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“Jeremiah: Speak!”
Jeremiah 1:4-10 June 17, 2018

You have to feel sorry for Jeremiah. We don’t know how old 
he was at the time. We do know he thought he was too young. 
Without any advance warning, or schedule appointment the 
word of the Lord comes to him, announcing that before he was 
born, he had been appointed as a mouthpiece for God. His weak 
attempt at resistance is futile, and before the end of this first 
chapter God offers him this unsettling promise: “The people 
will fight against you, but they won’t prevail.” Perhaps not the 
reassurance he had hoped to hear from God almighty.

His head still spinning from the experience, Jeremiah is sent 
to begin his career as a prophet to the people of Judah. The 
words he must speak to the people are not easy words. Jeremiah 
expresses God’s frustration that those who call themselves 
religious are leaving their faith at the door of the sanctuary. They 
are self-righteous and ostentatious in worship but fail to live 
out the ethical commands of their theology. They are moving 
too quickly down the wrong path. They are going into exile in 
Babylon.

For Jeremiah, the context is as challenging as the message. This 
prophet must speak these words to his own people—his aunts 
and uncles and cousins and classmates. He is called to predict 
the destruction of the land that he loves and the exile of his own 
community. No wonder he resists. Like Moses, Jonah, Isaiah, 
and maybe even some of us, Jeremiah attempts to resist the call 
of God. His objection is that he is too young to speak words 
of power and truth to God’s people. One of my favorite lines 
ever written is the one that begins Reinhold Niebuhr’s diary, 
“Leaves from the Notebook of Tamed Cynic,” which the great 
theologian wrote when he was a twenty-three-year-old pastor 
serving his first congregation in Detroit. Niebuhr begins his 
journal, “There is something ludicrous about a callow young fool 
like myself standing up to preach a sermon to these good folks. 
Talk wisely about life and know little about life’s problems. I tell 
them of the need of sacrifice, although most of them could tell 
me something about what sacrifice really means.”i  Niebuhr’s 
words find a home in my own experience. You might say I 
resemble those remarks. So does Jeremiah, and he reminds God 
of this. “I am only a child.”

Moses famously objects five times to call of God from the 
burning bush, using excuses about oratorical skill and lack of 
credibility. His final protest is the most desperate and direct 
—“O Lord, please send someone else.” Have you been there, 
asking God to leave you alone, to let you remain unchanged, to 
send someone else?

But that is precisely the point when it comes to the called life. 
There is no one else. No one else possesses your unique gifts and 
experiences. No one else fits into the puzzle of God’s plan in the 
spot meant for you. Despite our attempts at resistance, God’s 
pursuing call is patiently persistent. Jeremiah is called to speak. 

It is not an easy call. A couple of years ago, Psychology Today 
published the results of a survey of American fears, and those 
results are unlikely to surprise you. As has been consistently true 
for decades now, fear of public speaking tops the list. It beats out 
heights, snakes, spiders, zombies, and the dark. It also outranks 
death, proving again that if we have to attend a funeral most of 
us would rather be in the casket than delivering the eulogy.

More specifically, Jeremiah is called to speak the word of God. 
For most of us, this only intensifies the anxiety. We’ve learned 
that it’s impolite to speak of our faith. Studies suggest that, 
particularly among mainline Protestant Christians, there is more 
than a little ambivalence and a great deal of reluctance when 
it comes to speaking of our faith in Jesus Christ. What is most 
striking to me is that this is even true within our own families. 
If we are not speaking to those we love the most about the faith 
we hold, how can we even hope to share that faith with those 
outside the church? Or as the Apostle Paul asked the Christians 
in Rome, “how are they to hear unless someone proclaims him?” 
The question is as appropriate today as it was two millennia ago.

Like Jeremiah, we resist the call to speak. We mutter 
something about not wanting to proselytize or force our faith 
one someone else. We defend our reluctance in many different 
ways—I don’t know the Bible very well; I’m not a good speaker; 
my own faith is not always solid; I’m too young…too old; it’s 
just not my thing; God please send someone else. And into the 
vacuum left behind by our silenced voices the shouts of pompous 
self-proclaimed prophets are given a platform to espouse hatred 
and anger in the name of the God of love and peace. Brothers 
and sisters, we must speak our faith. 

No one can tell the story of faith quite like you can tell it. 
There is no substitute for your unique voice. 

Where do we begin? Perhaps Jeremiah’s story can be a model 
for us. God pursues Jeremiah before the young man even has a 
chance to consider his options, or call his mother, or read the 
terms of his contract. He is given a vocation that is difficult and 
trying at every turn. But there is, with the call, a promise. It 
comes in verse eight, it comes from the voice of God: “Do not be 
afraid. I am with you.” 
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That’s all, and that is everything. It is all Jeremiah needs to 
begin the work that has been given him. He speaks difficult 
words of judgment without apology or any hint of smug 
satisfaction. Having spoken those words, he does not distance 
himself but goes with his people into exile and there in Babylon 
he speaks comforting words of God’s vision: “I know the plans 
I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not 
for harm, to give you a future with hope.” Confident in God’s 
constant presence, Jeremiah clears his throat and pursues his 
own vocation speaking God’s word.

We can do the same. Speaking our faith does not mean 
espousing self-righteous platitudes or issuing dire warnings 
or using coercive language to incite fear of the other. The 
words we speak matter, and the way we deliver the message 
matters as well. I propose testimony. Tell about how being part 
of a community of faith has deepened your walk with God. 
Describe the joy of worship, the comfort of prayer, the power 
of scripture, the gift of meditative silence. Give testimony to 
the impact that your faith has made in your own life and in the 
world. Contradict pervasive voices of division with words of 
compassion for the outsider and a message of love for all God’s 
children. 

As people of Christian faith, we must speak of God. We are 
compelled to speak because God has spoken to us. This week, 
in a conversation over lunch, on the phone with a friend, out 
in the yard with a neighbor, at work with colleague or school 
with a classmate, practice giving testimony. Do not use words 
to condemn another or promote yourself, but with gentleness 
and reverence say aloud what you believe: that in Jesus Christ, 
God has come to be one with us and give us lives of meaning 
and purpose; that we are called to love and to give ourselves 
away for the sake of one another. Speak words of truth and give 
testimony.

The Quaker author and educator Parker Palmer has written a 
wonderful little book, “Let Your Life Speak,” in which he relates 
a discovery that he has made late in life. Palmer writes, “the 
primary vocational question is not, ‘what should I do with my 
life,’ but rather, ‘who am I now?’”ii  It is a question that we can 
all ask, no matter where in life we find ourselves. And the most 
basic answer to this very personal question is in fact universal. 
Who are you now? You are a child of God. Your life is a gift 
that you have been given and you are called to give it back in 
gratitude to God. In this way, our lives speak the message of 
God’s gracious and providential love.

This is as true of congregations as it is of individuals. I’ve been 
in ministry with you now for seventeen days and nothing could 
be clearer than this—Second Presbyterian Church has a story to 
tell, the story of a church seeking the shalom (the peace) of the 
city, caring for neighbors and friends in need, answering God’s 
call to live with compassion and grace. We have a story to tell 

of a church rooted in God’s unconditional grace and compelled 
to respond with our very best, to share our faith with boldness 
and humility. We are called to give the gift of faith to the next 
generation. We are called to invite all people to a faithful and 
fulfilling life. We are called to counteract fearful rhetoric with a 
message of hope. We are called to let our lives, and the life of this 
church, speak. In a word of too much division, we are called to 
speak unity. In a time when many despair, we are called to speak 
hope. To those who are gripped by grief, we are called to speak 
comfort. When words are being used to hurt or harm, demean 
or disenfranchise, we are called to speak justice. Even when it is 
difficult, even when we doubt our own ability and would rather 
make excuses, we are called to speak. 

Perhaps you’ve heard of the Jesuit priest and mystic guide 
Anthony de Mello, whose books on Christian spirituality have 
had a deep influence on many. De Mello used to tell a story 
about a group of disciples gathered around their master, asking 
him endless questions about God. Finally, the master said 
that anything we say about God is just words, because God is 
unknowable. One disciple asked, “Then why do you speak of 
him at all?” and the master replied, “Why does the bird sing? 
She sings not because she has a statement but because she has a 
song.”iii 

There’s no escaping it. We might as well accept the truth. God 
has given us a story to tell, a song to sing, a testimony to give. We 
are called to speak. Amen.

_________________________
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