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There now, wasn’t that fun? … Surely that stirring account of a real estate transaction 
from 2600 years ago is just exactly what you came to church hoping to hear today. 

I get that because the Tuesday morning Bible study group practically accused me of 
malpractice when they encountered this passage. 

“Why didn’t you choose one of the other three lectionary texts,” they protested!  “What 
does this have to do with anything?” 

And to make matters worse, it’s about a real estate closing, of all things!  (Sorry, Peg 
Warren). 

Now, even when it’s your own house or land that you are buying or selling, sitting through 
one of those closings is absolutely mind-numbing. 

A closing agent or lawyer (sorry, Greg Campbell) drones through explanations of an 
endless list of documents that pass in front of you, each of which requires you to sign in 
two places and initial in three other spots.   

And even though you could be signing your life away, the last thing you care about is 
which of them certifies that you will maintain adequate insurance, 

which of them goes on file at the courthouse, and which are your very own to 
place in that meticulous filing system that you keep meaning to establish. 

Or as Jeremiah the prophet says, then “…I signed the deed, sealed it, got witnesses, 
weighed the money on the scales, and in their presence gave the deed of purchase to 
Baruch son of whomever,  

and in the presence of God and everyone, charged him to keep both the sealed 
deed and the open copy in an earthenware jar, etc., etc., for a very long time.”   

So yes, this account may sound like cruel and unusual punishment.  

Yet, it happens to be one of the most important passages in the Old Testament.  And by 
sermon’s end, I hope to have helped you understand why. 



But in the meantime, let me ask you something. 

Have you ever been assigned some task that you felt duty bound to carry out, even if it 
didn’t appear to make much sense?  

Believe it or not, we are coming up on the 40th anniversary of that goofy old Saturday 
Night Live spin-off movie, The Blues Brothers.   

You may recall that Jake and Elroy, the Blues Brothers (played by John Belushi 
and Dan Akroyd), have just been paroled from prison, outside of Chicago.   

Going back into the city, they drop by the Catholic orphanage where they grew up, 
summoned there by Sister Mary Stigmata (who runs the place and whom they had 
always known as “The Penguin”).   

It turns out that she needs their help, to save the orphanage.  She persuades them to get 
their old blues band back together so that they can do some concerts to raise money for 
the cause. 

Now, reconstituting the band and doing those concerts is going to bring them in contact 
with all manner of folks that they are supposed to stay away from, according to the terms 
of their parole.   

But they can’t say no to The Penguin. 

So as the far-fetched plot unfolds, they are constantly skirting the edges of the law.  And 
in the process of raising the money and getting it to Sister Mary,  

they find themselves fleeing simultaneously from the police, some underworld 
thugs, and a nasty group called the “Illinois Nazis.”  

And throughout all these scrapes, whenever they have to justify their actions or explain 
what they’re up to, their constant refrain is,  

“We’re on a mission from God.” 

Now, it’s hard to imagine that the writers of SNL might have been channeling the prophet 
Jeremiah.  But he, too, has been sent on a mission from God.   

And his mission appears to be as nonsensical as that of Jake and Elrod.  Only, theirs was 
comically nonsensical; while Jeremiah’s assignment feels tragically so.  

You see, ancient Israel is about to be wiped off the map.  After all those centuries of 
believing themselves to be God’s chosen people,  

they are now about to be destroyed by the armies of Babylon.   



Within days, the capital city, Jerusalem, will be reduced to rubble, along with its holy 
Temple, where devout Jews believe that God actually resides. 

What does it mean when another nation destroys the house where God lives?  Are their 
gods more powerful than yours? 

(And if you know your Bible, you know that this turns out to be one of the three biggest 
events in biblical history.  In fact, most of what we know as the OT was written shortly 
thereafter, as an attempt to understand why this crisis had occurred). 

Moreover, Jeremiah himself is the one who has been telling kings and priests and anyone 
else who will listen, that this was going to happen.   

Not only that, but he has been charged by the Lord to tell them why their God is 
allowing it to happen. 

(Namely, that the people of Israel have strayed too far from God’s ways, so the Holy One 
is going to take a break from constantly riding to their rescue). 

And Jeremiah’s reward for delivering this piece of tough love? The king has thrown him 
in jail. 

But right in the middle of all that, a bizarre subplot develops.  The Lord tells him that he 
wants him to buy a piece of land. 

It seems that Jeremiah has the rights of first refusal on a piece of land that his uncle has 
decided to sell, a piece of land in some podunk village outside of Jerusalem. 

So let’s get this straight: his country is about to be destroyed and its people carried off 
into captivity--which would render this land purchase to be one of the stupidest 
investments of all times.  

But despite the ridiculousness of it all, Jeremiah is in the practice of listening to God.  So 
he does as he is instructed.   

It’s not that he likes having to do such a stupid-looking thing.  In fact, if you read ahead to 
the very next passage, we find him praying to God, saying, “O Lord, I know you are wiser 
than I am, but this really does sound crazy.”   

But he does it.   After all, he is “on a mission from God.” 

And so you and I get to read the tedious detail of the closing on that purchase.   

But here is the thing that the Holy Spirit invites you to hear, in that strange account. 



It comes right after that instruction to stick the deeds in an earthenware jar where they 
will last for a very long time.  

“For thus says the Lord, houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this 
land.” 

It is an announcement that ancient Israel, despite all appearances to the contrary, will 
somehow rise again.  That at some point, life as a nation beloved to God will once again 
resume in that place. 

[And it provides the reason for the Lord’s unusual charge to Jeremiah.  The prophet’s 
action is intended to be an attention-getting expression of hope. 

Hope that Jeremiah’s purchase of that piece of land will not be in vain, that someday he 
or one of his heirs will cultivate that land as part of God’s dream for Israel’s restoration,  

no matter how unlikely it may seem at the moment. 

Because hope is not optimism, necessarily, or confidence.  Rather, hope is trust in a 
vision that God has sown.   

A vision of the kind of world that the Holy One wants us to live in, cherish and 
enjoy. 

And God knows, that hope does not always appear to make much sense.  When you’ve 
been through a week like our country has just been through  

(and when all indications are that things are going to get yet stranger),  

what is it that you or I can point to as signs of hope?   

Or even harder to imagine: What would it feel like to sense that you are being called to 
some unlikely task, and to live in hope  

Such that it defies the way things appear to be going?  

Have you been there before? I know someone who has.  In fact, several someones. 

Like my dear friend Buddy, who as a state legislator back in the 1970’s in Florida, decided 
to cast his vote for the Equal Rights Amendment--even while knowing that the measure 
was still going to fail narrowly,  

and that it would probably cost him re-election in the district he represented. 

But he did it nonetheless.  He had been my high school Sunday school teacher, and he 
was guided by hope for the full equality of women and men.   



And that hope is based in the biblical vision of the peaceable kingdom, which God 
promises would someday come to pass—even when the way forward is not clear. 

Or a pastor named Pat, leaving a secure position near her children and grandchildren to 
move 500 miles away to lead a small congregation that is probably dying. 

Doing it because she feels called to help them stand nonetheless, as a vibrant witness to 
hope—the hope that in continuing to worship and serve with integrity and imagination, 
they might somehow connect with God’s future in unexpected ways.   

Or perhaps one of those brave dissidents in the recent so-called elections in Moscow, or 
a courageous whistleblower in Washington, D.C., knowing that what they are doing may 
bring down nothing but trouble upon them.   

But trusting, in hope, that they are doing the right thing nonetheless.   

 

Meanwhile, back in the Old Testament, Jeremiah instructs his secretary Baruch to place 
those copies of the deed to the land in an earthenware jar, for safekeeping.  

As such, the jar itself becomes a vessel of hope, preserving the prophet Jeremiah’s 
important act of trust in a vision of God’s future. 

And of course, Jeremiah himself becomes a vessel of hope when he engages in this 
unlikely real estate purchase.   

In the New Testament, Paul refers to brave leaders in the early church as “earthen 
vessels” in which God’s treasure is being carried.  

Now, you and I probably do not find much in common with an eccentric-sounding ancient 
prophet, or one of those apostles in the early church.  

But there is yet another vessel of hope in this story.  It is Baruch, the secretary to 
Jeremiah.  His task may seem more mundane,  

but it sounds like something that ‘folks like us’ could do. 

Baruch takes on the task of preserving what Jeremiah has done.  Not only safekeeping 
the deed of purchase to this property,  

but making sure that the words and teachings of Jeremiah are passed on. 

As such, he becomes a keeper of the story, a guardian of hope, and a witness to the word 
and work of God that occurred through the voice of Jeremiah.   



He, too, was “on a mission from God.” 

And it’s a good thing.  Because just days later, the king and his court were captured and 
taken into captivity.  And because Jeremiah is jailed there in the king’s court, he is carried 
away with them.   

And that’s the last we know of Jeremiah. 

But it happens that 49 years later, King Cyrus of Persia conquers Babylon, and he allows 
the remnants of Israel to return home to Jerusalem,  

to slowly and painstakingly rebuild their nation and their temple and their way of 
life. 

Through these events, God’s promise to Jeremiah is fulfilled: “ … that houses and fields 
and vineyards shall again be bought in this land.” 

And it is thanks to Baruch that we know anything about it.  Because he became a vessel 
of hope, a keeper of the story,  

biblical scholars suspect that we now have the old Testament largely because of  
his preservation of the words of Jeremiah. 

For those returning from exile, it was quite likely the lynchpin that allowed them to 
piece together what had just happened to them. 

Today is another such time.  Will democracy survive, here and in Britain and elsewhere?  
Will humanity continue to move forward, or descend into a dark period? 

What kind of future will the church have in all of this? 

Maybe our greatest calling, yours and mine, is to be keepers of the story, vessels of hope 
“on a mission from God,” 

so that future generations can find their place in the ongoing story of God. 


