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Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7
Don’t Move Until God Moves
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GOD’S WILL
PROVIDENCE OF GOD

##

SUMMARY
Should I stay or should I go? Niebuhr, Hauerwas, Willimon, The Clash and an ancient prophet respond.

AT A GLANCE
We prefer answers that are quick and easy. The crisis facing many of the ancient Jews demanded a solution. The prophet Jeremiah had a fast, but not necessarily easy answer to their questions: Should we stay, or should we go? Should we accept our new life, or resist it? Should we live in an RV, or build a house?

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s psalm text, see “The Gift of Goose Bumps,” October 9, 2016. 

For most of the problems and hurdles of life, there are no quick fixes. 
Need to lose 15 pounds? It won’t be fast. Need to find a new six-figure job? It won’t be easy. Need a plumber to install a toilet? It won’t be fast or easy — and it won’t be cheap.
You may have seen a complete home renovation happen on TV in under 30 minutes — pausing only for a commercial about the latest flexible miracle tape. But chances are that a rapid-response team isn’t going to show up on your doorstep to offer a quick solution for most of life’s conundrums. Sometimes we’re forced to live in the “in between,” or “meantime,” periods of life — those years when we’re waiting for circumstances to change or be altered, knowing that, perhaps, they might never change.
This was the bleak future awaiting those in 606-586 B.C. who had been exiled from their homeland. It was in these years that their nation had ceased to exist. The glory years of Saul, David and Solomon were now only shop-worn tales told by bearded scribes and hoary elders. There was no Israel now. No Judah. No nothing.
But the critical piece in this text is the fact that the Hebrews were in exile because God moved them into exile. This being the case, Jeremiah says stay where you are. Don’t plan on moving; don’t start packing until God sends some moving trucks.
If we are where we are because God has led us, pushed us or dragged us, then we better stay put until otherwise notified. If, on the other hand, we got into our present muck up without any help from God, then we might need God to unmuck it. God might do this when God is good and ready. 
This is not encouraging. In other words, there’s no quick fix here. No Instant Pots, instant coffee, Instagram, instant gratification and no instant messaging. The expatriate pilgrims of Babylon quickly learn to embrace the Mosaic wisdom of Psalm 90: “For a thousand years in your sight are like yesterday when it is past,” (v. 4), which was revised centuries later to read, “With the Lord one day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day” (2 Peter 3:8). 
Therefore, Jeremiah’s advice to the Jewish expats — and by extension to us — is to do two things. First, decide if we’re “here” (wherever “here” is) in the will of God; and second, if so, settle into a life as though we’re here for life — or until God moves us on. Jeremiah’s counsel is that in life, the circumstances in which we find ourselves are not always amenable to an easy solution. It might be best to adapt to your surroundings, adjust to make life bearable, and adopt the lifestyle that’s the social norm for your neighborhood. 
This does not mean you compromise your faith, but that you’re willing to take the long view. This problem, this situation, this context, is here to stay for the indefinite future. When I find myself in a new place, new life, new experience, I had better decide how I can live a meaningful life within the situation, rather than outside of the situation. 
The theme, then, is how to live when you’re an exile, or feel like an exile.

Niebuhr and Resident Aliens
Before continuing, a quick reminder of two major theological positions carved out in the past 75 years relative to the church living in exile, “in but not of the world.” 
Arguably the most significant points and counterpoints have been offered by H. Richard Niebuhr, who published Christ and Culture in 1951, and by Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon in Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony in 1989. It has been a while since both works were published, so it’s appropriate to revisit the question of living as an exile in a country of foreign values and customs. 
Niebuhr suggested (summarizing in broad strokes) that one can understand Christ’s relationship to culture in various ways, namely: 
· Christ against the culture
· the Christ of culture
· Christ above the culture (the Social Gospel)
· Christ and culture in paradox 
· Christ, the transformation of culture
Resident Aliens offers a blunt and frank counterpoint to Niebuhr’s ground-breaking analysis. Lest there be no ambiguity, Hauerwas and Willimon speak plainly: “We have come to believe that few books have been a greater hindrance to an accurate assessment of our situation than Christ and Culture.” Ouch! That seems a bit harsh and doesn’t adequately account for the historical context in which Christ and Culture was written, namely within five years of the end of World War II. 
Hauerwas and Willimon argue that “More than needing ‘great theologians,’ the church needs the renewal of intelligible theological discourse for ‘anyone,’ the kind of discourse a community does. That comes as the church awakens from comfortable life as a civilizational religion and as Christians recover their status as ‘resident aliens.’ The task is to disengage from the Constantinian habits that have led us to confuse America with God’s salvation.” Elsewhere, they remind us that “the theologian’s job is not to make the gospel credible to the modern world, but to make the world credible to the gospel.” 
[bookmark: _Hlk97612586]Others have contributed to the discussion as well. For example, John Howard Yoder in his book, The Politics of Jesus, and other works, and ecotheologians such as John H. Cobb Jr., Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, Catherine Keller, Sallie McFague, et al., who argue that although we are in the world, unless we care for it, we will not be of the world for long. 

Jeremiah’s Pragmatic Theology
With this as background, jump back about 2,500 years before Niebuhr or Willimon and Hauerwas to when Jeremiah was the first theologian who spoke before the exile and during the exile as one of the exiled. Although Jeremiah had not made the trip from Jerusalem to Babylon yet, he would. Before he is trundled off to exile, he writes a letter. It’s part of today’s text: “These are the words of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem 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” (v. 1). This admission gives Jeremiah a sense of intimacy and legitimacy. 
This is from the prophet himself. And his advice is very practical. There are no platitudes in this letter. No theological speculation. Instead, Jeremiah responds to a similar question posed by the British punk rock band, The Clash, in their 1982 hit, “Should I Stay or Should I Go?” Jeremiah answers in terms of dollars and cents, of marriage and family, of houses and farms. Bottom line: the exiled community must get a grip and get a life, face the harsh facts and begin a major adjustment, he says.
· They might wish they still had the temple. But they don’t.
· They might wish they still lived within the walls of Jerusalem. But they don’t.
· They might wish they could still drink the wine of their own vineyards. But they can’t.
· They might wish they could sing their songs in Judah, but they can’t.
Jeremiah tells them they must build a bridge and get over it, and he gives them a brochure with six handy-dandy relocation tips. 

Step 1: Reimagine the Journey
The destination has changed. Getting “home” will not happen for another 70 years minimum. For now, Babylon is the destination. Like the sign says in a mega-mall, “You are here!” Don’t move unless God moves — and by the way, God is not moving … yet. Your Jewishness is not tied to a location. You can still be a people of the book, a people of faith, a people of your religious traditions, wherever you are. 
· Imagine a journey in which God has not abandoned you.
· Think of a journey in which you do not lose your faith or your traditions.
· Imagine finding God in strange and unexpected places.
· Think of a trip in which you live for the present and not the future.

Step 2: Check out the Housing Market
The first thing any family might do before moving to a new part of the country, or before moving to a foreign country, is arrange for housing. This is probably done before you ever set your trip odometer and head out on the interstate. You need a place for you and your family to reside. 
Jeremiah says, “Build a house.” He’s doing more than offering practical advice. He’s reinforcing the message that three generations of families are going to live in Babylon. This is the context of your new life. 
In your house, you will cook kosher, sleep and take care of the dog. You will take singing lessons, study and memorize the Torah, and go to Torah school. 

Step 3: Explore the Job Market
You will pay your way. The government may offer you some jobs, probably manual labor. You will plant gardens, do some farming. You need to make a living.

Step 4: Start a Family
You will have babies. “Multiply there, and do not decrease” (v. 6). You will sing songs and find husbands for your daughters and brides for your sons. This is Israel’s second exile if you count Egypt as the first. A metaphor for being fruitful, productive … and political. In numbers there is strength.

Step 5: Beware of Scammers! 
Do not let the prophets and the diviners who are among you deceive you, and do not listen to the dreams that they dream. See verse 8.

Step 6: Pray and Prosper
Jeremiah says, in effect, that “If your host city prospers, you prosper. Therefore, pray for its success.” His exact words are: “Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (v. 7). 
The apostle Peter also wrote to a beleaguered community — the diaspora, groups of exiles and expats in the first century. They, too, needed encouragement. They were living in all parts of the Roman Empire, including Rome, which the apostle John refers to as Babylon. Peter writes: “Live such good lives among the pagans that, though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds” (1 Peter 2:11). Sounds much like Jeremiah’s advice.
They will pray, and they will prosper. They will sow gratitude and reap hope. Pastor Doug Scalise puts it this way: “Gratitude is how faith responds in remembering God’s faithfulness in the past; hope is how faith responds in trusting God’s faithfulness in the future.”

But Wait, There’s More …
The truth is that we are not long for this world. As the gospel song reminds us, 
This world is not my home,
I’m just a passing through,
my treasures are laid up
somewhere beyond the blue;
The angels beckon me
from heaven’s open door
and I can’t feel at home
in this world anymore.
So true. We must not forget where we are, where we’re from and where we’re headed. If we’re not careful, we’ll get so wrapped up in the here and now that we’ll fail to live for the then and there.
Amen.
—Timothy Merrill and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.
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THE OTHER TEXTS 
Psalm 66:1-12 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Give a Shout-Out to God! Laity Sunday is not on the church calendar. Denominational bodies do not agree on what Sunday of the year should be designated as Laity Sunday. Churches seem to observe this Sunday when it is convenient to do so. Here’s the plan: Designate this day in the lectionary as Laity Sunday and include in your plans a sermon from laypeople. This psalm is key. As the pastor, you might explain that the phrase, “Make a joyful noise to the Lord,” essentially means, “Give God a shout-out.” In advance of the service, speak to some laypersons you believe might have cause to give God a shout-out and ask them to prepare a very brief speech about it. Line up three or four such persons. After they’ve spoken in the service, give others an opportunity to give God a shout-out. These shout-outs used to be called testimonies. “Make a joyful testimony to the Lord!”
What Does the Text Say?
Psalm 66 instructs us (as do Psalms 95:1-2; 98:4, 6; 100:1) to “make a joyful noise” to God. The Hebrew means to raise a noise by shouting or with an instrument; here we shout out to God with joyful praise (the contemporary colloquial “give a shout-out to” likewise means to acknowledge someone with respect or to thank someone publicly). “All the earth” (vv. 1 and 4) and “peoples” (plural, in v. 8), not just Israel, are instructed to praise and bless God. All the earth worships (bows down to) God, whose deeds are called “awesome” in verses 3 and 5. The psalmist invites everyone to “come and see what God has done” (v. 5), alluding to God’s making a way through both sea and river after the exodus from Egypt, then later crossing the flooded Jordan into the promised land (Exodus 14-15; Joshua 3:14-17). We rejoice that God has kept us alive and on a sure footing. God has tried us, as in purifying silver; our “trial by fire,” so to speak, involved servitude for a period. But now God has delivered us and “brought us to a place of abundance” (NIV).

2 Timothy 2:8-15 
Matthias Chosen to Replace JudasWhat Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Certified and Confident. The most famous verse of this passage is the last one, verse 15, which mentions workers who are “approved” and unapologetic, that is, unashamed. Today, possibly as it was in the ancient world, people who work in both the trades and white-collar professions are required by law to have some level of certification and perhaps state licensures. This is true of plumbers, lawyers, teachers, electricians, doctors, accountants, et al. 
Timothy was getting his license, as it were. With Paul as his mentor, Timothy was getting instruction from the best. Timothy probably had his “certification,” and now Paul had to encourage his mentee to have confidence and not be ashamed. The question is: Why would someone who works to make a living ever be ashamed? 
Several answers come to mind. One might be embarrassed because of the nature of the job. Perhaps you don’t like cleaning toilets, picking up trash or digging ditches. You were made for better things, you believe. Or perhaps you are engaged in a criminal activity. Maybe your work has exposed your ignorance — you’re in over your head. Or you might be ashamed because your job is so odious and boring. 
These answers do not apply to Timothy, nor to us who are attempting to be “certified and confident.” We want to be the kind of Christians who have expertise at ministering in the area of our skill sets. But we also want to be disciples who will do nothing for which we would need to apologize. 
What Does the Text Say?
2 Timothy 2:8-15 begins and ends with imperatives: “Remember” (v. 8), “remind” (v. 14a) and “Do your best” (2:15a). Integral to Paul’s initial appeal to remember the gist of the gospel is the imperative that Timothy must remind others of it. Because of the importance of both remembering the gospel and reminding others about it, Timothy must do his best to present himself as one approved by God (v. 15a), to be “a worker who has no need to be ashamed” (v. 15b), and to be dedicated to “rightly explaining the word of truth” (v. 15c). In addition to the message being framed by imperatives, the urgency is underscored by the need for endurance. Ministry takes work, work to the point of suffering. This kind of hardship cannot be avoided, and endurance is critical. Such endurance also comes from beyond human resources, as Paul illustrates with the eloquent turn of phrase that he suffers hardship for the gospel, “even to the point of chains. But the word of God is not chained” (v. 9). Here, endurance is not so much a matter of what we accomplish for God as it is the matter of what God accomplishes with and through us, empowering us to rise above our adversities.

Luke 17:11-19 
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Spiritual Wellness. This is a familiar story with well-known, if not somewhat tired, applications. The congregation is likely to be way ahead of you before you even begin. But there are some oddities in this tale. First, we don’t know what the lepers said, felt or did after they presented themselves to the priests. It’s unlikely that they were irritated by their healing. More likely, they were ecstatic and jabbered nonstop among themselves as they went to the priests and after the visit itself. They may have gone to the pub and celebrated and told everyone within earshot about their healing. And it’s implausible to believe that the nine would attribute their healing to any agency except a divine one — a miracle mediated by an itinerant rabbi known as Yeshua ben Yosef, or Jesus of Nazareth. But ungrateful? Very unlikely. Second, Jesus attaches importance to the fact that the so-called 10th leper “returned” to the scene, “praising God” and appraising Jesus of the miraculous turn of events, as if Jesus didn’t know. Why was this return important? The return implies that the leper was returning to the scene of his old life where he’d been a leper. He now returned — whole. Did Jesus want him to somehow recognize that this spot where he’d perhaps spent years begging was no longer his home? This was no longer his life. Third, Jesus’ words and actions indicate that there is a difference between physical wellness and spiritual wellness. The lepers were healed, but clearly, the last leper gained something else. He gained wellness. Finally, although Jesus says that the last leper’s faith has made him whole, it was really his gratitude. His faith was the channel or pipeline through which his gratitude poured out. It’s a small point, and one that has been reinforced in countless studies by psychologists of varying spiritual tendencies: gratitude is good for our health.
What Does the Text Say?
This brief Lukan passage emphasizes the vast difference between merely being healed and being made completely well. Luke points out that as Jesus traveled toward Jerusalem, he “was going through the region between Samaria and Galilee” and, by chance, encountered 10 lepers (vv. 11-12a). When they approached him, the lepers dutifully stood at a distance and “called out, saying, ‘Jesus, Master, have mercy on us [elehson hmaV]!’” (vv. 12b-13). Hearing their plea for help, Jesus answered, “Go and show yourselves to the priests” (v. 14a). Although Luke does not indicate what prompted the lepers to obey Jesus’ instruction, they did as he said, and “as they went, they were made clean [autouV ekaqarisqhsan]” (v. 14b). Shortly thereafter, one of the 10 lepers “saw that he was healed [iaqh], turned back, praising God … [and] … prostrated himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him” (vv. 15-16a). Luke then nonchalantly mentions, “And he was a Samaritan” (v. 16b). In response to the leper’s torrent of gratitude, “Jesus asked, ‘Were not ten made clean [ekaqarisqhsan]? But the other nine, where are they? Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this foreigner?’” (vv. 17-18). Before the grateful leper and those traveling with Jesus could reply, “Jesus said to him, ‘Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you well [seswken se]” (v. 19). Ten lepers received mercy, and 10 were cleansed and healed; but only one was made well and fully redeemed because he returned to offer thanks for the profuse mercy he had received.

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS
##

Turn on the TV news and you see them: nameless multitudes, cloth bag thrown over the shoulder, tin cup clutched in the hand, worn-out shoes falling to pieces (if they’re lucky enough to have shoes). You see them standing, dull-eyed and hollow-cheeked, in a dusty, disheveled food line in a sub-Saharan camp. You see them perched on the edge of a Red Cross cot, in a shelter after the hurricane, eyes bloodshot from lack of sleep, hands fidgeting from worry.
They are the world’s refugees — and there are millions of them. More than 20% of the world’s people, according to the World Bank, live on less than a dollar a day — and many of these are permanently on the move, fugitives from warfare, persecution or starvation.
Some refugees have been on the move all their lives. There are camps in the West Bank and Gaza Strip where whole generations of refugees have been born, where young adults have known nothing but canvas tents and food lines in their short lives. Home is a dimly remembered tale told by misty-eyed parents.
The numbers of the world’s refugees may be unprecedented, but the phenomenon is hardly new. Many centuries before Jesus was born — to Mary and Joseph, who would themselves flee to Egypt — there was a community of refugee Jews, dwelling in a foreign land, far from home.
Their general delivery address was Babylon, that sprawling imperial city, harsh taskmaster of nations large and small. In the shadow of the great ziggurats, tiny neighborhoods were clustered around the central square in Babylon City, diminutive ghettos of Babylon’s subject peoples.
The Babylonians were in the government business for the long haul. One of their first acts after subjugating a new vassal state was to round up the leading citizens.
And where did these distinguished citizens — this cream of the crop, these denizens of Who’s Who in Jerusalem — wind up? In rather comfortable circumstances as involuntary “guests” of the Babylonian king. They were free to move about the city, engage in business, marry and raise children. They were birds in a gilded cage. Those Jewish exiles could do most anything they wanted to — except return home.

##

“Seek the welfare of the city,” writes Jeremiah. The word, “welfare,” is a poor translation. The Hebrew word underneath the “welfare” translation is the well-known word, shalom.
“Seek the shalom of the city where I have sent you into exile.” We might just as well say, “seek the peace of the city” — for that’s what shalom means.
Yet shalom means so much more than that. Shalom is the daily greeting of neighbor to neighbor in the Middle East. It means not only peace, but also wholeness and healing and freedom. A person enjoying shalom is experiencing not merely the absence of conflict, but a deep and perfect inner peace, a tranquility of heart and mind and soul.
Notably, the Arabic word is similar: salaam. Shalom, salaam — Jews and Palestinians are expressing the same desire for peace in their everyday dealings: however seldom they get to exchange that greeting with one another, with barbed wire and towering walls separating their communities.
Jeremiah does a surprising thing. To this beleaguered expatriate community — a persecuted people, having every reason in the world to loath and fear their captors — Jeremiah says, “Seek the shalom of their city — which is now your city. Pray for them. Live peaceably beside them. Treat them as neighbors.”
Easy to say. Hard to do when life seems to have fallen in, and we have no convenient escape route. Is Jeremiah really telling us to bite our lip and make the best of it?
He is. But he’s not just saying, “smile, when you heart is weary,” or “keep the sunny side up.” His advice goes far beyond mere positive thinking. It transcends putting up new wallpaper in the sitting-room of the soul.
Jeremiah is advising active engagement with the world around us, cultivating a creative relationship with the people and places where we find ourselves. He’s counseling a fundamental change of perspective — seeing the city not as a fearful place, a den of crime and poverty and incivility, but as a teeming, bustling community.

##

Lately I’ve been thinking about the traditional Quaker phrase, “Proceed as way opens.”
“Proceed as way opens” or “As way opens,” is an encouragement to live with a kind of intentionality and willingness to “be” with a question or decision rather than jump to a rash action out of panic or pressure. This idea goes counter to our culture that lifts up quick, decisive decision-making as strong and desirable. But with the concept of “As way opens,” even though there are occasions when decisions are time sensitive, there can still be a pause, a way of checking in with our heart and your own deep knowing. … Sometimes the hardest thing is not to jump to “doing” or fixing, but to consciously “be” with the question, to allow time to sit with what is unclear, uncertain or uncomfortable. Music is dynamic in its use of silence and sound. Without pausing, music would be chaos and cacophony. In music, and I believe in life, pausing is active and has an important purpose. …
I remember about midway in my music career, I felt pretty beat up by the business of music. I decided to go back to graduate school to study theology and psychology. I applied to a highly regarded seminary and was accepted into the program. Instead of jumping right into classes, I arranged for a year to pass before courses would begin. I spent that year exploring why I do music and what music can contribute. I did a benefit album that got a lot of blow back, and a couple of projects that were deliberately focused on music as service, a vehicle for healing and an expression of spiritual experience. At the end of the year, going to graduate school just didn’t feel right, the way had not opened. …
Parker J. Palmer related a story in his wonderful book Let Your Life Speak, about an elder Quaker woman who explained to him at an important time, “An open door and a closed door are the same thing. They both send you in a direction.” Proceeding as way opens means that life has a holy rhythm.
—Singer-songwriter Carrie Newcomer on Facebook, April 9, 2022.

##

Tell me:
Which is the way I take;
Out of what door do I go,
Where and to whom?
Dark hollows said, lee to the wind,
The moon said, back of an eel,
The salt said, look by the sea,
Your tears are not enough praise,
You will find no comfort here,
In the kingdom of bang and blab. …
It was beginning winter,
The light moved slowly over the frozen field,
Over the dry seed-crowns,
The beautiful surviving bones
Swinging in the wind.
Light traveled over the wide field;
Stayed.
The weeds stopped swinging.
The mind moved, not alone,
Through the clear air, in the silence.
Was it light?
Was it light within?
Was it light within light?
Stillness becoming alive,
Yet still?
A lively understandable spirit
Once entertained you.
It will come again.
Be still.
Wait.
—Theodore Roethke, selections from the poem, “The Lost Son” — recalling Jesus’ parable of the prodigal son — in The Lost Son, and Other Poems (Doubleday, 1948).
Full text of the poem:
http://www.prodigalsall.com/the-prodigal-son-in-poetry.html.
Retrieved April 16, 2022.

##

We lost my mom a year ago, two weeks after her care center was shut down to visitors due to Covid-19. Though 95, with a walker and waning memory, her death unleashed an emotional tsunami in me that was equal parts grief and gratitude. The waves are still breaking now, as I write and watch the rain, and think of her, and her deliberate life — the joy she found in the daily routines of an ordinary life in a small town. Like Thoreau, she was frugal and stayed put. Unlike Thoreau, the family she created was her home.
I sense her presence now, as the rain ticks on the roof, and a robin glides by with a beak full of wet grass, and flaps up to his mate in the crook of a silver maple. She’s preening in the nest — adding and adjusting the twigs and leaves — getting ready. Most of the birds have just returned from a winter feeding ground somewhere south. An internal geomagnetic compass allows them to home their way back to their nesting place each spring. For birds, home is both verb and noun — both journey and destination.
Oddly, I think it was for my mom too. She was always traveling home, to her family. Though she had a different kind of compass, a different magnetic force, love, which she shared with anyone who could not find their way, including me, and my dad and three older brothers. The needle always seemed to be pointing to others.
And that may be the simple lesson from her generation to ours amid the pandemic. Compassion, and patience. Both words have the same Latin root: “pati,” meaning “to suffer.” Like thousands of other elders who were isolated from their children and grandchildren due to the coronavirus, Mom lived through the Depression and Dust Bowl and stock market crash and WWII, and other times when having “enough” was both gift and goal, a cause for gratitude.
—Tom Montgomery Fate, “Op-ed: The gospel of this pandemic moment teaches patience and compassion,” Chicago Tribune, April 2, 2021.
https://www.chicagotribune.com/opinion/commentary/ct-opinion-covid-pandemic-thoreau-20210402-3zadv3ls3jh33gqaalnbhzmfbq-story.html.
Retrieved April 16, 2022.

##

John McPhee [is] a literary journalist known for the huge range of his subjects. He has written about canoes, geology, tennis, nuclear energy, and the Swiss army. He once researched his own family tree and traced it back to a Scotsman who moved to Ohio to become a coalminer.
In high school, McPhee’s English teacher required her students to write three compositions a week, each accompanied by a detailed outline, and the students had to read them out loud to the class. Ever since he took that class, McPhee has carefully outlined all his written work, and has read out loud to his wife every sentence he writes before it is published.
McPhee’s goal was to write for The New Yorker, but every article he submitted was rejected by the magazine for 14 years. Then, in 1962, McPhee got a phone call from his father about an amazing new college basketball player at Princeton. McPhee went to see him play and decided to write a profile of the young man, whose name was Bill Bradley. That was the first article McPhee published in The New Yorker, and it also became McPhee’s first book, A Sense of Where You Are (1965).
McPhee has published more than 35 books, even though he rarely writes more than 500 words a day. He once tried tying himself to a chair to force himself to write more, but it didn’t work. He said, “People say to me, ‘Oh, you’re so prolific.’ God, it doesn’t feel like it — nothing like it. But, you know, you put an ounce in a bucket each day, you get a quart.”
—Garrison Keillor, The Writer’s Almanac for March 8, 2021.
https://writersalmanac.publicradio.org/index.php%3Fdate=2014%252F03%252F08.html.
Retrieved April 16, 2022.

## 

When Peru closed Machu Picchu in mid-March, Jesse Katayama, 26, was on the brink of achieving a longtime dream. The Japanese boxing instructor had traveled halfway around the world to visit the ancient ruins.
But one day before he was due to see the UNESCO World Heritage site, Peru declared a state of emergency, shattering his plans and leaving him stranded in the nearby town of Aguas Calientes, a gateway for visitors to the 15th-century Inca citadel, as other Latin American nations followed suit and closed their borders.
Seven months later, his patience has paid off.
Over the weekend, the Peruvian government reopened Machu Picchu just for Katayama, giving him a one-of-a-kind opportunity to see the ruins with no one else around except for the director of the site and photographers accompanying him. …
Around 200 Japanese citizens became stuck in Peru when the pandemic disrupted global travel in March. Many of them were flown out on repatriation flights in the following weeks, but Katayama told CNN Travel that he decided to stay in Aguas Calientes.
He rented a room, explored lesser-known sites in the area and began teaching boxing lessons to local children. But his hopes of getting to visit Machu Picchu dwindled as his savings started to run low and plans to reopen the site were delayed. …
Sympathetic locals who had met Katayama and learned of his plight lobbied on his behalf, and Peru’s Ministry of Culture eventually agreed to make an exception, ahead of Katayama’s scheduled departure from Peru this month.
“This is so amazing!” he said in a video recorded from the mountaintop and published by local authorities, according to Reuters. “Thank you!"
—Antonia Noori Farzan and Rick Noack, “Peru reopens Machu Picchu for a Japanese tourist who waited for seven months,” The Washington Post, October 13, 2020.
Retrieved April 16, 2022.

##

COMMENTARY 
Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7
Today’s lesson consists of a portion of the first of two letters the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the Israelite exiles in Babylon in about the year 594 B.C. The letters, which comprise chapter 29 of the book of Jeremiah, are addressed in the first instance (vv. 1-23) to the exile in general, and in the second instance (vv. 24-32) to the problem of a false prophet named Shemaiah. The first letter is Jeremiah’s unwelcome advice to the exiles: Settle down and make your peace with Babylon, for release is not coming soon.
Among the classical prophets, Jeremiah is unique in employing the epistolary form for his prophetic pronouncements. While prophets did occasionally write the message they had received from the Lord, the written form was far less common than oral delivery of prophetic speech, which was often accompanied by symbolic or illustrative acts or gestures (e.g., Jeremiah wearing a wooden yoke to represent Babylon’s oppression of Israel, in chapter 28; but note in 28:10-11 that the false prophet Hananiah also engaged in both symbolic speech and actions, which were, in themselves, no guarantee of prophetic authenticity). Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles is not intended to represent or accompany symbolic speech; it is prudential advice.
The conflict that was the background for Jeremiah’s letter was between those who attempted, through false optimism, to assuage the fears and anger of the Israelite exiles by predicting an early end to their captivity, on the one hand, and those, on the other hand, like Jeremiah, who foresaw a protracted period of exile stretching before the Israelites, and who, for that reason, counseled accommodation by the Israelites to their circumstances. It was partly because of such grimly realistic assessments of historical circumstances that Jeremiah acquired his reputation among his contemporaries for gloominess.
Jeremiah’s letter is addressed to “the remaining elders … the priests, the prophets, and all the people” in exile in Babylon (v. 1). The biblical text of Jeremiah is notoriously corrupt, and the Septuagint reads simply “to the elders,” which may be an attempt to resolve the enigmatic reference to the “remaining” elders. It is not known what might have happened to the other elders. Were they executed prior to or after deportation, perhaps in conjunction with the general unrest of the period? Had they perished during their forced removal to Babylon? Had they been relocated in other lands to minimize the chances of their influencing their captive people? The biblical text doesn’t say, and if the more difficult reading is to be preferred — on the assumption that textual changes are made to simplify or clarify rather than complexify or obscure — then the Hebrew text is likely more original.
The elders, priests and prophets would have been the natural leaders of the exilic community, which accounts for their being mentioned separately from “all the people.” Jeremiah’s letter is intended to counter the unrealistic and potentially harmful counsel of the false prophets, and in order to have any appreciable impact on the people, Jeremiah will perforce need to influence the people’s recognized leaders.
As Jeremiah’s letter indicates, prophecy in ancient Israel, although it may have arisen as a charismatic ad hoc component of religious and social life, eventually developed into a recognized, professional institution, and prophets were retained at royal courts throughout the ancient Near East, including Israel. Court prophets, who had as one of their principal functions divination (foretelling the future), served as royal advisers in matters of warfare in particular and the welfare of the people in general. It should hardly be surprising that, as prophets came increasingly under the patronage of the court, their prophecies would begin to orient themselves in directions amenable to the programs and expectations of the prophets’ royal patrons. Conflict among prophets was inevitable, with some prophets (the majority represented in the Bible) attempting to retain their independence as deliverers of authentic divine revelation irrespective of royal expectations or desires. The Hebrew Bible preserves numerous examples of the conflict between true and false prophets, including today’s lesson.
The historical note at the head of the letter repeats, in largely formulaic language, the list of those who had been deported from Jerusalem, beginning with King Jeconiah (another name for King Jehoiachin), the queen mother, the court and the artisanal classes (v. 2; cf. 24:1). The letter was carried by envoys who may have been members of some of Judah’s leading families (v. 3), if the names found here refer to the same individuals mentioned elsewhere in Jeremiah (e.g., 36:10, 11, 12, 25).
Jeremiah’s letter is in the form of a prophetic oracle, and begins with the standard formula, “Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel” (v. 4). A variety of epithets was applied to Israel’s God over the course of the biblical period, e.g., “LORD God of hosts,” “LORD of hosts,” “the LORD, the God of hosts,” and “God of hosts,” with “LORD of hosts” being by far the most common (by a ratio of approximately 6:1 over the next most common form, the form found here).
The various names for God could be used more-or-less interchangeably, although writings from some historical periods prefer some forms and not others (e.g., “LORD of hosts” is the preferred epithet of the later prophetic books of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi).
What all these names for Israel’s God have in common is their reference to the “hosts,” the heavenly armies under the command of Israel’s God. Although Israel’s God was often depicted in gentle terms, there is no question that Israel conceived of its God in highly militaristic terms, and that the image of God who fights on Israel’s behalf persisted, in various permutations, throughout the period of composition of both the First and Second Testaments.
Jeremiah’s advice to the exiles is for them to undertake all those mundane projects and activities — building houses, planting gardens, arranging marriages (among themselves, not with their captors, v. 6) — that constitute a settled existence. This advice contrasted sharply with the advice of prophets such as Shemaiah, whose predictions of an early end to the Babylonian captivity would have obviated such a long-range perspective. There can be little doubt that Jeremiah’s advice was unwelcome and probably resisted.
Jeremiah’s advice that the Israelites “pray to the LORD” for the welfare of the country was almost certainly even more strongly resisted (v. 7). (The NRSV follows the Hebrew text, which reads “city,” but the Septuagint reads “country,” which may be more likely, since the Hebrews were not settled in one city only. On the other hand, Jeremiah’s letter might have been addressed to the leaders of the captives who were in one location. The theological significance of the passage is not affected by either reading.) Although Jeremiah casts his oracle as a piece of advice that could only benefit the Israelites as well as their Babylonian captors — “for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (v. 7) — such an exhortation to pray for hated heathen captors is virtually unparalleled in biblical literature from the period. It would probably be a mistake to see in Jeremiah’s recommendation any sort of embryonic “universalism,” such as will later begin to emerge in Second Isaiah; Jeremiah’s advice is entirely to preserve as healthy a remnant of the Hebrew people as possible for their later return to their homeland. As Jeremiah perceives their current situation, through divine inspiration, that end can be achieved especially through Babylon’s welfare — whether the Israelites like it or not.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7
Put a big moving box in front of the children and ask them if they have ever moved from one town to another. Find out what kinds of things they packed when they moved, and what sorts of things were very special for them to take with them. Ask them if they could pack their old house and their old church and their old friends in a moving box and take those things with them. Of course not! Let the children know that the people of Jerusalem had to move far away to Babylon, and this move made them very, very sad. They could not take their houses, their temple and their friends with them to Babylon, and some of them got extremely homesick and wanted to go back to Jerusalem. Let the children know that God had some advice for them in their new home. He said for them to build houses in Babylon, plant gardens and start families (Jeremiah 29:5-6). Point out that God did not want them to spend too much time thinking about their old town, but instead he wanted them to concentrate on their new town. Tell the children that when the people did this, they made an important discovery. They were able to find all the things that they thought they had left behind, including houses and friends and a place to worship God. Close by saying that God always goes with us when we move, and he makes sure that we have all the important things that cannot be put into a moving box.

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — General 
One: In the storms of life,
All: God is our shelter.
One: In the whirlwind of activity,
All: God is our secure center.
One: In the flood of tempting images and seductive words,
All: God is a rock of stillness on which to stand.
One: In the avalanche of tears and fears,
All: God is our strong fortress.
One: In all the days of our lives,
All: Let God’s praise be on our lips.

Prayers — General

As we come to you in prayer, O God, help us to focus our hearts and our minds on you. Time marches on and we have to wonder: do we? Or are we content to revel in past accomplishments and surrender to complacency? Do past resentments drain us of our energy and deprive us of the joys of the present? In these moments of prayer, listening God, instill in us a deep appreciation of time: a most precious natural resource. Each time we set our clocks or replace batteries, let us be reminded of the gift of time that is ours … and help us to use it wisely. Let us use our time to share our riches with others: the money we earn and the wealth of family and friends. Help us to breathe in all that is ours: the beauty that surrounds us and the words of love given to us when we least expect them. We offer our prayers of thanksgiving for all we have been given, offered in the name of the One whose time on earth was lived so that we might know what a life of love looks like. We pray in the name of the One who came that we might have life eternal, Jesus the Christ. Amen.

Benedictions — General
Now pardon, O gracious Jesus, what we have been; with your holy discipline, correct what we are. Order by your providence what we shall be, and in the end, crown your own gifts. Amen.
—John Wesley

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
Come, Ye Sinners, Poor and Needy
Precious Lord, Take My Hand
Christ Is Made the Sure Foundation 
Worship and Praise* 
Keep Me in the Moment (Camp) 
Desert Song (Hillsong Worship)
At This Very Time (Locke)
*For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
Eighteenth Sunday After Pentecost, Cycle C
Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7
Psalm 66:1-12
2 Timothy 2:8-15
Luke 17:11-19
