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Living God, may your word be proclaimed and may we claim it with joy for our lives today. 

Continue to speak to us through my words or in spite of them. Amen. 
 

Jeremiah 29:1,4-7 

 

If you were here last week, you know that our scripture text was from the oft-overlooked book of 
Lamentations. We talked about how Lamentations is a window into the heartbreaking pain and 
grief felt by survivors of war. This week, we’re again going into the Hebrew Scriptures to hear the 
stories of survivors in a perhaps slightly more utilized book — the writings of the prophet Jeremiah.  

 

I love the tradition of prophets in the church. Think about the prophets in the Bible. They are 
great characters. There’s the reluctant prophet Jonah who lived inside a giant fish for three days 
(not by choice). You have the prophet Elisha who conspired with God and some mama bears 
to get revenge on some teenage boys who made fun of his receding hairline. The prophet 
Jeremiah was known to walk around wearing an ox yoke around his neck as a witness to Israel’s 
oppression under Babylon. The prophet Ezekiel supposedly built a model replica of Jerusalem 
and laid next to it for more than a year, eating only bread cooked over cow dung. And John 
the Baptist is, of course, one of the most colorful prophets… rejecting any semblance of civilized 
living by wearing camel hair, eating locusts, and yelling at people to repent all the time. 

 

The recently departed theologian and writer Rachel Held Evans perhaps put it best when she 
wrote, “In other words, the prophets are weirdos. More than anyone else in Scripture, they 
remind us that those odd ducks shouting from the margins of society may see things more clearly 
than the political and religious leaders with the inside track. We ignore them at our own peril.” 
(from Inspired: Slaying Giants, Walking on Water, and Loving the Bible Again) 

 

Prophet is one of those words we don’t use often enough, probably because if you say 
“prophet” today, it immediately evokes images of fortune-tellers or charlatans promise you a 
glimpse into the future. But prophets in the biblical tradition are something else — they’re not 
fortune-tellers; they’re truth-tellers. Their role is to name the reality of a situation and to point 
people to a different future. They’re the people God calls upon to say what needs to be said, 
even and especially when people don’t want to hear it. They’re generally not that well-liked, 
especially by those in power, as their calling is to challenge the narrative of empire in favor of 
God’s upside-down kingdom. They’re trouble-makers. 

 

Walter Brueggemann described their work this way: “It is the vocation of the prophet to keep 
alive the ministry of imagination, to keep on conjuring and proposing futures alternative to the 
single one the king wants to urge as the only thinkable one.” (from The Prophetic Imagination) 

 

The ministry of imagination. This is key to understanding the work of prophets. You see, prophets 
are experts at this truth-telling business, and it’s often a little depressing. Jeremiah, whose words 
we read today, is even known as the “prophet of doom.” But the work of the prophet doesn’t 



end with doom and gloom. Rather, it always pushes us toward hope, through this ministry of 
imagination Brueggemann describes. The words you heard read by our liturgist just moments 
ago do exactly that. 

 

To understand this letter Jeremiah wrote, you have to know a little bit of the history. In the year 
586 BCE, the Israelites experienced exile to Babylon. Their temple in Jerusalem was destroyed, 
and some of them — the community leaders, the Jewish elite, those deemed valuable by their 
oppressors — were taken from their homeland and deported to Babylon. Jeremiah is writing to 
those who were taken away, the exiles, from the rubble of Jerusalem, where he remained with 
the folks left behind. We can assume that the exiles had a lot of lament. They were surely 
grieving the loss of their home and were surrounded now with strange customs and practices at 
odds with their religious values. Anger at their oppressors with whom they were now forced to 
live in this sprawling metropolis would be more than understandable. Humiliation was probably 
at work too, as these particular exiles lost their elite social status and power, and were now living 
in the ghettos in the lowest of social classes.  I suspect they were asking some big questions 
about God too, trying to understand why God had abandoned them, why God had allowed 
this terrible thing to happen. 

 

So Jeremiah sends them a prophetic advice letter, and it’s a little surprising. You see, the 
expected response from God’s prophet is encouragement to hold fast to their traditions and 
community, to close themselves off from the blasphemous excesses of this foreign land so that 
they can remain God’s faithful people, to shut their doors and hunker down until they are 
delivered. But Jeremiah offers none of that. Instead, he claims a message directly from God that 
runs counter to all instincts: Build houses and make this your home for the long haul. Plant 
gardens, start families, and promote the welfare of your new home, this city. Rather than close 
their lives to these people and this place, Jeremiah is telling them to open their lives. 

 

Think about that advice. He starts with “build houses.” Home ownership is a big commitment and 
one that’s becoming less and less common. Part of that has to do with the rising costs of housing 
at the same time as increasing income inequality. But another part has to do with more and 
more folks, particular in my generation, who just don’t want to make that kind of long-term 
commitment to one location. Building a house says you’re gonna be there for a while. 

 

I love that he goes on with “plant gardens.” Growing up, I heard my father say a lot of things, 
and he had a few phrases he’d say over and over again — sort of his own midwestern proverbs. 
One of those was, “Planting a garden in the spring is an act of faith for United Methodist 
pastors.” He was, of course, referring to our itineracy system that might call upon us to move in 
the middle of the summer. And there’s truth in that. I had enough warning about my move this 
year that I held off on my usual spring planting routine. We don’t sow seeds unless we’re certain 
we’ll be around for harvest. 

 

Jeremiah tells these exiles to get married, have babies, start families. Notice Jeremiah doesn’t 
put restrictions on who they should marry or tell them only to do that with the people of their 
exilic community. I think, with his vagueness, he’s suggesting they might even marry Babylonians, 
make families with their new neighbors. That’s a BIG DEAL. He’s not only pushing them outside of 
the community they know, but he is also telling them to plan to be in this city and with these 
people for generations to come. This isn’t going to be a short-lived sojourn. 



 

And then there’s the most powerful instruction: promote the welfare of the city because your 
future depends on it. The translation read today says welfare, but this is one of those times when 
it’s important to note the original Hebrew. The word used here is shalom. Do you remember what 
that means? It’s translated here to “welfare” and often translated to “peace” but it is so much 
more – shalom really means wholeness in every part of our being and with everyone and 
everything around us. It’s what’s required for the entire community to live into the fullness of life 
God desires for us. Jeremiah is telling these exiles to promote shalom in their new city, a 
community of justice, peace, and wholeness for all. 

 

A common piece of advice I’ve heard throughout ministry so far, especially when coming into a 
new appointment is, “Just love them. Love the people.” That’s pretty solid advice — starting with 
a commitment to love will certainly put a pastor on the right track with her congregation. But it 
also raises questions for me. Namely, who is the “them”? You see, I think it’s implied in that 
statement that the people we are called to love, first and foremost, are the people of this 
congregation — the folks we call members or who show up here regularly. But then I hear words 
from long-ago prophets that challenge that assumption and make me think the “them” I’m 
called to love is so much bigger than who can be found within the walls of this impressive church 
building. I think Jeremiah would say to that newly-appointed pastor, “Just love them. Love your 
city.” Our eighteenth century Methodist founder John Wesley was famous for claiming the world 
as his parish, suggesting that the ministry of the church is more expansive than any geographic 
or even denominational lines.  

 

“Just love them.” Perhaps those are good words for us to hear in the church today, as we think 
about the ministry to which God is calling us in 2019 and beyond. But again, I struggle with the 
language we’re using because it suggests a division of “us” and “them,” and I’m hearing these 
words of Jeremiah telling those faithful people of God so long ago to build this full community 
with their new neighbors, to erase the divisions of “us” and “them” which seem so familiar. I hear 
that challenge and hold it up against our language in the church — where we talk about 
“outreach” like it is something we do over and above our usual church activities, where we 
have this notion that we as a church are called to do some things that are about caring for our 
own and then others that are about caring for those people over there, where we so easily fall 
into this trap Jeremiah is pushing back against, this tendency we have to put everyone into 
separate boxes so we know if we’re talking about the church that is “us” or the rest of it that is 
“them.” And then it occurs to me that there is no “us” or “them” when we’re talking about this 
work God is calling us to do — it’s just “all of us.”  

 

Yesterday, I was over at Eagle Creek Park to celebrate my cousin Sam’s marriage to Emmy. As 
an example of the small, connected worlds we live in, this marriage celebration demonstrated 
the intersection of family and church. You see, Emmy, my cousin Sam’s wife is a Geeslin, of the 
Geeslin family here at Meridian Street UMC. So part of the celebration yesterday was spent 
talking with those church people who are also now family, and Phyllis Geeslin (the grandmother 
of Emmy) was pointing out to me the many folks from the deaf community there, including her 
son, and telling me stories about how this church has, in the past, embraced the deaf 
community of this city as a part of “us” through the inclusion of interpreters in worship, 
relationship with the deaf school, and even some folks here committed to learning a new 
language, American Sign Language. And that this embrace was bigger than just their family, 
the people we call “us,” but really about ministry with our whole city. As I listened to Phyllis, I kept 
thinking that this is exactly what it looks like when we recognize that church is “all of us.” 



 

Pray for the welfare, the shalom, of the city because our future depends on it. Do you get it? 
We’re all in this together — those of us here in this church, those in the churches down the road, 
the families who play on our soccer fields and playgrounds, our neighbors shopping at Safeway 
or serving us coffee at Starbucks, the refugees and immigrants in this city who are the literal 
exiles in our midst, our families of birth and our families of choice. This is us. Our future is all bound 
up together, whether we want it to be or not. 

 

So what do we do with that? I think do the same things Jeremiah wrote about in that long-ago 
letter. We build homes, we plant gardens, we create family, and we work for shalom. We love 
our city and all the people in it. 

 

Leading up to this Sunday, I jokingly told a few people that I didn’t need to preach today with 
our six baptisms, that I could just get up and say, “Keep doing that.” A sermon of Christian praxis. 
And while I may have been joking, I was also pretty serious. Baptizing these children and 
celebrating their identities as members of God’s family — that’s what Jeremiah is pointing us 
toward. We often think of baptism as this highly individual act, something that happens to them, 
but it’s also about us. Baptism is about building community and family, the “all of us” together. 
This is what that shalom-making looks like, when we make room in our sanctuary to crowd all of 
these children and their loved ones around the baptismal font, when we get a bigger bowl to 
hold the water so that we can ensure that God’s grace is abundant and available to all. So yes, 
let’s keep doing that. 

 

Would you pray with me? 

 

Holy One, thank you for the prophets of long ago and the prophets of today, for those voices 
that challenge us with truth and point us to a new imagining of our world. Like Israel in exile so 
long ago, we still struggle with questions of who we are and who you’re calling us to be. Remind 
us that our future is not found in isolated sanctuaries or “us” and “them” dichotomies, but rather 
the hopeful imagining you point us to is a city life full of your love and shalom. Help us to 
embrace this city where we live and work, worship and play. Help us to embrace its people, its 
buildings, its streets and work for its good. Help us to be a church with doors wide open that 
welcomes the city in and pours ourselves out in your love. Amen. 


