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If you have been a church-going Christian for any length of time 
 you have likely heard again and again,  
  that there is an outlook on life and the world  
   that we Christians are to foster in ourselves, 
Or, more accurately, we are to collaborate with the Holy Spirit  
 in fostering, this outlook in us, because it is a gift God gives. 
 
It's an outlook based on fundamental trust in God. 
 Trust may not even be a large enough word. 
  Think of it as deep, abiding confidence,  
   which, at its best, really is an inward certainty 
    that your life and the life of the world  
     are in the hands of absolute Goodness.  
Walk around like that long enough  
 and you'll end up with a capacity for inward peace 
  and for small things to give you sudden, unexpected joy. 
It's the life Jesus talks about  
 when he urges his followers to let themselves live  
  in the kingdom of God now. 
   To walk around every day as citizens of the reign of heaven. 
It will have consequences for us how we think of ourselves, 
 how you treat other people,  
  what you pray when you read the news, 
   and on what you hope for tomorrow. 
  And when we face times of deep distress, 
   God’s familiar presence will bring comfort.  
 
This way of going about your days 
  is not unrealistic, or pie in the sky. 
  It's not a result of leading life with blinders on  
   to all that is deeply wrong or evil around us. 
And it's absolutely not a life of uninvolvement with  
 the surrounding community, anything but. 
  This way of being is real and available to us at all times with God's help.i 
I pray that all of us have experienced what it's like to feel this way, 
 if not often, at least from time to time, 
  and that it is something we long to feel again.   
 
Such an outlook of trust in God and in the future God has promised  
 is behind all of our readings today, 
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  though at first glance that might seem hard to fathom. 
The story from Jeremiah takes place  
 in the final days of a terrible, brutal siege. 
Is that something it is even possible for you to imagine? I can't. 
 But it must have been somewhat like what’s taking place 
   in Aleppo in Syria right now.  
Yesterday it was reported that Friday's airstrikes  
 have left two million people in Aleppo with no water. 
A Unicef deputy director was quoted by the BBC saying:  
 "Aleppo is slowly dying…it's just the latest act of inhumanity."ii 
 
That is the kind of situation we have in the Jeremiah story.   
 For a second time in a decade a Davidic King,  
  in this case King Zedekiah,  
   has plotted revolt against Babylon,  
    counting on Egyptian help that did not come.  
The city of Jerusalem is surrounded by the Babylonian armies  
 of King Nebuchadnezzar,  
  The government has been reduced to chaos  
   and the people are starving and despair.  
As our story takes place the walls are just hours from crumbling. 
 Since this is the second such revolt on Israel’s part, 
  everyone in the city knows that once the walls come down,  
   the punishment that will be wrecked on the people will be unthinkable.   
  In fact, we learn a few verses later  
   that the city was burned to the ground. 
In this moment, the prophet Jeremiah  
 acts out a seemingly ludicrous promise.   
 
Up to now Jeremiah has been a depressing messenger.   
 All the news he has brought to Israel and Jerusalem  
  has been relentlessly bad.   
   So bad that he has been put under house arrest.   
 Yet now, when things are at their worst,  
  his tone changes completely.   
 
He buys a field from his cousin, Hanamel,  
 and goes to enormous amounts of trouble to ensure  
  that every single thing about the transaction  
   is properly attested and legally sound. 
No doubt you noticed the incredible level of detail about the transaction.iii 
 But the land he's buying is under the feet of the army outside.   
  It’s a worthless piece of real estate to which he has no access.   
Think of it as coming to church today to hear  
 that the Session authorized Greg Campbell to  
  buy the house in the neighborhood in New Jersey 
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    where Ahmad Khan Rahami practiced setting off explosives 
    in the backyard a few days before placing his bombs  
     in Elizabethtown and Manhattan last week. 
 It's a crime scene and its driveway and doors  
 are blocked with ropes of yellow police tape.   
No one is going to have access to it until after the trial,  
 which is not likely to happen until sometime next year.   
  But the mortgage payments are due now 
   and the responsibility belongs to the church. 
Or, imagine for a moment that this room is in Aleppo,  
 and the Session has just bought the roofless shell of a building  
  on a corner in the district where women and children  
   were killed with chemical weapons a few weeks ago.  
    That is the shock value of what Jeremiah has done.   
 
Hanamel offers the worthless piece of land to his cousin Jeremiah,  
 because, under Jewish law, land ought to stay in the family,  
  and the oldest male relative has the right of redemption,  
   the first crack at it as it were,  
    along with some obligation to buy it  
     and redeem his cousin’s desperate financial circumstances  
      if at all possible.   
In the very worst moment of a terrible war, however,  
 no one would expect Jeremiah to meet this obligation.   
But God has given Jeremiah a heads up.  
 God has told him that this offer was coming  
  and has told him to take it,  
   and Jeremiah obediently follows through. 
 
Even Jeremiah wonders if God isn’t being irrational.   
 If you read on past where we stopped, 
  and you can hear his bafflement.   
He prays, and in the prayer Jeremiah carefully recounts  
 all the unfaithful things the nation has done  
  to deserve what’s waiting outside the walls as far as he's concerned.   
   Things he has warned the king about again and again,  
    but no one would listen. 
After the long, sad recitation, Jeremiah says to God:  
 “What you spoke has happened as you yourself can see.”   
  But then he adds in bewilderment:  
   “Yet you, O Lord, have said to me,  
    ‘Buy the field for money and get witnesses’ 
     —though the city has been given into the hands of the Chaldeans.”  
 
The prayer is bewildered, but it is also astonished and admiring.   
 Buying land outside the walls makes absolutely no sense in the present moment, 
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  —and that is the point.   
With a specific economic act conducted in the public square,  
 God makes an expansive, sweeping claim for the future.   
Despite their faithlessness, the people have not been abandoned.   
 Someday there will be houses and fields and vineyards in that place,  
  and they will be bought and sold.   
The three words—houses, fields, vineyards—  
 capture the public economy of Israel,  
  which will come to an end for a time, yes,  
   but will resume again because God will see to it.   
 
Psalm 91 makes a similar promise that God  
 makes a way forward in times of despair.   
The psalm does seem to say 
 —does say in the middle portions that we skipped— 
  that nothing will harm those who trust in God. 
   Except for the fact that a whole series of things are listed 
    that amount to the kinds of harns that we all know  
     can and do happen in life. 
It really is an astonishing complete list: 
 If the poet is right we should expect life to come  
  with moments when we need a shelter, a refuge,  
   or even a fortress. 
There will be times when we need to be delivered  
 from traps and snares, from deadly disease and infection,  
  and from the diseases of terror itself—fear and anxiety.  
The arrows of war can arrive suddenly anywhere, 
 far across the ocean or down the road 
  in a nearby city on a night when despair  turns to riot.  
Then there is the destruction that comes at noonday  
 which is probably just another bit of Hebrew poetry 
  which likes to build its images in pairs, 
   but ask people who know about deep depression 
    if the destruction that comes at noonday  
     is something they know all too well how to describe. 
   
After such a long list do you still think  
 this ancient song is claiming that 
  nothing like this will happen to those who trust God? 
   Or is it saying that when such assaults come  
    trust in God can be a shield, or its more nimble cousin,  
     a buckler, a small shield used in battle  
      to ward off blows and deflect their force. 
God will cover us with strong wings, says the poet 
  the outer feathers of which, the pinions,  
  are the spreading tips that gives wings their fullest reach 
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   and best grasp of the lifting, soaring wind. 
 
The psalm begins and ends with the same promise. 
 Those who live in the shelter of the Most High at the start. 
  Those who love and know God's name at the end,  
   And all of them will know salvation— 
    what it is to be sustained and be made whole. 
     
The promise does not depend on anything about us, 
 but I think those who foster the outlook of trust  
  we opened with today have a better chance 
   to feel the comfort in times of need.  
But it is horrifyingly easy to turn this psalm’s vision of hope   
 into a really simple-minded badge that reads  
  "we who are Christian are protected by God and you’re not.” 
   Certainly the psalm has been misread and preached that way,  
    and used for harm. 
When instead what is being offered is meant  
 to comfort when all comfort is gone,  
  just as Jeremiah's crazy act  
   was meant to bring comfort as the very walls came down. 
 
Suffering is real, and harm does come. 
 Not only does harm come to us all, but we participate in harm,  
  putting our trust in all manner of wrong people and things. 
 Part of me really wishes the gospel story of the rich man in torment  
  was not here at all today—that's why it was sung but not read. 
 But it is a good reminder that we don't know the ways we're blind. 
  Even in torment, the rich man still treats Lazarus  
   as nothing but a servant, a gofer water boy,   
    not a neighbor who always deserved his esteem.  
 
Beloved, in hard circumstances we don't have to join the legions of those  
 who add to woe with their despair. 
We can cling, and God will help us to cling, to the promise that      
 God is present and at work, 
  especially in the very worst moments of all. 
Absolute reliance on God's love and faithfulness 
 is what Presbyterian minister Ben Weir came to know 
  in the 495 days he was held by Shiite extremists  
   who had abducted him on the streets of Lebanon in 1984. 
Kept chained in a dirty room and forced to wear a mask  
 so he couldn't see his captors,  
  Weir nonetheless created an pattern of life for himself, 
   by praying, running bible stories through his mind  
    in a habit he called "reading," 
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     singing hymns each night before sleeping,  
    and genuinely rejoicing over tiny luxuries  
     like a shower after weeks in the same clothes,  
      an extra slice of cheese,  
       or the sliver of newspaper left wrapped around a sandwich  
     that he read over and over and over again,  
      keeping his mind busy by trying to imagine  
       what the rest of the torn through lines might say. 
The dignity with which Weir interacted with his captors, 
 some of whom enjoyed threatening to kill him, 
  was a sustaining force, as was his genuine delight  
   whenever he encountered any simple kindness, 
    knowing that such an outlook  
     would help keep him healthy in body and mind. 
      And he constantly gave thanks to God. 
 
No one after reading his account would want to say to Ben Weir  
 that the promises of God are not true 
  just because his deepest experience of them 
   came as a result of being held in captive. 
 
Yet I can see that if you can't feel comfort in a promise,  
 then Jeremiah's bit a theater and the words of the psalm might seem cruel 
  when the roof is falling in, 
   or the water is gone,   
    or people and things and the institutions we turn to for safety  
     seem to lead instead to harm after harm after harm. 
Even so God's promise of a way forward is boundless. 
 It does not depend on what we know, or what we think,  
  or how we feel 
   or even on whether we are comforted. 
It depends on our Most High God 
 whose choice is to be with us and  

for us and for the world. AMEN.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Ephesians 6:10-17 Here Paul calls this outlook the full armor of God. 
ii News report on Saturday September 24 found online. 
iii This is the most elaborate business transaction recorded in the Bible. 
 

                                            


