Jeremiah 1: 1-19

Luke: 13: 10-17

Jeremiah is minding his own business. 

I mean, that’s what we’re meant to do, that’s what most of us learn to do early in our lives. It’s really two things, that one sentence.

We mind our own business. We mind our own business.

I was taught these two things over and over again. That a large part of life was minding business – taking care of business, if you want me to reach into my Elvis lexicon – and in order to be a successful person in this world, you had better take care of the business that comes your way.

In addition, I was taught that you stay out of other people’s business. You mind your own, but only your own.

And that’s what I suspect Jeremiah was doing. He was going along, as a youngster, taking care of the things you have to take care of in the world to survive, mostly concerned with himself, and his own business.

And then it happened. As he tells it in a memory, God comes to him, and God says “You’re mine!” – “I selected you before you were born” God says, for this special task, this special mission. And no longer do I want you to just mind your own business, but I want you to mind my business. 

He responds the way a boy would, maybe the way we all would  - “I can’t do it.” 

And God reaches out and touches his mouth, giving him the power to speak on God’s behalf.

And qualified or not, ready or not, trained or not, Jeremiah does it. 

You see, there is a crisis at hand when this is happening, and the Babylonian Empire is coming in from the north – the north is the one way into Jerusalem that doesn’t have natural impediments – and the King and the leadership are scrambling. They are throwing themselves at any possible ally, adopting any possible belief system that may ingratiate themselves with possible protectors, doing anything they can to make sure they are safe and secure. 

They are doing this because they are scared to death, and they are trying to build walls around themselves by politics. It’s what most of us do when our country is threatened, we go to the practical and say to the leaders of our country, “Tell us what to do. Tell us who to trust and who to distrust. Tell us who deserves our allegiance. And most of all, tell us who to hate.” Because if we figure out who can hate, we know who to watch out for, and how to make ourselves safe.

And Jeremiah stands right in the middle and wants to change the whole tenor of this discussion. He stands right in the center of the King’s court, right between the King and the people, and the King’s pronouncements and the people’s pleas and tries to change the terms of the debate. And he gets caught in the crossfire. 

Instead of discussing practical politics, identifying political friends and enemies, he wants to share some visions he’s had. Can you imagine? Everyone is afraid, everyone is looking for some practical way out, and he wants to tell two dreams. In one of them, he sees an almond tree – and we have some findings that indicate that perhaps the top of the priest’s stick which they carried back then, the stick that gave them authority, was made of a likeness of an almond. So it’s a dream about him having the authority to speak for God. And in another one, the more dangerous dream, he sees the outcome of the next few months. He sees the country destroyed.

And worst of all, Jeremiah doesn’t give them someone to build an alliance with or someone to fear and hate, someone else whose fault it is. He tells them that this dire situation they find themselves in, well, it’s their own fault. 

No one wants to hear that in precarious times. In unsafe days. No one wants to hear it’s their own fault, or that they put their trust in political compromises and not in God’s word, or that they deserve what they get. No, in uncertain hours, people want to know who their friends might be and who their enemies are and they start talking about concrete steps that they can take to make their situation more tenable.

But Jeremiah stands in the middle and still talks, and not one soul listens.

A woman stands before Jesus and she is bent over. She is unclean because of her condition. She has learned not to ask anything of anyone, she’s had the condition for years and you figure out after that long that nothing is going to change. So perhaps she just walks right by Jesus, doesn’t say a word. Probably shrinking into as small a space as possible, even shrinking lower than she usually is, so as not to create a problem for people. So as not to be noticed, not to be avoided, not to be feared, not to be taunted, not to get that look, “oh, it’s one of them.”

Because she was a problem. She was a walking illustration of what was wrong with life. “There but for the grace of God go I” was invented for the occasions you would see people like her. She carried bad spirits, they thought. And you know many people probably said, the same way we sometimes say today – if not out loud, then quietly to ourselves – “this country would be a whole lot better if we didn’t have so many people like that in it.” 

She didn’t have a choice either, just like Jeremiah. Jesus called her over. You can bet she didn’t want to go, but it didn’t matter. 

He took her hand – the rabbi took the unclean hand – and in an instant, not only could she stand straight up, she could stand straight up. Not only was she no longer bent over, she was no longer a symbol for everything we fear. 

Jesus doesn’t tell her to go and put herself in the middle of the politics and stand there and say “all of you who put me in this place, all of you who thought I was the problem, who wouldn’t look inside but wanted to blame the dire situation you are in on people like me, you all need to think about how you view the world”. Jesus didn’t have to tell her to say that. What else is her very figure now going to do? What else does her very tall and straight presence say?

I know this country is afraid. I know that we live in a world of uncertainty, that those planes of 9/11 might as well have cut a slice out of our hearts. I know that we have an awareness of evil and danger surrounding our land that we maybe haven’t had in over a century, maybe ever. 

And I know from this history, in this bible, what that means. It means people will look to be told who their friends are and more than that, who to distrust and who to hate. I know that they won’t be told to look inside and examine their conscience and take an inventory on how we might have made a better country where justice and compassion reigned and where we perhaps forsook God’s loving kindness toward all those who made us feel scared and tenuous. I know they won’t get told that.

I know this because I know that politicians don’t tell folks to look inside, it’s not how you get elected. That’s what prophets do. That’s what women who have been ostracized and broken but who are suddenly healed do. It’s not what politicians do. They talk and talk and they say over and over again that they know what we want – to be told who are enemies are out there – and how we need to be vigilant and enter into alliances and weed out those who make us weak, and those who seek to destroy us.

Even if those supposedly enemies don’t do one of those things, even if 99% of them are innocent. They say these things, they vilify these people, even if it ruins their lives. Even if it isn’t rational or reasonable or compassionate or just, even if it has nothing to do with reaching out and touching someone who everyone despises. They just make it simple. Get rid of him, get her out of here, remove them from our sight. Then we’ll be safe. 

These politicians paint with a brush that is so broad that, by the time they’re done, we think they are the wisest people on earth. And if they’re really good, we even think we’re the ones who figured it out and they are just doing this on our behalf.

So now, this week, Time magazine surveys America to find that:

17% of us have either an unfavorable view of Jews 

17% of us have an unfavorable view of Catholics

29% have an unfavorable view of Mormons

and 43% have an unfavorable view of Muslims

It finds that

46% of Americans believe that Muslims are more likely than other religions to encourage violence against believers of other religions

that 61% of Americans oppose the building of a Islamic fellowship center within a couple of blocks of the twin towers.

And when asked whether they would favor a house of worship of different faiths to be built within two blocks of their home, 

18% said “no synagogue” 

14% said “no catholic church”

24% said “no Mormon church”

and 34% - 1/3 of all Americans – said “no mosque.”

In Sheboygan County Wisconsin, in the city of Wilson, Dr. Mansoor Mirza had been in fruitful negotiations with the county planners for a new mosque to be built in a nearby town. Dr. Mirza was a well respected doctor, and he stood in front of many of his patients who had shown up at the planning commission meeting this February and watched them, person after person, patient after patient, stand up and say

“Islam is a religion of hate.

Muslims are here to wipe out Christianity

Muslims murder their children

Christian kids have enough problems with drugs and alcohols and shouldn’t have to worry about Islam too.

And one woman who said, “I don’t want it in my backyard. I just think it’s not America.”

Eventually, the doctor got his mosque. But he will never be the same. He will never again walk as tall as he did before all this.

I can’t tell you what to believe. I could tell you a bit about the history of Islam, how people take verses from the Koran and quote the out of context. I could explain the place Islam grew up in, and the culture it came out of, and how this impacted its scripture. I could show you troubling places in our own scriptures and our own history where violence on our ancestors behalf led to destruction and carnage and untold pain, stories no one quotes in town planning meetings when a new Christian church gets built.

We’re not here to hear a lecture. You have come here today to hear a sermon. 

And what I can tell you in that context is simple. That Jeremiah, were he here today, would say that a country will pay for its lack of trust in God, it will pay for its lack of justice and compassion and it will pay when it acts out of political cynicism and fear. 

I will tell you what I think the woman who now walks upright would say – that you can put your head down and shuffle along and try your best to be invisible, but one day, someone will put their hand out and say to you, “Don’t be afraid. Stand up. Be a walking testament to each and every person who wanted you out of their neighborhood because they were afraid and ill informed and rather than look inside themselves they listened to their leaders who merely spoke to their fears, not to their spirits.”

I will tell you also that God still calls prophets.  God still heals the broken. God still involves himself in politics and God still worries about countries and God still says to individuals, you stand up, straight and tall, and you speak clearly and loudly, even if you feel overwhelmed by prejudice and short-sightedness and fear and ignorance, you stand there and you tell the people what God tells you to say.

And if you do that, if you grab onto that courage and that conviction, if you say “I will speak out on behalf of all God’s people, I will speak out against irrational prejudice and uninformed injustice,” then God says to you the same words he said to Jeremiah:

“They will attack you.

But they shall not overcome you; 

For I am with you – declares the Lord – to save you.”

And I will say to you

Today, that’s YOUR BUSINESS. That’s OUR BUSINESS. That’s what we need to be minding right now.

