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Jeremiah: 20:7-9; Romans 12:1-2; Matthew 16:21-27; Psalm 63, My soul thirsts for you, O God.


This afternoon, we read just two verses from the 20th chapter of the Book of Jeremiah. But we might want to refresh our memories on the whole story of Jeremiah by going back to the first chapter and the first verses in the book for a few minutes. 
· There, we hear God call Jeremiah to be a prophet to the nations. 
· We hear Jeremiah objecting that he can’t be a prophet because he’s only a child and he doesn’t know how to speak. 
· And we hear God saying, in so many words, I knew you when you were in your mother’s womb. You’ve always been very special to me. So not to worry, Jeremiah. I’ll tell you what to say. I’ll put my  words in your mouth. You’ll be fine. I’ve got your back. Trust me. 
And so Jeremiah signed on as God’s prophet. 

Well, that was Chapter 1. But in between Chapter 1 and Chapter 20, poor Jeremiah – who walked into this deal based on the promise of God’s support --  has been slapped around, put in stocks, had a contract taken out on him, has been accused of lying, and called a traitor. Jeremiah doesn’t  know it yet, but eventually he’s also going to be thrown down a storage well and left to sink into the mud or starve to death, whichever comes first.


So when we come upon Jeremiah today, he’s understandably upset. He didn’t get what he signed up for. He was going to be a prophet, speaking the comforting words of God to a grateful people. Instead, speaking directly to God, Jeremiah says, The only message you give me to share with the people is a message of violence and outrage, which they hate. The word you have given me to proclaim isn’t comforting to anyone. All it does is bring me derision and reproach. I trusted you, and you duped me. You caught me in a weak moment, and you duped me. 
And as if that weren’t bad enough, Jeremiah also realizes that whether he feels he’s been duped or not, God has never given him anything but the truth to speak. Jeremiah wishes he could just shut up and not prophesy anymore. But in his heart, he knows he can’t hold it in. His bones are on fire to tell the truth. While he might regret it, Jeremiah has accepted a call to prophetic witness, and that is his life. Period. He can’t not do it.

Jeremiah’s story is not unlike Peter’s that we began to see unfold last week, and that continues today. Like Jeremiah, Peter, too, had  experienced a call. Like Jeremiah, Peter too was given every indication that his life would be one of sweet service to Abba, God. Peter would have the words of God in his mouth, and the keys to the reign of heaven in his hands.

So maybe it’s no surprise today that, like Jeremiah, Peter wasn’t too crazy about the fullness  of Jesus’ message, the totality of Peter’s call. Peter wasn’t happy with Jesus’ words of impending suffering and death. And for that attempt to sidestep reality, Jesus called Peter a satan, a divider, one who didn‘t  really understand Jesus after all. What a shift from last week! How could one who had gotten it so right go so quickly to getting it so wrong? 

Richard Rohr might have a little insight here to share with us. He tells the story of visiting the Basilica of St. Peter in Rome where at the very top of the cupola over the altar are inscribed the words “Thou art Peter and upon this rock I will build my church.” Richard Rohr suggests that right under those words maybe these words should also be inscribed,  “Get thee behind me, Satan.” In other words, we are all called to life.  
We answer a call not  just to the part of life that we like. We answer a call to all of it. And we answer with the fullness of our being – sometimes as good and as holy and as God-loving as Jeremiah and Peter; and sometimes just as fear-filled and angry and resentful as they were. The point is not how good we are. The point is that we respond to how good God is, in giving us life as our call to answer, however we bumble through. 
Jesus didn’t  want Peter avoiding the realities of  what is. Truth can be sweet to hear. But just as often, truth can be held in those terrible words God had Jeremiah speak to people who didn’t want to hear them  And that kind of truth can get you thrown down a well to die ... or crucified.  The point is, true prophets don’t get to pick and choose what truths they tell. They live to tell the truth, and all of it. As do we all.             

Sometimes being a prophet can mean taking part in a protest or a witness, experiencing violence up close & personal, getting arrested, or even spending time in jail or prison. But as often as not, it doesn’t. In today’s Gospel, Jesus speaks to his  disciples about their call to be his followers and what he says is pretty simple  …If you would respond to my invitation to follow me, if you would answer your call, then you must  take up the instrument of your own death and follow in my footsteps.

Many of us might be more familiar with those translations of Matthew’s Gospel that used to say Pick up your cross and follow me. But does that mean we are called to embrace unnecessary suffering, or worse, seek it out? I don’t think so. As human beings who walk upright, the skeletons that shape our  bodies as we walk through our lives  are made up of a vertical and a longitudinal axis. Our bodies are our crosses. All we are called to do is to pick those bodies up and walk into our lives every day. Get out of bed, face another day, do the best we can, speak our truth, face into our fears, hallow our limitations, accept our challenges and rejoice in our triumphs. It is in the simple act of picking these crosses up every day that we answer the call to follow Jesus.

In his letter to the Romans that we heard proclaimed earlier this afternoon, Paul says “offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God.—this is your spiritual act of worship.”  Some days, those bodies will hold the keys to the reign of God on earth. And face it – some days, those bodies will be satans. But all days, those bodies will  answer God’s call by simply being  present to what life presents to us on our journeys. We carry our crosses along those journeys.
· We remember the words of the psalm we sang earlier this afternoon My soul is always thirsting for you, my God. 
· We embrace – as best we can –  the comfort and the confusion of our call to life. 

· And we crawl out of bed each morning to carry our cross within us, and follow our call to walk with Jesus.             
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