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Jeremiah 1:4-5, 17-19; 1 Corinthians 12:31-13:13; Luke 4:21-30; Psalm 71, I will sing of your salvation

If you had a chance to read today’s first reading from Jeremiah in the Hebrew Bible rather than just the Lectionary,  you’d have noticed there’s a big gap in there. The reading we heard today starts with verses 4 & 5, where God tells Jeremiah that before he was even formed in his mother’s womb, God knew him. Furthermore, before Jeremiah was even born, God already had plans for him, and would be appointing Jeremiah as prophet to the nations.

But after verse 5, today’s reading  jumps all the way forward to verses 17 through 19. What’s missing in there – verses 6 through 16 --  is the little tete a tete that Jeremiah has with God once it’s been revealed to him that he has been called to be God’s prophet. And I’d like to share that conversation this afternoon, even though it was not in today’s reading.

Jeremiah’s words to YHWH – and here I quote directly from the Jerusalem Bible – begin this way: ah, ah, ah, ah, Lord Yahweh. You see? I do not  know how to speak. I am only a child. And for the next several verses Jeremiah and YHWH go back and forth on God’s plans for the would-be prophet: 

· Jeremiah: I can’t do this.

· God: Oh yes, you can.

· Jeremiah: I don’t know how.

· God: But you will.

· Jeremiah: I am afraid.

· God: (and this is God’s answer to everything) … Trust me.

Ultimately, God wears Jeremiah down and we re-enter the story at verse 17, the end of our reading this morning, where YHWH’s command is Prepare yourself for action Jeremiah. Have no fear. The kings of Judah, its princes, its priests and the people of the country will fight against you, but will not overcome you, for I, your God, am with you. Jeremiah will wind up speaking God’s word  to kings and queens and princes and priests, army commanders and even other false prophets. And  through it all, God will always be true to his promise, and will always put the right words into Jeremiah’s mouth.

Now I rather imagine each of us has at some time in our lives, not unlike Jeremiah, been called to be a prophet in some way. I imagine each of us has had a moment (or two or three) when we were asked to speak out on something, to give voice to some uncomfortable truth, a time when perhaps we felt not up to the task. It might have been whistle-blowing at work … it might have been cutting off a conversation where racist or sexist jokes were being told … it might have been those times when we had to engage in some tough love, and say some tough words with one of our children who was in danger of being lost … it might have been speaking up for someone when bullying words were being said about him or her …it might have been taking part in a protest or signing a petition or lobbying for a piece of social justice legislation.  Being a prophet – speaking the truth when the truth really matters – is not the easiest thing in the world.
And yet being a prophet is part of our baptismal call. In the documents of Vatican II, we’re told that we are all baptized into the life of Christ. And therefore, we are called, as Jesus was, to live a life as priest, prophet and king, or servant leader. Put into more everyday language, each of us is called to pray as a priest does … to love as a servant leader does … and to speak the truth, especially truth to power, as a prophet does. And if my calculations are correct, I would bet  that each of us responds to our own prophetic call a lot less often than we might like to think.   
So I hope we can take some comfort from Jeremiah’s life as prophet. Remember, he had to be talked into it. Throughout 52 chapters in the book of Jeremiah, there were plenty of times when he turned tail and tried to run away from the burden of the truths he was being asked to tell as YHWH’s voice on earth. Throughout his life as prophet, Jeremiah was thrown down a well, left for dead, dragged back out of the well,  and then run out of town.  Jeremiah was the reluctant prophet whose words so often were, It was a  disaster for me, my mother, that you ever bore me! And yet Jeremiah, along with Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel turned out to be one of the four great prophets of the Old Testament.   
God’s promise was always true for Jeremiah. I have put my words in your mouth. Do what is right, Jeremiah, and I will be with you. Jeremiah wasn’t the perfect prophet; he was only a persistent one. He wasn’t always courageous; but he was faith-filled. He stumbled around and he often messed up; but he trusted that God  would stand him back up and put him on a straight path once again. He trusted that God would always give him the grace to fulfill his call.  
In our own lives, it’s OK to be like Jeremiah. It’s OK to miss opportunities to speak the truth when we should. It’s OK to make excuses for not doing or saying the right thing. It’s OK to sometimes run away from our prophetic call. God doesn’t ask perfection of us, only persistence throughout a lifetime.
Jeremiah ultimately found the courage to tell the kings of Israel to their face that their behaviors would bring the wrath of God down on them and on their people. In Luke’s Gospel today, Jesus found the courage to tell his neighbors in the synagogue at Nazareth the truth that God’s love was not only for the Jews, but for the pagans – the Sidonates and the Syrians – as well.  Jeremiah got himself thrown down a well for what he said. Jesus nearly got himself thrown off a cliff. I sincerely doubt that would ever happen to any of us. But we have Jeremiah and Jesus as models of prophets whose courage  we can at least try to imitate.
And that imitation – trying as best we can to speak the big truths when we can – is our call as prophet. In this day and age when we are so sorely in need of truth and prophetic action, may we each respond. May this room be a room filled with people who answer their baptismal call, not only to be priest and servant leader but prophet as well.               
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