BETCHA GOD CAN

Jeremiah 32: 1-3a, 6-15
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I hear a lot of folks say we are going through some pretty tough times these days.  Depending on which statistics you read and accept, we are!  Higher poverty levels, mounting debt, unemployment, stagnant manufacturing and service industries, more and more folks without health insurance, bad credit or no credit … these and other signs lead us to wonder how long the tough times will last.

These days folks are looking for something on which to count, something in which to trust.

This story about Jeremiah buying a field is set in one of the most fearsome, dark times in the entire history of Israel.  While the collective memory of the nation included those long ago days of slavery in Egypt; and while the grim threat of the Assyrians was still remembered by the very oldest great-grandmothers … nothing in the spiritual or mental capacity of Israel could prepare the people for the agonizing and inexorable siege of the armies of King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon.
Two generations before, the Assyrian onslaught had overrun the northern kingdom of Israel.  But Jerusalem and the Temple had been spared allowing folks to hold on to the illusion that the holy city and the house of the Lord were under some special dispensation.  “Surely, the Lord will allow no harm to come to His own dwelling place!”

So, when Jeremiah boldly pronounced the word of God that the Babylonian armies would overrun everyone and everything, including Israel’s King Zedekiah, they threw him in prison.

And that is where his aide, Baruch and his cousin, Hanamel found Jeremiah.  When they came to speak with the weary prophet about buying a piece of the family land in Anathoth, the city was in a panic.  Already the siege works were at the front gates.  Already the food and water supplies were cut.  Already any hope of resistance was abandoned.  Already the desperate prayers of mothers for their hungry babies were mingling with the last sacrifices in the Temple of Jerusalem.  The main hope of the people left in that beleaguered city was for a minimum of starvation and death – a quick and merciful surrender to mighty Nebuchadnezzar.  Hidden in this hope was another.  Would the Babylonians lay waste to every person as the Assyrians had done?  Would they put the heads of the king and his generals on spikes along the city wall to warn everyone of the futility of resisting?
Actually, that was the one piece of good news.  The Babylonians did have a different policy.  They preferred to take into exile the peoples they conquered – blotting out culture and language and memory and custom and history – and making good Babylonians of them.

So, in the midst of this sorry, sad state of affairs, the word of God came once more to Jeremiah.  When his cousin came with the offer to buy a field 2 or 3 miles outside the walls of Jerusalem, the old prophet was to take him up on the offer!

In fact, he was to make a big show about it all.  Get the proper witnesses.  Be sure to have the papers drawn up all legal-like.  Have a notary seal the deal. Get the bankers to weigh out the coins and double-check the scales.  Put the whole set of documents in a safe place.
Of course, this was crazy!   Of course, this made no sense!  Of course, everyone who had time to think about it wondered what in the world Jeremiah was doing!  That land and all the legal niceties would not be worth a plugged nickel … not unless he could find some coins with the new king’s image on them and some lawyers who spoke the legal language of Babylon! Didn’t Jeremiah realize that a new reality had taken hold?  Didn’t he realize that the old ways were obsolete and the old God was washed up?  God’s house lay in ruins.  God’s capital city was devastated.  God’s covenant people were being led away into the forgetfulness of a long exile.  

It was all over.  The only prayer left was to ask that the end come quickly and with as little pain as possible.  Lord, let’s just get this over with!
The old prayers that Israel had counted on for so long had failed.  You know, those “security” prayers we all know and pray so well.  Yes, I’ve prayed them, too!

They take many forms.  They all basically ask God the same thing:

Lord, watch over me and mine.  Guard me and mine from the bad guys and from bad times.  Save us from suffering.  Keep the bad people away from our stuff.  Protect our ways and customs and ideas and beliefs.  Work through our gated communities and our burglar alarms and our 401k’s and our way of life and our wealth and our might and see that life goes well for us and all we hold dear.
Quite a prayer, isn’t it?  That age-old security prayer we’ve been praying from the beginning …

But with the lion at the gate (or the economy in the tank), Israel came face to face with the failure of that prayer and the wrenching realization that their notion of God was way too cheap and way too shallow.  

God had something else in mind!

So, here comes Jeremiah ranting and raving about buying a field on the outskirts of town on land where the enemy already grazes his horses and bivouacs his troops.

What the people at the time probably failed to see … and what we should NOT fail to see – is that Jeremiah’s land deal was much more!  Jeremiah’s act was, in fact, a prayer.  God was using Jeremiah to give the people a different prayer to pray!  That old “protection/security” prayer was empty.  A new one was now taking its place.

This new prayer grew out of a very long and powerful vision through which God continues to call God’s people.  This prayer takes a perspective that the world cannot give and often cannot even see.  This prayer has no regard for protection or security or anything cheap and easy.  This prayer was prayed by Jesus when he said the kingdom of God is like leaven which a woman hid in 3 measures of flour until all of it (50 lbs!) was leavened.  
This prayer was prayed by Jesus when he called us salt of the earth and the light of the world!

This prayer was prayed by Jesus when he said “Let this cup pass from me, but let Thy will be done.” & “Forgive them, Father, they don’t know …”
This prayer reflects a different reality, far greater than “me and mine.”  This prayer is all about God and what God is doing in the world.  This prayer reflects a vision so grand that we are enabled to see beyond temporary, short-lived circumstances, to see beyond self-centered motives and self-serving priorities.

Jeremiah’s prayer enables a man like Dietrich Bonhoeffer to reflect on the cost of discipleship and speak out against cheap grace – to remind us that the love of God is both totally free and extremely costly.  And to hold to this grand vision and this different way of praying as he languished in a Nazi prison before being hung as an enemy of the state in 1943.
Jeremiah’s prayer enables a man like Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. to preach just days before his death, “I’ve been to the mountain top.  I may not get there with you, but it doesn’t matter about me anymore.  Together, we’re going to get to the mountain top!”

The Kingdom Jesus proclaims doesn’t always make a lot of racket!  It has no military divisions to command or economic markets to manipulate!  It makes no extravagant show of media machines and technological wonders.  It makes no claim to bring death and destruction down on those who oppose it. It offers no sure thing, no security, no protection against the bad guys.

The Jesus Kingdom is crazy, according to the ways of the world.  The Jesus Kingdom insists on looking for the forgotten, the losers, the hurting, the weary, the beaten, the hopeless.  The Jesus Kingdom spends grace and pays out forgiveness.  The Jesus Kingdom buys a field and says “betcha God can.”
