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Generally speaking, Biblical prophets tend to be ‘lone individuals bringing a message 

from his God, [one that] the recipients had no wish to hear.’1  That’s according to John Bright, 

the Bible scholar whose translation of Jeremiah we heard just now.  It was the prophet’s job to 

stand and listen for the word of God and then present it in such a way that the people couldn’t 

remain neutral regarding what they heard. 

Our two readings today bear that out.  Neither Moses nor Jeremiah had any desire to 

serve as God’s prophets.  At first.  Their respective calls only grew on them over time. 

Here is how Jeremiah put it: 

Now the word of the Lord came to me saying, 

‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 

and before you were born I consecrated you; 

I appointed you a prophet to the nations.’ 

Then I said,  

‘Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.’  

But the Lord said to me, 

‘Do not say, “I am only a boy”; 

for you shall go to all to whom I send you, 

and you shall speak whatever I command you. 

Do not be afraid of them, 

for I am with you to deliver you, 

says the Lord.’ 

Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth;  

and the Lord said to me, 

‘Now I have put my words in your mouth. 

See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, 

to pluck up and to pull down, 

to destroy and to overthrow, 

to build and to plant.’ (Jeremiah 1:4-10) 

Jeremiah must have thought to himself, ‘Oh boy.’ 

It was the same for Moses, who said to God, ‘Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and 

bring the Israelites out of Egypt?’ And God said, ‘Don’t worry about it; I will be with you’ 

(Exodus 3:11-12).  That one worked out okay. 
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Despite his initial reluctance, Jeremiah was active from 627 BCE, which is when the 

Assyrian empire began to collapse, until just after the exile in 587 BCE.  We know this because 

he tells us so in chapter one.  We also know that rather than go to Babylon he stayed in 

Jerusalem so he could help pick up the pieces.  He stayed in Jerusalem until events forced him to 

escape to Egypt, and then we lose track of him.  He didn’t have an easy time. 

Shifting gears, most people think of Deuteronomy being a book filled with talk about 

Torah and all this legalese; they wouldn’t be wrong, but the core of the book are Moses’ three 

farewell addresses to the nation.  Moses, not God, speaks here. 

And what he talks about is the God-given free will of the people to choose.  Remember, 

both he and Jeremiah are talking to the nation as a whole, not to any one individual You or Me.  

Moses offers a simple choice between life and death, blessings and curses; choose, and live or 

die by your decision.  Choose life, he says, so that you and your descendants may live.  That 

makes this passage about the nation’s very survival; it will survive only if it chooses life and 

prosperity which it can only do by living in covenant with God. 

This is very important.  The choice Israel is called to make is really between faith and 

obedience to God on the one hand, and rejection of God and disobedience on the other. 

And the interesting thing about this covenant, when compared with all the other 

covenants governing other cultures in the area at the time, is that those covenants were witnessed 

by the gods of all the other parties involved.  Not here.  This covenant between God and the 

Israelites is witnessed by all of Creation, by the heavens and the earth.  There’s no squirming out 

of this one; whatever you choose, everyone will know.  That can really bring a group together. 

We are now in that time of year when parents start posting photos of their children on the 

first day of school, regardless of the grade they’re going into.  First grade; sixth grade; freshman 

year in college; doesn’t matter – they post them.  And I, being well-versed in internet etiquette, 

always click ‘Like’ and then leave a comment.  ‘Ask good questions!’ I say.  That’s what I used 

to tell our daughter when she went off to school, so now I feel compelled to spread it around on 

the internet. 

Asking good questions helps make good choices.  The life of a nation is just a series of 

decision-making moments, isn’t it?  In politics, foreign policy, economics, and even in solving 

municipal problems.  For example, where should the new dog park go?  Right-on-Red, or not?  

What would happen if we burned down the rainforest? 
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In our personal lives, of course, we make decisions of all kinds every day.  Most of them 

don’t matter much but some end up requiring some manner of concrete action. 

We can see that when no moral issue is involved, it’s natural to procrastinate.  Where do 

you want to go for dinner?  I don’t know; I’m not hungry yet; ask me later.  Okay.  So, pizza? 

More seriously, in Marshfield recently, there was a water main issue and, as a precaution, 

the state Department of Environmental Protection sent out a boil-water order.  They gave us two 

options: we could either boil our tap water before drinking it or die.  We decided to simply not 

drink the water at all, although the cats did, and they are still with us. 

On the other hand, in those situations where a moral issue is involved, action is 

necessary.  You have to decide.  Again, in Marshfield, just last week the trash collectors went out 

on strike in order to get health care benefits.  They do a thankless and sometimes dangerous job 

in all kinds of weather, so having health care seemed like a reasonable request to us. 

But the strike lingers without resolution.  Our regular trash pick-up day came and went.  

Twice.  Things started to get ugly on the picket line in the same way our trash began festering in 

the barrel in the driveway.  What do you do?  Put the trash out anyway, and hope that the non-

union replacement trash collectors, if any, will come by and get it?  Or do you stand in solidarity 

with the striking workers? 

In the absence of a moral decision, and the commitment that goes with it, the result may 

well be belief without faith.  We could believe that the trash guys deserved health care benefits 

but still demand that the replacement guys take our trash because it was getting ripe.  That’s a 

form of belief without faith.  Or we can let the trash sit there while we wait for the strike to end.  

To do nothing, they say, is a choice.  Any way you look at it, there are consequences. 

At this point in Deuteronomy, after all the trials and tribulations the Israelites endured in 

their transition from slavery to becoming a nation, all the questions have been asked.  Now they 

have just one more thing to do, as a nation: choose.  It’s important to remember that this is a 

group decision, because we know that there will always be a few yahoos out there who will 

always do what they want to do.  God knows this; Moses knew it too. 

In Jeremiah, it was God’s intention to judge the nation, to give everyone a chance to 

repent.  Jeremiah proclaimed: This is what the Lord has said:  

‘Look, I am shaping evil against you, laying plans against you.  

Turn, then, every one of you and reform your conduct.’ 
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But, oddly enough, they said, ‘It’s no use!  No, we will follow our own plans, and will act 

each of us as his own stubbornly wicked inclinations direct.’ 

In Jeremiah, whenever a vessel the potter was working on would turn out poorly in his 

hands, he would reshape it into another vessel, of whatever sort seemed best. 

God knows that the clay itself can frustrate the potter’s intention.  Yet the potter knows 

that the clay can be reshaped indefinitely; the quality of the clay determines what the potter can 

do with it – and so too the quality of a people determines what God can do with them. 

God’s mercy and grace and steadfast love are infinite.  Only God would put up with the 

stuff humans do, maybe because even though God made us in the divine image, God knows there 

was a lot of clay mixed in there too. 

Like the ancient Israelites, we stand in covenant with a loving God, a God who forgives 

us even when we find it hard to do the same for each other.  God freely offers us a second 

chance.  Or a third.  It may be that we all need to take a trip to the potter’s house for a refresher 

course in craftsmanship and to hear God’s words anew. 

Amen. 

 
1 Bright, John. Anchor Bible: Jeremiah. Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Co., 1965, xviii. 


