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There is a hummingbird who has been visiting  
 the feeder on our deck for the past month.  
She has two little white bits on her tail  
 that I have never seen on a hummingbird before,  
  making her easy to distinguish.  
She's feisty and territorial, the way hummingbirds are,  
 but she is especially so.  
After drinking her fill of sugar water at the feeder 
 then cruising the Fuchsia, the honey suckle, and the red salvia,  
  she often drinks from the feeder again,  
   then perches on top of the shepherd's crook that holds it high .  
There she stays and if any other humming bird comes near  
 she attacks like lightning and runs the interloper off.  
I've seen her do the same to titmice, finches, and chickadees  
 who come to our other feeders, feeders she can't even use.  
In my head I started calling her Sheba,  
 for Queen of Sheba, since she clearly rules,  
  and also for the William Inge play Come back Little Shebai  
   since I really hope that next year I’m going to see Sheba again.   
  
But now I am getting worried.  
 It's October, and Sheba ought to be gone.  
She ought to do what hummingbirds do,  
 take off for Central America or Mexico,  
  or at least for some verdant garden in far south Texas  
   where the flowers bloom all winter. 
Biologists think that hummingbirds know when to go  
 by sensing the days getting shorter,  
  and changes in the numbers of flowers, nectar and bugs.  
   Instinct also plays a role. 
Sheba needs to pack on 25 to 40 percent more body weight 
 to make the long trek over land and water.  
When she does leave, she'll fly alone,  
 probably on the same route she's flown before,  
  and she'll fly low, just above tree tops or water 
   so she can swoop down and drink nectar  
    from any flowers she spots along the landward way.   
Even if she's brand new and has never migrated before 
 she still knows what to do and will do it alone.ii 
Now whenever I see her packing in the sugar,  



 I say in my head "Go away little Sheba.  
  My little garden will die soon. 
   You need to work it, work being a hummingbird, and go." 
It’s possible of course that's exactly what she'd up to. 
 Maybe she left Maine in early September 
  but is hanging out in my yard for a month  
   because of the bonanza of red she saw down below.  
I hope so, because this tiny creature  
 has captured a piece of my heart 
  and I want her to come back next spring  
   as fine and fierce as ever.  
 
Work it. Be a Christian who remembers who Christ is and what he's done. 
 That's what the pastor who's advising Timothy tells him 
  throughout this supportive letter,  
   packed full of encouragement and advice. 
    Live what you know and reap the benefits God wants to give you. 
 
It's the same message Jeremiah gives the people of Judah in exile. 
 You denied God and now your nation was overthrown, 
  but God has not abandoned you, and never will. 
You future now lies with Babylon's future, 
 so work it, create roots, marry each other and have lots of kids.  
  Build. Plant. Survive.  
The welfare of the nation is now bound  
 to the welfare of the city where you've landed.  
 
Both of our texts today have surprising twists, 
 and both can lead to some pretty good arguments.  
Jeremiah, after all, was judged by many at the time to be a traitor 
 and spent time under house arrest. 
Aren't there times when invaded or oppressed peoples must resist? 
 Time and time again invaded or colonized people         
  have struggled with this question. 
The Jews of the Warsaw Ghetto and pastor Dietrich Bonheoffer,  
 to give only two examples, decided  
  that resistance to tyranny was the godly thing to do.iii 
Some biblical interpreters read Jesus’ words in Matthew 
 "If anyone forces you to go one mile, go with them two". 
  They read that as subversive resistance. 
Roman law at the time said that any Roman soldier could make anybody 
 carry his equipment for a mile. 
  By saying "Carry it two miles," 
   Jesus is shaming the Romans through passive resistance 
    as well as sparing at least one other person  
     a grueling mile's walk. 



 
 
But Jeremiah is giving radically different advice. 
 "Rise above the tragedy of your nation, he tells Judah, 
  this captivity will not be short or end soon., 
   So dig in, stay the course, work it, and thrive. 

God will be with you." 
Judah is going to survive as a result of his advice, 
 unlike the Northern Kingdom of Israel, 
  whose people had been carried off by Assyria  
   some a hundred and fifty years before. 
Except for the few who remained on the land,  
 and became the Samaritans, the Lost Tribes of Israel 
  disappear from history.iv 
 
 Timothy is facing his own kind of tragedy.  
 There are other Christian preachers in town  
  who have turned away from the teachings of Paul 
   about the meaning of the cross. 
 They are teaching "false beliefs," and taking others with them. 
  maybe because Paul, ended up in prison.  
It is not unlike the handful of ministers in our denomination  
 who have decided the PCUSA no longer honors  
  what they see as "pure" biblical teaching 
   so they're denouncing us and taking congregations out with them. 
 
The letter writer soothes Timothy by saying "Remember Jesus Christ 
 and what he accomplished with his resurrection." 
Paul may have been imprisoned,  
 but the Word of God will never be chained. 
Then the writer quotes from what was probably a hymn 
 that early Christians would have known and sung. 
We're going to slow down and spend some time  
 because the hymn frames the dilemma we're facing in our time: 
  What does being a Christian mean? What is the Christian life? 
   Does it mean holding fast to a set of teachings to the exclusion of all else, 
    or does it mean acting and living like resurrection people.     
     Extending grace as we believe Jesus would have done. 
 
The writer introduces the hymn with the statement:  
 "This saying is sure," then offers the words of the song: 
  If we have died with him, we will also live with him;  
   if we endure, we will also reign with him;  
    if we deny him, he will also deny us;  
     if we are faithless, he remains faithful 
      — for he cannot deny himself.v 



 
So let's take it line by line. 
 If we have died with him, we will also live with him; 
For Paul to be a baptized Christian  
 is to die to things that are false and unreal  
  and live a new life as followers of the resurrected Lord-- 
 a life of vulnerable love, forgiveness and compassion,  
  of service and community, that really will lead us to die—to let go of— 
   all the phony things that pose as stand-ins for goodness and authority.  
To die and live with Jesus is to live with joy, joy and fearlessness,  
 in keeping with the good news that God is our core reality,  
  that love will always prevail in the end;  
   that the grace Jesus obtained on the cross is free and limitless. 
Frederick Buechner puts it even more beautifully 
 "…the truth beyond all truths, beyond the stars, [is] just this:  
  that to live without him is the real death,  
   that to die with him is the only life…"vi 
 
If we endure, we will also reign with him, says the next line. 
 The world does not adhere to the reign of God 
  but if we endure those arguments and avoid being seduced 
   by false values, we can live, we will live, as citizens of heaven 
    right here and right now. 
 We can experience the joy of deepening discipleship 
  and know God is with us in our joys  
   and even more present in suffering or pain, illness or isolation, 
    and God will never abandon us. 
     At times this endurance may require suffering and sacrifice. 
Again, this reign doesn’t look like what the world calls power or authority, 
 for God's rule is the rule of the refugee child  
  born in the dank and the darkness, yet his kingdom is without end. 
 
If we deny him, he will also deny us; 
 This is the hard one, this is the place where we Christians fall into division. 
I am of the camp that says to deny Jesus is to deny him with your life     
 to ignore his teaching by 
  not trusting it, not turning to God in need, 
   not acting like someone who knows God's grace  
    has been given to me and given to all, 
     not treating my neighbors as God's beloved people.  
If we don't act like citizens of God's reign 
 we'll be denied the experience of God's reign. 
  We won't know the relief and the gladness that  
   following Jesus brings—because it won't grow in us. 
In our denial we are opting out and God allows us  
 to experience the consequences of our denial. 



  That for me is what his denying us means. 
Yet the next line announces the most startling truth 
 Yet even if we are faithless, he remains faithful 
  — for he cannot deny himself 
 God in Christ will never fail to be faithful to us 
  because it is simply outside the nature of Love 
   to abandon the beloved. 
 
The pastors who are leading churches out of the PCUSA  
 and many other Christian congregations 
  promote a deeply sincere but very different view. 
 For them being true to Christ often means holding fast  
  to specific biblical injunctions, 
   most of which have to do with a strict interpretation of morality.  
To fail to think as they do about what they see as Christ's teaching 
 that is to deny Christ. 
  What they think his denying us means 
   I just can't say because it is so outside  
    my own understanding of Christ’s gracefulness.  
Perhaps they think it means end to salvation 
 losing your seat on the bus line to heaven, 
  but the very next line about Jesus' inability to be faithless 
   directly contradicts that.   
 
Beloved such Christians are sincere, good folks 
 whose love and knowledge of scripture is admirable, 
  but some of them have a really hard time seeing some of us  
   as genuine brothers and sisters in the Lord. 
The divide matters, it matters more and more, because again and again now 
 I run in to people for whom being a Christian 
  means someone who is a rigid, judgmental someone who is hateful, 
   not someone who seeks to live a resurrected life 
    showing compassion, and forgiveness and love 
     and experiencing those things in return. 
Today we find ourselves in exactly what the final lines of our text today warns 
 against we are wrangling over words, which the writer says 
  "does no good but only ruins those who are listening." 
   And I agree. This divide we are in does no good.  
It is leading to ruin in many ways, but I am not discouraged      
 because I trust Christ’s love will prevail.  
And because we have words of truth like those that come from Timothy.  
 
What the writer tells Timothy to do  
 instead of wrangling over words  is to work it.  
  Proclaim the truth of God's faithfulness with your life 
   in a such a way that you need never feel ashamed.  



And so I say to us, to you and to myself, work it.          
 Let’s be Christians who remember who Christ is and what he’s done. 
Let’s be resurrection people right where we are.          
 And treat others as God’s own beloved. 
  Such a life will lead others to ask in wonder  
   what is the source of your confident joy? 
Dear ones, work it so that Christ can be at work in us. Amen. 
     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i A film adaptation of the play was made in 1952 with Shirley Booth and Burt Lancaster. It has to do with 
deep regret over the lost possibilities of youth. The title refers to a dog, lost before the play begins. The 
plot fits with scriptures that encourage us not to idealize the wrong things and miss the opportunity to live 
abundantly faithful lives.  
ii The information on the migration of hummingbirds was found at www.hummingbirdcentral.com   
iii C. Cousar, et al, Texts For Preaching, Year C, Westminster John Knox Press, Louisville KY, 1994, p. 
548 
iv Cousar, Ibid. p. 547. 
v 2 Timothy 2:11-12 
vi This statement was originally in the form of a question published in published in The Magnificent Defeat 
and later again in Secrets in the Dark. I found it on www.frederickbuechner.com   

                                                 


