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Jeremiah 23:1-8 (New Revised Standard)

Woe to the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture! says the Lord. Therefore thus says the Lord, the God of Israel, concerning the shepherds who shepherd my people: It is you who have scattered my flock, and have driven them away, and you have not attended to them. So I will attend to you for your evil doings, says the Lord. Then I myself will gather the remnant of my flock out of all the lands where I have driven them, and I will bring them back to their fold, and they shall be fruitful and multiply. I will raise up shepherds over them who will shepherd them, and they shall not fear any longer, or be dismayed, nor shall any be missing, says the Lord. The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will raise up for David a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall execute justice and righteousness in the land. In his days Judah will be saved and Israel will live in safety. And this is the name by which he will be called: "The Lord is our righteousness." Therefore, the days are surely coming, says the Lord, when it shall no longer be said, "As the Lord lives who brought the people of Israel up out of the land of Egypt," 8 but "As the Lord lives who brought out and led the offspring of the house of Israel out of the land of the north and out of all the lands where he had driven them." Then they shall live in their own land.
We stand at the edge of a big event – the second to last Harry Potter movie is now in theatres with the finale expected next summer. Harry Potter – the story that has defined a generation, according to some. 
Star Wars was the most powerful theological statement of its time with the characterization of God as the Force. Harry Potter certainly brought the possibility of things not being quite what they seem and the presence of forces of darkness and light onto center stage. Why couldn’t there be a magic street just off the main road and another gate at the train station for those attending Hogwarts. 
The larger social story has seen some additions to the linear, repeatable story of Newtonian physics.
We all live out some story and usually we only become aware of the deep story that shapes our living as we bump into the events of life. What is the plot and our character when life does not turn out as expected, when death intervenes unwanted, when addictions hi-jack a life, when love grows cold or hot? What story then guides us? In these scenes of life how does our character develop? Are we living a tragedy – life is hard but endure; or an adventure – there may be some setbacks but we will overcome; or a romance – things may pop up but, in the end, we’ll laugh and all will be happy; or some other tale?
Story develops scene by scene. 
As most of you know, we have 4 daughters and one son. When they were young there was a lot of female energy (as they say now) in the house. Then when young men started to get drafted and sign with the team, the balance shifted. The family became different, the family story developed. Like we say at the beginning of the service here, whether you’re a veteran or just scouting us out, and your presence here makes us a different community. And you see that in a family vividly. And, although it was not up to me whether the young men stayed or rotated through (those stories are from other cultures), you pay attention to the changes in plot and detail. “Hey, how come we’re watching basketball?” And in the interaction we become aware of what is really important to us, what merits sacrifice, what brings joy, how will we deal with pain and loss?
The Bible is a file folder of stories and other things that trace how the Israelites and early Christians react to life. Some of it is action packed – sex, violence and chases across deserts (call me for those parts); some is romantic; some is surprising – resurrection, horsemen of the apocalypse, God’s favoured people being sent to exile. In each instance we catch a glimpse of the people and their interaction with the sacred – and the story forms.

 The situation behind the passage today from Jeremiah is that the people, especially the young people, have fled the holy places and Jeremiah lays out the reason. “Woe to the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture! .. : It is you who have scattered my flock, and have driven them away, and you have not attended to them.” 
I was surprised to read this excerpt because it seemed a good summary of what the Emerging Spirit project has been about these last 5 years and didn’t I just write about this on my blog? My  headline was “Church People are the reason people do not come to church!” Same thing basically. The Emerging Spirit research concluded that people outside the church perceive organized religion to be judgmental, arrogant, unwilling to listen and, on the west coast, boring and irrelevant. (But, as one of my friends said, “That’s stupid, don’t listen to that!”) The basic point Jeremiah and I share is that it is not that people are not interested in God or the spiritual dimension of life, they are just not interested in a particular form it has become.
It is like saying that if people don’t listen to 8-track tapes any more they don’t like music. All the evidence is the opposite. There is a powerful, even overwhelming, interest now in matters of the spirit. Guilt/forgiveness, feeling lost without purpose; hope for ourselves and for the world, the search for joy in the avalanche of possessions, birth, death, repentance and new beginnings – all matters of the spirit. 
The astounding thing though about the Jeremiah passage is not the analysis but that God says “I Will gather them back and I will raise up shepherds over them who will shepherd them, and they shall not fear any longer, or be dismayed, or be missing.” 
I believe this is true in our time. We may not see it because we are looking for the wrong thing. We may be waiting for people to climb the stairs, discover how wonderful we are and then line up to find out how they can become just like us. That’s not going to happen but it does not mean that something else might be happening. And the theological question, the religious question, becomes Is God involved in this widespread interest now in matters spiritual?

After the bold promise of people once again becoming interested, God goes on to say, “the days are surely coming, says the Lord, when it shall no longer be said, "As the Lord lives who brought the people of Israel up out of the land of Egypt,"  but "As the Lord lives who brought out and led the offspring of the house of Israel out of the land of the north and out of all the lands where he had driven them.”
What is staggering about this is that here God says this new thing about to be done will change the fundamental story of the people of God. For there was nothing more foundational to the identity of the people than the Exodus from Egypt. That was the story. If anyone should ask who you are, tell them this story. And now God says, this new thing - the offspring of the house of Israel coming out of the land of the north - will be even more determinative of who they are! It is difficult to imagine just how radical and bold is this claim. Perhaps a modern equivalent?
One of similar scope was from Loren Mead (Alban Institute) who says that “We are at the front edges of the greatest transformation of the church that has occurred for 1,600 years. It is by far the greatest change that the church has ever experienced in America; it may eventually make the transformation of the Reformation look like a ripple in a pond.” 
Radical and bold – enough to entice, enough to frighten.

But it could be … because one thing we have learned over the ages is that God is about providing and bold new stories for individuals and communities. 
Perhaps you know of someone who has had their basic story enlarged? Perhaps you yourself?

A story of never being quite good enough for the standards of your mom or your Dad; a story of not quite fitting, always a little bit of a square peg in the round (more fun) hole; a story of being left – or leaving – and carrying the weight of that – failure, guilt, stuff …

And then … Somehow a word of acceptance, an experience of being found loveable and beloved counters the initial story of shame, abuse, inadequacy.  Somehow someone who looked at you and saw you in spite of all the junk and interference you were throwing off; someone who pulled you aside and said, ‘Hey, you’re amazing, what is stopping you from being great?” Perhaps the eyes of a baby that looked at you, in spite of all you do not know, with eyes of unconditional love – or was that a reflection of your own look? And the story changed, enlarged; was there a whiff of the sacred about that time?

My observation of most congregations across the country is that most prefer to settle for weak and safe stories. Safer, less demanding, leaves more time for whining. But if there is one thing to be learned from the Bible is that if you prefer weak and safe you will have to distance yourself from the God we know through those stories.
For this God comes to people with a past, guilty of real stuff, lost, addicted and offers forgiveness, hope, a new chance. Fear, grief, an overwhelming sense of aloneness or being lost – that story can change, so the bible says.

Sometimes the story is so bold it is almost more than we can hope for. Like the reality behind the Lord’s prayer. That prayer was given to those whom the society said had no story worth telling: shepherds (too stinky to be ritually clean), lepers, prostitutes, slaves. And to them Jesus gave a bold and strong prayer that separated them from all the other stories being told. 
Our Father, who art in heaven,
hallowed be thy name. (not the name of the One who owns us or buys us)
Thy Kingdom come, 
thy will be done, (not the will of the Romans, or the money collectors or the herd owners)
on earth as it is in heaven (here, pay attention to the pain we have now)
Give us this day our daily bread. (food not given at the whim of another master or stolen or scrounged from the dumpster)
And forgive us our trespasses, (because they are real and they are many)
as we forgive those who trespass against us. 
And lead us not into temptation, 
but deliver us from evil. (because evil is not just an abstract concept to us but a power that beats us, sucks the life out of us, separates mother and child, twists soul and spirit with addiction.)

A bold, strong, defiant story when nothing else will do.

The hymn, Now Thank we all our God, was written in the 1600s by the sole surviving minister in a town virtually wiped out by the plague. He did 50 funerals some days, 4000 during the year of 1637, one for his wife, the week he wrote that hymn.

Sometimes bold and strong we claim in defiance. We will not be beaten by this; we will not be defined their labels, circumstances, illness, bank account. Most spirituals come from that defiant, determination to claim a bold and strong story from the God of the Scriptures in spite of the immediate evidence. (He/God’s Got the whole world in his hands not in the hands of those who beat us or snap their fingers). Mandela – a powerful example of someone who would not be defined by a weak or a safe story; he clung to a story that not only changed his life or that of his family but of generations. Because that is how stories work.
Bold and strong stories are the heritage of our people, our gift and our obligation to claim, even in uncertain, changing times.

In a society where all are taught to fear the stranger, to be distrustful of the phone call or the offer, can you imagine a place where you can enter and people look at you as if you were an angel come to visit (or like Pam or Gaye greet the children when they arrive)?
Can you imagine a place and a people who dare to define abundant life not in terms of possessions or accomplishments but in terms of service and self-giving? 
Can you imagine a place and a people willing to send their money – their most important and cherished symbol – to places like Our Place so that compassion may be known, warmth may be felt, hunger may be abated?
Can you imagine a place where a new born can be placed without second thought into the arms of a 90+ year old?
Can you imagine a place and people who provide a crucible for others to find a sense of purpose? Or forgiveness? Or the courage to have hope, or to experience that  “We are not alone.”
Stories like that change lives, define not only individuals but families, generations.  What a gift! What an obligation!
November 21, 2010
Page 5

