“Little By Little, I Hear You Speaking”
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based on Jeremiah 1:4-10

Let me take us back 24 years to what we now call, “9-11.”  If you’ll remember, it was like a total gut-punch to the whole country. Everything … just … stopped.  One week after the catastrophe, Jay Leno (remember Jay Leno?) returned to work as host of NBC's "Tonight Show." He opened the show very quietly and reflectively that night, explaining to the audience how difficult it was to begin production of the program again so soon after the terror. 

"In a world where people fly airplanes into buildings for the sole purpose of killing innocent people, a job [like mine] seems incredibly irrelevant," Leno said. "This job is like a cookie or a glass of lemonade compared to those firemen in New York."

Leno then told a story about being a 12-year-old Boy Scout in his hometown of Andover, Massachusetts.

"I wasn't a very good scout," he said. "I'm dyslexic, as many of you know. I couldn't tie knots very well. But I had pretty good teachers. My scoutmaster was a terrific guy and he believed that every scout should get something [special to do in the troop]. So, after everyone else received their merit badges, he said to me, 'Leno, you're going to be the troop cheer master. Your job, when you see another scout who's a little depressed or a little upset, is to go over and tell that scout a joke or entertain him to make him feel better.' 

"I thought, that's a pretty good job. I loved doing that job. And through some bizarre twist of fate, I still have that job. I don't pretend that it's the most important job, but we all can't be at Ground Zero digging through the rubble - but we can help in some way. We can help one another get on with our lives.”

Well, this is often how people receive the most important messages in their lives.  It’s kind of subtle.  No fanfare – just an little mission handed by a scout leader to a floundering kid in his troop who has a little too much energy and verve, and maybe not enough direction.  It’s done innocently, off-handedly, and it’s the most important thing in the world.  
Did you have a “scoutmaster”?  Did someone once see something in you and care enough tell you?
Today’s scripture is Jeremiah’s account of how he got to be a prophet, a kind of ad hoc religious leader in Israel. “The word of the Lord came to Jeremiah,” 
is how the story begins (v. 2). But what that means, how it was accomplished, is not made clear.  
God tells him, “Before I formed you in the womb, while still in utero, I knew you as mine, I consecrated you.  I appointed you a prophet to the nations”      (v. 5). It insists this whole thing was God’s idea, from the first – even before the first.  
Jeremiah’s ambition, his sense of destiny, his alleged skills had little if anything to do with it. 

When told of his call, Jeremiah protests, “I’m no public speaker! I hate crowds. I’m more of a one-on-one guy. Besides, I’m only a kid. Hey, and my SAT scores on the verbal were terrible.” 

It is then that the voice of God moves from call to rebuke: “Don’t pull that
’I’m only a kid’ business with Me. You’ll go where I’ll send you. By the way, I’ll watch over you.” 

Maybe you remember a mission someone gave you when you were young, or maybe a little errand someone once sent you on that was a watershed in your life.  Listen to this personal story told my Wil Willimon:
At age eleven, I was minding my own business in Miss McDaniel’s sixth grade class, dutifully copying words off the black board, when I got the call: “Willimon, Mr. Harrelson says he wants to see you. Go to his office.” 

Mr. Harrelson was our intimidating, ancient Principal. Shaking with trepidation, I trudged toward the Principal’s office. Passing an open door, a classmate would look out at me with pity, saying a prayer of thanksgiving that it was I who was summoned by the Principal, and not he. 

Ascending the gallows, I went over in my mind all of the possible misunderstandings that could have led to this portentous summons. “I was only a distant witness to the rock that went through the gym window recently. I was in no way a perpetrator or even a passive conspirator.”
Mr. Harrelson had my full attention.  “Listen carefully, young man, “ he said to me.  “I do not intend to repeat myself: You, go down Tindal Ave. two blocks and turn left, go two more blocks to number fifteen. I need a message delivered. You tell Jimmy Spain’s mother if Jimmy’s not in school by this afternoon I’m reporting her to the police for truancy.”      

“Oh no,” I thought, “God help me. Jimmy Spain, the toughest thug in the school, a sixth grader who should have been in the eighth. And what in the world is “truancy” for goddsake?”     

Pondering these somber thoughts in my heart, I journeyed down Tindal, bidding farewell to the safety of the schoolyard, turned left, and walked two more blocks, marveling that the world actually went on about its business while we were doing time in school. 

The last two blocks were the toughest, descending into a not at all nice part of town, terra incognita to me, what was left of a sad neighborhood hidden behind the school. Number 15 was a small house with pealing paint and a disordered yard – just the sort of house you’d expect Jimmy Spain to dwell in – rough-looking, small but sinister. 

I stepped up on the rotten porch and knocked on the soiled screen door. My heart sank when it was opened by none other than Jimmy Spain, whose eyes enlarged with surprise when he saw me. Before Jimmy could say anything, the door was pulled open more widely and a woman in a faded blue, terrycloth bathrobe looked down at me, over Jimmy’s shoulder.   

“What do you want?” she asked in a cold, threatening tone.    
I said, “I’m, er , I’m from the school. The Principal sent me.”

“The Principal! What does that old man want?”      

“He, ah, sent me to say that we, uh, that is, that everybody at school misses Jimmy and wishes he were there today.”  “What?” she sneered, pulling Jimmy toward her just a bit.     

“It’s like a special day today and everyone wants Jimmy there. I think that’s what he said.”  Jimmy, the feared thug who could beat up any kid at Donaldson Elementary anytime he wanted, indeed HAD, and on multiple occasions, peered out at me in wonderment. 

Suddenly this fellow, feared by all, looked small, clutched by his mother’s protective arm. His eyes were pleading, embarrassed, hanging on my every stammering word.   
“Well you tell that old man it’s none of his business what I do with James. James, do you want to go to that old school today or not?” Jimmy looked at me and wordlessly nodded.    
 “Well, go get your stuff. And take that dollar off the dresser to buy lunch. I ain’t got nothing here.”     
In a flash he was away and back. His mother stood at the door, and after giving Jimmy a peck on the cheek, she stood staring at us as we walked off the porch, down the walk, and back toward Tindal Avenue. 
As we walked back toward the school, we said not a word to one another. I had previously lacked the courage to speak to Jimmy, and Jimmy had never had any reason, thank the Lord, to speak to me. Walking back to school that morning was certainly not the time to begin.     
We walked up the steps to the school, took a right and wordlessly turned toward the Principal’s office. I led him in, handed him off to the Principal’s secretary who received my ward. Once again, he seemed not mean and threatening but very small. 
As the secretary led him toward the Principal’s office, Jimmy turned and looked at me with a look of, I don’t know, maybe regret, maybe embarrassment, but it could have also been gratitude.    
That evening, when I narrated my day to my mother at supper, she said, “That is the most outrageous thing I’ve ever heard!  Sending a young child out in the middle of the day to fetch a truant student. Mr. Harrelson ought to have his head examined. Don’t you ever allow anyone to put you in that position again. Sending a child!”
But I knew that my mother was wrong. That day was the best day of my whole time at Donaldson Elementary, and it was preparation for the rest of my life. 

Surely God’s call of Jeremiah was even more frightening call, but with it comes an astounding promise: “I will put you over kingdoms and nations, I will give you authority to pull down empires and make new kingdoms.” (v. 10).

The absurdity of telling something like this to a kid! “You shall be a prophet! You will speak truth to power. You will go up to the palace and bring this whole kingdom to its knees so that I might plant a new kingdom in its place.”    It sounds absurd. 

It makes me wonder if a certain young Baptist minister might have gotten a similar call when he was unspeakably young and unseasoned, a call that led him eventually to march to Montgomery from Selma 60 years ago.  
Well, the Old Testament Hebrew idea of God is grounded in this notion that this supreme being is absurdly purposeful. It is a God who would create a world out of nothing, a God who would make a chosen people out of a rag tag tribe of nomads; a God who would summon a shepherd boy to battle a giant named Goliath; this is just the sort of God who would think it cool to call a kid to speak words that shake a kingdom. 
It would be just the sort of God who would think it fun to make a claim on a life like yours, to have your name since you were in the womb, to have plans for you, a job to fill, a task to undertake that no one else could accomplish the way you accomplish it.

I wonder if Jeremiah had something else in mind when he heard this call from God.  I wonder if he was counting on doing an MBA, or maybe entering a local police academy. 
And then this call came that, on the face of it, seemed out of the blue, but it really wasn’t.  Such a thing happens to lots of young people while they are preparing for another life – often a life their parents had in mind for them;        a life that would be more practical, something steady, something recession-proof, if possible.  
I enjoy all kinds of music.  There’s a country singer who is only moderately well-known I enjoy named, Radney Foster.  He’s from Texas.  I remember once during a not-too-well-attended-concert in a small pub on East Burnside, he paused between numbers to say that in the middle of college, while home on vacation, he’d woken his parents at 11:00 one night to tell them that God had spoken to him and told him he needed to drop out of college and become a country singer.  He said his father sat bolt-upright in bed and said, “No God I worship would tell a son of mine to drop out of college.”  
Everyone’s life is different.  But for everyone there come those moments or seasons when we get restless, or something outside us connects with something deep within us that has not been fulfilled or given a run for its money.
Sometimes we have psychic agendas that we hide even from ourselves.  We find out that what we were majoring in was not pursued for itself but because we wanted to prove something -- to ourselves, to our parents, or a love interest, whatever.  When we sense that we are doing something for the wrong reason there is the challenge to get out of it.    This is not an easy business, but it can be critical for us.  

Most times people experience a voice within that calls them to go deeper into a place they already are.  There they hope to receive what I believe we all long for: the call within the call. The thing within the wider context of our life that fits precisely with who we are. 

This is a tricky business.  One moves forward never sure where one may truly be going.   However, a thing can turn out to be just so right for us that nothing can stand in the way; not even we ourselves (as Jeremiah found out). It may even takes us prisoner. Annamaria Smitherman tell such a story.  I’ll end with it.  She tells it this way –

I sat in the principal’s office with a wry smile on my face.  I wasn’t there to be reprimanded. I was 26 and interviewing for a job.  A plastic crucifix hung over the desk.  I imagined Jesus looking down on me, a lapsed Catholic hoping to teach 8th grade in a Catholic school.  He’d have spun in his grave, if he’d had one.  
Sister Michele bustled back in, a bundle of energy in sensible shoes.  “I’m sorry for the interruption, but that’s the way it is here.  Parents and students need you when they need you.”

I smiled.  I had left a lucrative career to enter teaching because I wanted to make a difference.  I wanted this job in this unsafe neighborhood on Chicago’s South Side, among people with much darker skin than my own who spoke English with accents from Mexico, and Nigeria and the Philippines, and Haiti and the inner city.   
So far the interview had gone great.  “There’s only one question left,” sister said.  I sat up a little taller expecting her to ask when I could start.

“Why don’t you tell me about your relationship with God.”  

My relationship with God?  I shouldn’t have been so surprised. This was a Roman Catholic school, after all.  

“Yes, we stress that everyone in the school community work on their personal relationship with God.  Eighth graders, in particular are looking for role models.  

As their teacher you’ll be a primary example for them.”

I had been so sure I was going to get this job.  There were bullet holes in the windows for heaven’s sake.  Where else was she going to get someone with my credentials to teach in this neighborhood?  “I try to see the face of God in the people around me.” I began.  “I’m not always successful, but that’s where I look for God.”

“And Jesus?” she prompted.

“Well, he’s the best role model, right? In the face of great cruelty, he chose love.  But as for him being the only son of God, I don’t believe that.  I think we’re all children of God; Jesus just did the best job of showing it. “  
Taking a deep breath I said, “And you should probably know that I don’t think the resurrection is the point of the story.”

“What then is the point?” she asked.

“Love, forgiveness, kindness.”

Her expression betrayed nothing.  “And your relationship with the church?”

“My relationship with the church is ambivalent,” I said.  “I haven’t attended mass in years.  I don’t like the church’s attitude about women in the clergy.  And I don’t agree with its stand on birth control.  It’s just a way to limit women’s options.  It’s not what Jesus would do.”

“You said you were ambivalent,” she replied.  “What about the other side -- your feelings?”

I choked up.  I felt the job slipping away from me.  Sister Michele waited expectantly as I tried to pull myself together.  

“Well, I said, “I do respect the work the church does with the poor.  And I like the music.”

Sister Michel nodded soberly, gathering my resume and transcripts into a neat pile on her desk.  She stood up and held out her hand.  I too, stood, searching frantically for something to say that would keep me in the running for this job.  
Sister Michele spoke first.  

“I think you’ll fit in here just fine.”      Amen.
