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Grace and Peace to you in the name of God our loving Creator and Our Lord 

and Savior Jesus Christ! 

 

I hope you appreciated the way I, err, I mean my mysterious cousin, who looks 

a lot like me, but wears a different mask, read the text from Jeremiah.  We 

don’t often think of the “tone” of a Biblical text, but in this one, Jeremiah is 

definitely being sarcastic.  Jeremiah is speaking in the middle of a hard time for 

Jerusalem.  It has already been raided by the Babylonian Empire and many of 

the people of Judah taken into captivity in Babylon.  The land that remained 

stood as a small sometimes vassal state between the new Babylonian Empire 

to the southeast and the ancient Egyptian Empire to the west.  These were 

hard times, as Jerusalem stood vulnerable but still independent.   

 

During ancient anxious times, just like our current anxious times, many people 

gravitated to the information they wanted to hear, rather than the information 

that actually represented what was factually happening.  Jeremiah finds 

himself in a prophet fight with other prophets like Haniniah, from our text today, 

who are telling people, especially royalty and people in power, what they 

want to hear.  Things like “It’s not that bad!” and “Jerusalem is protected by 

God so nothing can happen to it”.   

 

Jeremiah on the other hand, is a prophet who puts his money where his mouth 

is and commits to the messages God gives him to speak, which means lots of 

acted prophecies with props!  These include wearing his dirty underwear 

around the city to show Judah’s unfaithfulness to Yahweh and smashing a pot 



and scattering its pieces to show how the people of Judah would be 

scattered after Jerusalem falls.  This is all in the Bible I swear.  You should read it 

sometime!  It’s actually pretty interesting!   

 

During the time period of this dispute with Haniniah, Jeremiah is told by God to 

wear bonds and a yoke around his shoulders to remind people of those that 

had been taken into captivity already and that the same fate would meet the 

people that were still in Jerusalem, if they didn’t return to faith in Yahweh.   

 

Many false prophets tell the leadership things like “We’re the greatest despite 

appearances” and “God’s presence is with us and protective hand is on us 

because we have the physical Temple”.  Like we talked about with the Law 

last week, The Temple became an idol for some, replacing an active 

relationship with the living God.   

 

But Haniniah is not just saying that message of “The Temple, the Temple” as 

Jeremiah sarcastically imitates the words of other false prophets.  Haniniah 

says that Judah does need help, and he knows just where to get it!  Not from 

God, but by becoming a subservient to Egypt so they would then protect 

Jerusalem from the Babylonians.  Jeremiah sees this as a lack of faith and trust 

in Yahweh, and a betrayal of aligning themselves with the very Empire Yahweh 

freed them from as slaves!  While Haninah says that there will be a war, he 

predicts it will be a short war, with Egypt’s help and Jerusalem would still be 

standing after two years.  Short wars.  That’s what they always say, right?  But it 

rarely turns out that way. 

 

What does Jeremiah say?  The threat is real.  Even Egypt can’t save you.  No 

earthly power can.  You may as well just surrender and join the others in 



Babylon.  He says they should build houses in Babylon, because they will be 

there for awhile!  This is not a two-year hardship, this is long-term subjugation.   

That does not sound like something the leadership in Jerusalem would want to 

hear and it’s not something any of us want to hear either.  It sounds wimpy. 

Like giving up!  We like messages that make us feel strong and macho or live 

into the hope of impossible odds.  We’ve been taught by war movies, sports 

movies, Star Wars movies—the death star always has a weakness!, and even 

romantic comedies— when the star finds Prince Charming and a happily ever 

after—we are pre-conditioned to believe that there is always a little hope left. 

We gravitate to those messages.  And sometimes those are the messages God 

knows we need to hear, but in this case these are the manufactured 

prophecies that we want to hear.   

 

This may also be our temptation, during this time of covid-19.  I’ve noticed 

there is a response of one pandemic with another, the pandemic of 

propaganda and misinformation has grown to give another narrative during 

the virus.  I think our anxiety creates a hunger for the reassurance it offers when 

maybe we should just deal with the tough news and sacrifice.   

 

This is what the Apostle Paul in our lesson today is talking about when he says 

that we let sin exercise dominion over our mortal bodies when we obey these 

passions rather than present ourselves to God as those that have been 

brought from death to life.  Our passions often lead us to the temporary fix, 

short-term response, or instant gratification, when we really need deep help 

and healing.  It is like reaching for the drug rather than going to recovery.  It is 

often the fears of mortality—that of death or not having enough of what we 

need, or others wanting what we have—that feeds into our desire for 

propaganda that tells us things are good the way they are.   

 



These are the same instincts that the people of Jerusalem heard as their siren 

call of sin—their temptation to believe their time’s fake news, when they knew 

how much was on the line.   

 

Paul, like Jeremiah before him, tells us to turn over our lives to God.  But 

Jeremiah and Paul are also honest and say—that isn’t going to make your life 

perfect.  In fact, you may need to go through some long, hard times.  But the 

good news is that God will be with you throughout, just maybe not with the 

same vain glory the propaganda presented. 

 

Our texts today remind us to be honest with ourselves.  And to be honest with 

those we meet.  Jesus in the Gospel tells his disciples that when they are sent 

out into the mission field, they may not be treated well.  He refers to the 

disciples as his “little ones” a loving term that Jesus uses elsewhere as well. 

Many people think Jesus is talking about children but the disciples are 

presented as children of God growing in the faith through trusting God to be 

with them when they go out.  We may not like being called kids, but as 

disciples we are always following and growing and we never have it all figured 

out.  But Jesus says that when they show up, they are representing him.   

 

Missionary theologian Elisabeth Johnson, states:   

“In the ancient world identity was tied to family and community.  It was 
understood that in showing hospitality, one welcomed not just an individual, 
but implicitly, the community who sent the person that they represent. 
Therefore, welcoming a disciple of Jesus would mean receiving the very 
presence of Jesus himself and the one who sent him, God the Father.” 
 

As 21st Century Disciples of Christ, we are also sent out into the world as 

missionaries.  We know that we will not be welcomed everywhere we go, and 

we know that the word we share is not the easy fake news that tells people 



everything they want to hear—that God is going to make them rich or the 

envy of all others.  But it is the good news and it is the real news—that we need 

help and the help God gives is the help we really need.  And that help comes 

through the gift of God’s love for us! 

 

And just like with Jesus sending us out this message also helps us welcome 

others in.  We want to “build a house” where All Are Welcome like the song we 

sang today.  But sometimes when we say “All Are Welcome” we don’t always 

think about the work it takes to be truly welcoming.  Like the last verse we sang 

today.   

Let us build a house where hands will reach beyond the wood and stone 
to heal and strengthen, serve and teach, and live the Word they've known. 
Here the outcast and the stranger bear the image of God's face; 

let us bring an end to fear and danger:  

All Are Welcome, All Are Welcome in This Place! 

 

We live in a world that needs a lot of healing and strengthening, as well as 

serving and teaching.  But part of the prophetic mirror we hold to ourselves 

and the world is that our houses are also built on ground that denies a lot of its 

history and rarely sees the exiles in our midst.   

 

When Jesus says, “welcome the prophet in the name of the prophet”, 

“welcome a righteous person in the name of a righteous person”, he is using 

an idiom of the time, that meant essentially if you welcome someone, 

welcome their whole identity and community, not just their face value.  We all 

value people differently based on how they look.  While our modern 

conceptions of racial hierarchy only date back to European colonialism, 

humans probably always have made judgments about people based on our 

own assumptions, stereotypes and biases and what our cultures and tribes 



teach us.  This is part of our human sin.  But should it being sin, also be an 

excuse to continue that behavior? With Paul from our text today this preacher 

also says “By No Means!”  Paul says to his audience in Rome and to us 21st 

Century disciples in America… 
19I am speaking in human terms because of your natural limitations. For just as you 
once presented your members as slaves to impurity and to greater and greater 
iniquity, so now present your members as slaves to righteousness for sanctification. 
20When you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. 21So what 
advantage did you then get from the things of which you now are ashamed? The 
end of those things is death. 22But now that you have been freed from sin and 
enslaved to God, the advantage you get is sanctification. The end is eternal life. 23For 
the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
 

This text talks about slavery and it is hard to talk about slavery, especially in the 

United States. It is one of the legacies of our country most want to forget and 

leave in the past, that many have called America’s original sin.  But if we are 

to be prophets like Jeremiah, we are called to be truth tellers even if it isn’t 

pretty.  The slavery that Paul is talking about is being enslaved to the sins of our 

past, which could include for us our country’s and white culture’s past 

practices and our own past that may bring us shame.   But shame doesn’t 

really help anyone.  It makes us defensive instead of ready to listen and learn. 

 

But Paul still names that reality of the response of shame and says the wages of 

these sins is death.  The righteousness that we are called to is living fully into the 

gift of God for all people, which also means that all people are a gift, and that 

our differences are not whitewashed away by the dominant culture, but that 

when we welcome all we welcome all there is a about them.  That means not 

looking past the reality that being black in America can mean more harm and 

hardship than for whites.  That means not looking past that being black in 

America means that a group of men could light you on fire at a stoplight, 

simply because you are black, as an 18 year-old EMT experienced, and 

survived in Madison this week.   



 

In a tense time of heightened division, I hope the First community can be 

voices and ears of compassion and real welcome.  Welcome that means 

being ready to hear the hard stories, from those that greet us in the world and 

the issues that exist there.. and from those that meet us where we are at, even 

if those stories and realities are hard, even if they sound like a word from a 

prophet like Jeremiah when you would rather hear that everything is fine. 

 

It’s interesting what happens in scripture directly after Jeremiah gives his 

sarcastic prophecy.  Haniniah goes over to Jeremiah and breaks the yoke 

Jeremiah is carrying and claims God will break the yoke of the Babylonian 

threat in the same way.  But Jeremiah knows that it is false prophecy and fake 

symbolism, the threat is still real and the Lord tells him to respond by saying, 

“You have broken wooden bars only to forge iron bars in the place of them” 

(Jeremiah 28:13).  The Bible and the prophets seem to speak a word for us 

today, when we think of the racism that shaped our land and continues to 

effect the lives of all of us especially African-Americans. 

 

Racism is real and it is a sin against God’s vision for humanity.  And it’s still bad. 

I can’t give you a false prophet prognosis here or distract you from it when the 

text points us to this issue.  This is the Jeremiah truth for you and me.  We all 

want to look away from it or deny it.  And believe in the hope that we are 

already living in a post-racial world.  We all wish we could break the yoke or 

that it was broken once and for all 150 years ago, but the effects of the racism 

that allowed slavery are still here.  When voices remind us that is not the case 

and that racism, this sickness is all around us, in our neighborhoods, and yes 

even in us too…  Scripture holds up a mirror and doesn’t hide the ugly.  But also 

reminds us that the good we receive from our God, the God of Jeremiah and 



Paul, and the king of kings who died on a cross, is not something we earn by 

being pretty.   

 

The cross is ugly, not just because of what we see happening to Jesus on it, 

God also meant it as a mirror, for us to see, what our sin does to the righteous 

among us.  But in that cross God gives us the free gift of eternal life, when 

death itself dies, it’s where all our shame dies, because God wants us all to be 

truly free from all our fears and divisions.   

 

As we think about freedom this week in America, that is the freedom we live 

into and work towards.  Freedom from all the sin that ensnares us and others, 

and all the shame we bury in this land, especially the sin of not seeing the sin. 

That is true reconciliation and real healing that Jesus offers us again and 

again, and it is the help, the mirror, and the news that we really need. 

 

May the Peace that Passes All Understanding Keep Your Heart and Your Mind 

in Christ Jesus Our Lord.  Amen. 


