7th February 2010 SERMON
Jeremiah 1:4-10
Luke 4:31-37

Voices can really carry in the city. The buildings around here echo raised voices; making it a noisy place at times.

There have been a lot of really loud voices the last few days around St John’s.

The yelling on Willis Street wasn’t angry however; it was jubilant voices as people celebrated the fun of the Rugby Sevens.
The two Bible readings we have heard this morning both involve speaking.

In the reading from (the beginning of) the book of Jeremiah we hear how God calls Jeremiah to carry out his special prophetic task and responsibility. The reluctant prophet is commissioned and enabled by God to speak.

In the Gospel reading, speaking is silenced by Jesus.

The unclean spirit is raving on and Jesus tells it to shut up.

So we hear two stories; 
one where God brings forth speech, 
and one where God shuts down speech. 
And, perhaps unsurprisingly, God does so for the purpose of God’s will being realised in each situation.

Placing these stories alongside one another reminds us that in pursuing God’s will there is no formula. To live God’s will in our lives is not like learning magic spells to parrot for the purposes of coercing a sluggish world.
What might it mean to speak in a way that reflects God’s will for us and for the world?

Is it about always speaking nicely to people; politely with warmth and gentleness?

It might! But neither of today’s stories involve this kind of speaking.

Jeremiah is given bold prophetic words to pass on:

“I have put my words in your mouth. 
... today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms,
to pluck up and to pull down,
to destroy and to overthrow,
(as well as) to build and to plant.” (vv9-10)
In even stronger speech, Jesus rebukes the unclean spirit, commanding silence and to come out of the man.
Although the speech may be harsh, God’s will is not. The strong speech is to bring change and transformation. Bold words that bring God’s goodness to desperate situations.
There is no question in the story from Luke that Jesus’ speech is fierce; he’s not asking, he’s telling.

The power of Jesus’ words release the man.

This story shows the power of Jesus; in that he can bring God’s transformation by speaking.

Jesus’ power is such that even his speaking, fulfils the words proclaimed earlier in Luke’s Gospel:
“He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives
   and recovery of sight to the blind,
     to let the oppressed go free, 
19to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’ (Luke 4:18-19)

There are a lot of competing voices in the world, making it a noisy and confusing place. The word of God competes with all these voices, and the noise can make it hard for God’s word to be heard at times.

The difference with the word of God, is that it has authority.

That’s what we see in both these stories:

Firstly in Jeremiah, where God gives Jeremiah the authority to speak. Jeremiah is a reluctant starter: “Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.”
Jeremiah IS a boy but that’s not the whole truth. Jeremiah is reticent because he thinks he needs self-confidence. Yet it is in God that Jeremiah will find confidence: “Do not be afraid… for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord” (v. 8)
In the Gospel story, there is a battle of authorities taking place. 
The unclean spirit recognises Jesus’ true identity, 
is threatened by Jesus’ authority 
and challenges Jesus by naming him.

Jesus silences the spirit and puts it in its place.

It’s a swift battle, demonstrating Jesus’ total authority over this bombastic spirit.
The crowds see that Jesus speaks with authority.  
Jesus is the Son of God, the Word of God made flesh. He is able to speak with God’s absolute authority.

The amazing truth for us all is that Jesus shares this authority with us. In Jesus, God shares with us his truth, and enables us to be truth-tellers. 

Jesus is God’s deep and abiding commitment to us. 
Jesus is both the message we have, and the authority we have to tell it. 
Jesus said: “I am the way, the truth and the life.” (John 14:6)
Jesus is the content of our speech, and the authority for us to speak. And when we join with Jesus in his ministry we are enabled to share his resurrection life in the world.

Today, we recognise and celebrate Ryhan’s call to the specific ministry of Word and Sacrament.  Many faithful people are helping Ryhan continue to discern his call, and we as a congregation and a Presbytery have committed ourselves to support him in his training to fulfil his call in serving God’s Church.

The call to the ministry of Word and Sacrament is a specific one, which has particular responsibilities – responsibilities that require specialised training and character formation.

Is this the only sort of call God gives to people? …By no means!
All of us are called by God.  By virtue of our Baptism we are called by God to be truth-tellers.

What does this truth-telling look like?

Just as God has made us unique, 
given us different gifts, 
and placed us in different places, 
so will be the variation in the form of our truth-telling. 
There is no formula.  The living God leads and guides us. 
If we let him, God gives us the words to speak. 
This is God’s style: to relate to each of us personally, to name us, and to ask us to use what we have been given - to serve.
The form of our truth-telling will depend on what God asks of us. 

Jeremiah thought it depended on what his capabilities were, but this is not the full truth. God gives the authority to speak in a way we would never do otherwise. 

And God gave Jeremiah the people to speak to. For each of us, we have unique relationships; specific people with whom God invites us to share his truth.

Who are the people God wants us to speak to?

Where is truth-telling needed most? …In here on Sunday mornings, or out there?

We come here to stay connected to God, to remind ourselves that it is God’s authority that saves and empowers us. But the truth can be hard to find in some of the places we are during the week; in our workplaces, our communities, our schools, and homes. (I think those who are care-givers, to young and old, have particularly special opportunities to speak God’s truth to those who need it.)
We can probably all bring to mind people and contexts that desperately need God’s truth.

So many are captive to un-truth, and need the release Jesus came to proclaim and enable.

We are given God’s authority to be truth-tellers, and we can do this in ways that bring God’s will into our world. As truth-tellers, we can be part of bringing God’s Kingdom on earth.
There are people who are lost, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s adopting compassion.
There are people grieving, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s hope and resurrection life.

There are people feeling hurt, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s healing and wholeness.

There are people hurting others, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s justice.

There are people feeling wounded and wanting revenge, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s grace.

There are people who are guilty, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s forgiveness.

There are people embroiled in conflict, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s reconciliation.

There are people abused and exploited, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s embracing love.

There are people who are overly-busy, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s Sabbath rest.
There are people who are captive to wealth, and we can be truth-tellers of God’s generosity.

There are people who feel vulnerable, and we can be truth-tellers that God is our rock and salvation.
God has commissioned us all to speak in Jesus’ name, and says to us again today:
“go to all to whom I send you,
and you shall speak whatever I command you.” (v. 7)

Amen.
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