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Jeremiah 38:4-6,8-10; Hebrews 12:1-4; Luke 12:49-53; Psalm 40, O God, come to my aid. 


If there is one message we can take from our readings (and from our afternoon with Miriam the Prophetess) today, it’s this – we are called to be prophets. We are called to be speakers of the truth, prophetic in thought, word and deed,. Not that that’s always easy, but it’s our call nonetheless. As it was for Jeremiah. And as it was for Jesus. 

I imagine that when Jeremiah was about 15’ down, oozing into the mud of that cistern, he was wondering why he had ever accepted God’s call in his youth,  why he ever agreed to such a foolish bargain – Jeremiah saying to God “Please don’t send me; find someone else wiser and more mature than I am; I am way too young to speak on your behalf”  and  God saying back to him, “Not to worry, Jeremiah – just trust me.”  Well, “trust me” he did … and now Jeremiah finds himself down in a deep cistern, sinking in mud and starving to death. Of course, God saved Jeremiah from that cistern, just as he had saved him so many times before – from jail, from beatings, from being put in stocks, from being run out of town, and other things that happened to him whenever  he told the truth. In Jeremiah’s day, the truth was a bitter pill for the king and his priests and prophets to take. So Jeremiah becomes the classic case of speaking truth to power … in his day as in our, words that are difficult to hear and that upset the status quo must to be said to those who hold power. God calls us to that.  

      And six centuries later, long after Jeremiah’s words had faded, along came Jesus, whom we like to think of the Prince of Peace. But Jesus is no Prince of Angels and Cherubs and Christmas mangers peace. Jesus is the Prince of Truth, the one whose call is to  light a fire on the earth. And this fire is not a fire that’s lit for partisan purposes. It’s not lit because Jesus wants to set up a new church in opposition to his Jewish tradition, or because he wants to establish a kingdom to rival Rome. No, the fire Jesus speaks of is the fire of truth. And Jesus knows that truth will bring division. As he says, it will divide three against two and two against three, Father against son, Mother against daughter. But words of peaceful truth-telling  must always be spoken – whether they land you in a cistern or on a cross – for they are the words of God. 


God’s call to Jeremiah and to Jesus was a call not to remain silent. It was a call to give up their participation in the conspiracies of silence that societies maintained then, as we continue to maintain them now. The feminist poet, Adrienne Rich, has written, “Lying is done with words and also with silence.” No one wanted to hear that Zedekiah’s Kingdom was on the verge of collapse because of the excesses and incompetent leadership at the helm. No one wanted to be reminded that God’s original covenant had included the poor, the outcast, those at the margins. The complacency, the silence of leaders in both instances was death-dealing. But God asked Jeremiah and Jesus to break that silence, speak the words no one wanted to hear, and bring life out of death.  God called them to be prophets who spoke the truth to power.


Nobody ever wants to rock the boat. Nobody wants to disturb the peace. Nobody wants that division that Jesus says he has come to bring to the earth. But somewhere along the line, families have to stop pretending that a mother’s drinking isn’t really a problem. Communities have to stop pretending that they don’t harbor racism. And our nation has to stop pretending that our economy isn’t  based on the willful oppression of some groups. Individuals, families, communities, societies, yes and even churches, must begin to know that God is Love. But God is also Truth. And prophets speak the truth in love. 


Paul tells us today that we have a great cloud of witnesses who surround us – some translations call it a mighty cloud of witnesses – persons who have gone before us and who support us every time we try to break the silence, speak the truth, and do good in our world. I don’t think there is a person here today whose heart hasn’t been  moved during the Easter Vigil when we sing the Litany of the Saints. All you holy men and women, pray with us. Paul tells us to think of them all … to think of Jesus … to know that we are supported as we try to maintain the unbroken cycle of prophetic action, as we speak the truth. And then to act, in Joan Chittister’s words, with awareness, insight, audacity and authenticity.

   The Peruvian liberation theologian, Gustavo Gutierrez, has some powerful words to share on the subject of spiritual  language. He suggests that Mystical language expresses the gratuitousness of God’s love; but prophetic language expresses the demands this love makes. It’s just another way of saying what Jesus said,  It isn’t those who cry out ‘My Savior! My Savior’ who will enter the kin-dom of heaven; rather it is those who do the will of Abba God in heaven.” And that will is the call to prophetic speech and action, the call to speak the truth, and when called upon, to do that to those in power.

  
We speak prophetic truth when we protest, and when we vote. We do it when we break the silence and engage in the conversations we might rather avoid. We are prophets when we support a molested child coming forward to speak his truth, and when we believe the words of a woman abused in her home. We prophesy when we take pictures of children in cages on our borders, and share them with the world. We step into the shoes of Jeremiah when we are whistle blowers, exposing corruption to the world. 

To quote Joan Chittister just one more time … Why do we do it? Why would anyone risk unmasking the mask that so deceives and denies the world its innocence?  Because we must. Because to allow evil to flourish is the greatest evil of them all. Because, as the rabbis say, “To save one life is to save the world.” 

So today, we remember. Speak out. Cry out. Break the silence. Walk with the Prince of Truth. Be the prophet we are all called to be. We have Jeremiah, and Jesus, and a mighty cloud of those who have gone before us at our backs – how can we fail? AMEN. 
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