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This morning’s second lesson comes from the prophet Jeremiah. Spanning from just
before the fall of Jerusalem into the exile in Babylon, this book speaks words of judgment and
words of hope. The hope Jeremiah offers, however, is not an easy one. In chapter 28, another
prophet Hananiah insists that the exiles will be free in two short years. Jeremiah is quick to
say he would celebrate and give thanks if that were to be the truth. The word he has received
from God, however, is not one of a quick end to their struggle. The word Jeremiah has
received from God is that the exile will come to an end, not in two years but in seventy, not in
the blink of an eye but after two more generations have spent their lives far from home. As
scholar and pastor, Bobby Morris writes:

Although this is almost certainly not what any among the exiles in Babylon wanted to

hear, it was what they needed to hear. False prophecies by self-interested pseudo-

prophets who had told the people over and over that all was well, when in fact very little
was well, were a maijor factor in landing the people in exile in the first place. Additional
smooth but empty words would not be helpful. By announcing a word from God that
may sound harsh and hopeless, Jeremiah is actually planting seeds for a hope that is
reliable and a restoration that is real.

In other words, false words of easy comfort are not a faithful word, nor do they offer any

genuine comfort. [Read Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7]

" https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/ordinary-28-3/commentary-on-jeremiah-291-
4-7-6



In her latest book, Better Than Normal, MaryAnn McKibben Dana states up front that
she recognizes the real human need for comfort:

Comfort isn’t a luxury...it'’s vital for personal flourishing...The problem [she writes] isn’t

comfort itself. It’s insisting on comfort as a grounding value, an entitlement. Life, sadly,

is too complicated for that. When we insist on our own comfort, we may be impacting
others in a way we don'’t realize and abdicating our responsibility to make the world
better for everyone.?
Hananiah may not have had any ill intent in offering false hope to the exiles. Perhaps he
simply wanted the people to be happy, or for himself to be beloved as the bearer of good
news to those who were suffering. The virtue Jeremiah embodies and the one McKibben
Dana offers as an antidote is courage, and courage often brings with it a fair amount of
discomfort.

It was not easy or comfortable for Jeremiah to be Jeremiah. His harsh words to this
community who had been defeated and uprooted from everything they knew led to Jeremiah’s
being scorned, mistreated, and imprisoned. He did not relish being the messenger of God'’s
words of judgment on Judah for their unfaithfulness to God, their insistence on worshipping
gods who were not the one God, and their cruelty toward those who were poor or on the
margins. He did care about them and believed God still adored them which empowered him
to speak God’s truth to them with courage and yes, love. And so he tells them to stop pining
away for what was and to build, plant, and invest themselves in Babylon. He even tells them

that God wants them to pray for the city in which they find themselves:
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Seek the welfare of the city where | have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its

behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.3
In other words, God’s call to the exiles is not to concern themselves primarily with their own
comfort or even their own welfare, but to commit themselves to working for and concerning
themselves with the good of everyone in that city, enemies included. It is not easy work; it
takes immense amounts of courage; it pushes them—and us outside our comfort zones; and
it is without a doubt holy work.

MaryAnn writes much of her book through the lens of parenting her three children in the
midst of a world that is spinning out of control and a society that reacts to this spinning by
pressing back at any difference or discomfort. “Can’t we all just get along?” the loudest voices
often cry while also wanting anyone who disagrees with or questions the agreed upon norms
to be quiet and less disruptive. The more the world rages the more we are tempted to want
things to settle down at all costs. Especially for our children. | am the first to want to wrap my
young adult daughter and every child within my lunge, reach, or grasp in bubble wrap. | want
to make their lives safer, easier, and more comfortable, but that impulse may not be the
wisest, the most helpful, or the most faithful. So if investing in rolls upon rolls of bubble wrap
is not the answer, what is?

MaryAnn shares the story of a woman named Mary Akers and her empty nest project of
raising hermit crabs:

When one of her crabs got pregnant, Akers was determined to give these baby crabs

the best possible start. She constructed a series of pools so the mother-to-be could

choose the one that suited her perfectly. Once the baby crabs were born, Akers

removed the dirty water with a turkey baster to make the pool as clean as possible. The
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baby crabs seemed to do well until right before migrating to the land as full-grown

crabs, and then they died. This happened again and again, breaking Akers’s heart and

leading her to [worry and wonder where she had gone wrong.]

Finally she hit upon the most important ingredient. She remembered that in
nature, these creatures come to maturity not in a safe and perfectly calibrated habitat,
but in a large, dispassionate ocean, bumping up against other organisms and forces
beyond their control. [Akers] had to let go of her role as overprotective mother. ‘Be the
ocean’ became her mantra. She started agitating the tank at random times. She gave
the baby crabs a high and low tide. Sometimes the ocean was a calm cradle; at other
times, a maelstrom.

And then out of that unpredictable ocean, a mature crab made it from water onto
land. And another. And another. The missing element had fallen into place: chaos.*

Akers learned to let crabs be crabs.

Well, that’s all great and good, but my child is not a hermit crab, nor are your children or
grandchildren. That said, even as it makes my heart race and my stomach plummet, perhaps
I, too, need to find the courage to let crabs be crabs, the courage not to bubble wrap my child
or insulate myself from bumping up against other ideas, people, beliefs, organisms, or forces
beyond my control. Perhaps, | need to focus less on comfort and more on finding holy
courage.

| preached on this same text from Jeremiah just over seven months ago in late
November, the Sunday immediately following the violence that shattered the snow globe of
our downtown Christmas Tree lighting event. During our book discussion Wednesday night,

several of you recounted the scariness not just of that night, but of the days that followed. As
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you may remember, many of our young families were downtown that scary Friday evening
and wrestled with how to parent in the wake of its terror. And you, those parents showed me
what courage looks like. You did not simply shut everything down and build bunkers. You did
not demonize the young people who had fired the shots. Instead, you asked good, hard,
faithful questions and you found the courage to make a way forward. For some that meant
attending the parade the next day. For others it meant coming to worship that Sunday with
your families. And still for others it meant figuring out how and when to help your children
move forward at a different pace, recognizing that the right answer is never one-size-fits-all.
And you all found a way fueled by a genuinely faith-filled determination not to let fear have the
final word. | know it is not easy or at all comfortable, and | cannot begin to tell you how deeply
grateful | am for your witness. You have given me an example in real time of what it means to
build, plant, and pray in the midst of a landscape you did not fully choose, in a city that may
not be the Mayberry you had hoped for or dreamed of for your children or for yourselves.

In a few moments we will welcome new members into this congregation. While it takes
a bit of courage to stand up in front of others, it takes even more courage to publicly declare
that you do not have all the answers on your own, that you trust in Jesus Christ to save you,
and that you will invest yourself and your gifts in this community. Nowhere in the questions we
ask or in the promises we make is there any mention of comfort. When you become a
member, we give you a nametag, a photo directory, and maybe some offering envelopes. This
morning you will also find punch and cookies waiting for you on the church lawn. You may
have noticed however that we did not give you any bubble wrap, nor did we hand you an easy
button, because there is no easy button when it comes to being a follower of Jesus Christ or
being part of his body, the church. The body of Christ is not a band of lockstep look-alikes

who all agree all the time. Quite often, when we are being faithful, we bump up against other



organisms in here and in the ocean out there, other human beings, other beloved children of
God who look, live, think, love, vote, and pray differently than we do. And while that may be
more than a bit uncomfortable at times, those encounters are in fact a very good thing. Those
bumpy moments invite us to wonder about and even celebrate the richness and beauty of
God’s amazing creation, to remember who we are called to be and what we are called to do
in Christ’'s name. The call of Christ is not a call to protect our own comfort, but to work for and
pray for the welfare, the peace, the redemption of the entirety of God’s beloved world and
everyone who inhabits this world. And the great good news is that we are never called to do
this work alone, but together as the beloved, beautiful, and occasionally crabby (with two bs)
people of God. And by the grace of that same God, when we find the courage to do this work,
we are assured that we will find something richer and deeper than superficial comfort. By the
grace of God, in this messy and challenging work of caring for and investing in God’s
embattled and beloved world, we will find lasting welfare and holy peace. And in that work, in
that witness, we will discover once more that God was never found in bubble wrap or easy
answers but floating with us as Emmanuel, God with us, and working alongside us to save not
just a few little crabs but the whole holy thing, including us.

Thanks be to God. Amen.



