophet, Lord.” And still at the same time, we hear bits of Jeremiah’s faith in God still breaking through in his lament (11 But the Lord is with me like a dread warrior; therefore my persecutors will stumble and they will not prevail. 13 Sing to the Lord, Praise the Lord, for He has delivered the life of the needy from the hands of evil doers.) because in his bones Jeremiah knows that God’s word and God’s judgment is true, that he will get no such straight talk from the popular (prosperity) gods. 
How does Jeremiah’s struggle connect to our struggles?  Sometimes we may find ourselves up against God’s uncompromising demand.  Sometimes we may wonder why our efforts to live toward God’s future just seem to bring us more problems.  Sometimes you may wonder whether you are losing your faith. Belonging to God can be costly. Remember at those time that you can be just as honest with God as Jeremiah was and that God will hear your struggle and pain, just as he heard Jeremiah’s struggle and pain. God doesn’t stand aloof from Jeremiah’s struggles or from our own.  God is right there in the midst of it, sharing our pain. 
There is an Old Testament scholar named Walter Bruggemann who has just written a very provocative book: Reality, Grief, Hope; Three urgent prophetic tasks.  In it he suggests that the present time in the life of our nation has some striking similarities to Jeremiah’s time in the life of the nation of Israel.  I thank Pastor David Wold for calling this to my attention and lending me the book.  It won’t make all of you happy, but it does provide some very hearty food for thought.
If we turn from the struggles of Jeremiah, to our reading from Matthew, we don’t find the going much easier.  Jesus is giving instructions to his disciples before they go out to extend his teaching and healing to a wider audience.  But what he says hardly sounds like a recruiting speech and it certainly isn’t a sell job.  Although up to this point in the story people have been pretty happy to listen to Jesus, there are already murmurings among the leadership that Jesus’ power to heal and cast out demons is not from God , but from Beelzebul, the prince of demons, literally the “lord of the flies”. And, Jesus says, if the leaders are already calling me the prince of demons, you can’t expect them to say anything better about you.
Jesus’ warning is not meant to scare His disciples but to prepare them. While some may welcome them, they need to be prepared for the fierce resistance they are going to meet.  To most of those who enjoy power and prominence in the world as it is, the future that God in Jesus calls us toward sounds like a threat, like a losing proposition. They will not hesitate to vigorously defend the way things are. (If you’ve ever been involved in efforts to build low income housing or any other project designed to help lift the marginalized out of their plight, you know just what I mean.)
But along with this warning, Jesus encourages the disciples and encourages us to go ahead with the work:
26 So have no fear of them; for nothing is covered up that will not be uncovered and nothing secret that will not become known… 28 Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.
The courage that Jesus is asking of His disciples is formidable, the risks he is asking them (and us) to take can be huge. It is very serious business indeed to ask a person to risk their one precious life for anything, for anyone.  Yet Jesus insists that there is something even more precious, an even deeper life that is hidden and anchored in God. What the disciples need to be afraid of, what we need to be afraid of is not the damage that people can do to us, but the damage of living toward a future that is not God’s future. We need to be afraid of putting our trust in something or someone that is not God and thereby losing everything that really matters.
34 Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword…one’s foes will be members of one’s own household. Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me…
Perhaps even more difficult than braving the opposition of the powerful is negotiating the incomprehension, the opposition and sometimes the subtle undermining of family members who love us but don’t share or even resent our commitment to Jesus. Diane Jacobson who teaches at Luther Seminary was raised in a Jewish family and tells of  spending years fighting the call to be baptized because of her fear of rejection by her family. There are still places in this world where your family can flat out disown you if you become a Christian. For those who face this kind of struggle these words of Jesus that sound so harsh are a lifesaver. They assure us that there can be times when you can’t keep peace in the family, when you have to make a choice between family and faith.
Jesus calls us to live toward the world and the future that God has in mind for us, for the whole world. But living toward God’s future always means living in some tension with the world around us and the powers that be. Jesus asks us to risk challenging the way things are.  (Sometimes those risks are enormous and he would have no right to ask such a thing of us, except that these are the risks that he has taken for us. The struggles that we face mirror his own. No one has a right to ask us to take up the cross, except the One who has already gone to the cross for us.)
So long as we live in this country and are careful about foreign travel, we aren’t likely to be thrown into jail or threatened with death because of our faith in Jesus Christ. But living toward God’s future, caring about the people that Jesus cared about, questioning the existing power arrangements, working to improve the lives of the disabled, the poor, the mentally ill and all who fall through the cracks in our society can bring us untold hassles and even land us in a heap of trouble.  We face all kinds of temptations to trust in human power more than in the power of God and to fear the destruction that other people can cause us more than we fear losing hold of Christ.
So we need to look at our fears and sort them out. What do our fears say about who we believe is in charge of our world? The only fear worth keeping is the fear of losing our Lord who holds everything else we fear in strong and powerful hands. Amen  
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