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A Sermon on Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15
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Preached September 29, 2010


We were standing on the large terrace in front of Saint Malo’s Catholic Retreat Center in Allenspark, Colorado.  Down the road, just a short walk away, was the Chapel of the Rock, where Pope John Paul II prayed during his visit to Denver in 1993.  Behind us Mount Meeker rose to nearly 14,000 feet.  “We” were Protestant clergy, about 30 of us, who had gathered for a conference on ministry, and this was the meet and greet. 


My “new best friend” was a former meteorologist who now pastored a United Church of Christ congregation.  He was an almost timid man who spoke so softly I had to lean near just to hear him over the other conversations around us.  


At some point in getting to know him, I must have asked about his family, and he shared with me that he and his wife had no children.  He said they had read Paul Ehrlich’s book The Population Bomb when it came out in the ‘60s.  Ehrlich argued that the world was becoming overpopulated, which would lead to mass starvation and social unrest in the next decade or so.


“We decided it wouldn’t be right to bring children into that kind of world,” he said.


I don’t know how he felt about that decision, particularly since Ehrlich’s predicted apocalypse never came, but I sensed a touch of sadness, maybe a bit of regret at having chosen to forego the legacy children provide.


That encounter came to mind recently while reading Mark Steyn’s book America Alone:  The End of the World as We Know It.  Steyn is a journalist who writes for magazines such as Atlantic Monthly, National Review and New Criterion.  In his book, he examines the changing demographics of our world, particularly in the so-called western world.  The changes have been dramatic.


Did you realize that between 1970 and 2000, the population of the developed world fell from about 30 percent of the global population to around 20 percent?  Or how about the fact that in the same 30 years the number of people in Muslim nations has increased from 15 percent to 20 percent of the global population?  Thirty years ago there were twice as many of us living in the developed world as were living in Muslim nations.  Today we are equal.


And that trend is likely to continue.


Do you remember the movie “My Big Fat Greek Wedding,” with its image of a large Mediterranean family?  Not true.  Couples in Greece have, on average, only 1.3 children.


When you think of Italy, do you imagine large families eating pasta and drinking vino?  Think again. The fertility rate there is a mere 1.23.


Germany is a dismal 1.35 and even Great Britain is only 1.6 children per couple.


France has one of the higher rates in Europe at 1.9 children per family, but that is only because a third of all children born there are born into Muslim homes.


Worst of all is Spain.  The average family there has only one child, which means it is cutting its population in half with every generation.

Only the United States and New Zealand have fertility rates high enough to sustain themselves.  Both average about 2 children per family.  But the rest of the Developed World is declining with every generation.  


At the same time, Muslim families remain large.  The average Pakistani family will have five children; the average Saudi couple will have four-and-a-half.  In fact, even in Europe the five countries with the highest fertility rates also have the largest Muslim populations.


According to Steyn, long before global warming raises the temperature a degree or melts the icecaps, Western civilization will be gone, having chosen to die by choosing not to bear children.


Of course, the factors behind the western world’s falling fertility rates are many.  I would not want to suggest otherwise.  But my encounter with the pastor in Colorado suggests one fact that plays a role.  That is the loss of hope.


He and his wife looked to the future, did not like what they saw, and lost hope.  

In the same way, Europeans—having endured two World Wars, the threat of or life under Communism, the potential of nuclear annihilation during the Cold War, and almost constant political uncertainty—appear to have given up on the future.  They have surveyed the horizon and seen nothing worth sharing with generations yet unborn.  They have lost hope.


Of course, the loss of hope affects more than just the decision on whether or not to have children.  It touches everything.

· Why worry about what culture or religion will dominate the world in 50 years. That will be someone else’s problem.

· What difference do trillions of dollars of future liabilities make if the nation won’t survive anyway?  Why not make sure we get ours now?  

· Why go to church if one assumes that God, if there is a god, has surrendered the future to trouble?


Without hope, nothing but “me” and the moment matter.


Yet as the people of God, we look to the future but do not despair.  Oh, we are realistic.  We know that life in 2050 will be as different from today as today is from 1950.  But we also know that the future rests with God.  We know it is in his hands, and so no matter how grim it may appear we trust God with it.  And because we have hope, we invest in the future.


No where is this reality clearer than in the life of Jeremiah.  The future couldn’t have been bleaker for the prophet or for his people.  After years of warning the king and community to turn from sin lest the nation be destroyed, he was arrested and imprisoned as a traitor.  Although he eventually was moved to the court of the guard, more or less placed under house arrest, his future was still dim.  If the king didn’t have him killed, Nebuchadnezzar’s troops might.  Nebuchadnezzar was the king of Babylonia and his army had laid siege to Jerusalem.  That meant the people had no access to the land beyond the city walls.  They couldn’t reach their fields and gardens for food.  Traders could not come to their gate and bring goods to sell.  Even their water supply was at risk.  If the threat of famine and disease were insufficient to force the Judeans to surrender, the Babylonians were building siege ramps and attack machines to scale the walls, destroy the gates and despoil the city.  Even those far from the Jerusalem—like the people of Jeremiah’s hometown, Anathoth—were probably packing up and fleeing lest they too be carried into exile.


Surrounded and outmanned, the people of Judah were doomed, and the imprisoned prophet with them.  There was no hope anywhere.

But then, God’s directs Jeremiah to buy a piece of property offered by his cousin Hanamel.  It is part of the family farm, so to speak, and Jeremiah, as the nearest relative, has the first option to purchase it.  And he does.  He gives his cousin 17 shekels for it.  He gathers some witnesses, signs the deeds, keeps one copy for himself, and then gives the other to his assistant Baruch, ordering him to seal it tightly in an earthen jar so that some day, when he returns to Judah, he will be able to prove the land is his.


Think about that for a second.  It is farcical.  As one person summarized the scene:  

A prisoner in a city that is about to fall to the enemy goes through the elaborate rituals of witnessing and documentation only to spend what little money he has to buy a piece of property that would surely be confiscated by the enemy as soon as the city fell. Not only does he secure the needed witnesses, he draws up a full contract containing the terms and conditions under which he will own the land—a procedure that must have seemed ridiculous given that whatever the terms, they would no doubt be voided by the Babylonians….He [even] has a scale brought out to insure that he is paying the right amount—as if he is attempting to make sure that the sale would not be revoked because of an error in payment.


The whole scene is beyond absurd.  The people around him must have thought he was crazy.  Buying property during a siege—it is insane, unless you know the future rests with God.  And Jeremiah knew that.  He knew that no matter how grim the future might appear, it was still in God’s hand. By investing in that property, by investing in that future, he was reminding the people of Judah that Nebuchadnezzar was not the last word on the future. He was assuring them that someday they or their ancestors would return to that land to till it and tend it, love it and live on it because God guaranteed it.  He was reminding them that no matter how bleak the future might look, they could have hope.

A year or so later, Jerusalem fell, Zedekiah was dethroned, the Temple was destroyed, the people hauled off into Babylonian exile. It was traumatic.  It was the end of the world as they knew it.  But because Jeremiah invested in the future, they never gave up hope that one day they or their children or their children’s children would go home.  


And, they did.  Fifty years later, the Persians would conquer Babylon and the Persian king, Cyrus, would allow the Jews to go home.


You and I live in a lot of different worlds.  We live in a geo-political world with its threat of Islamization, a nuclear Iran and a resurgent Russia.  We live in an economic world of 10 percent unemployment, falling housing values and trillion-dollar deficits.  We live in a religious world, with mainline denominations declining and evangelical churches rising.  We live in a moral world where many of the lines we dared not cross have been erased.  We live in a personal world, with strained marriages, devastating diagnoses and overwhelming stress.  It seems at times that all hope is lost, that our futures are as bleak as the worst apocalyptic vision.


Yet do not despair!  Yes, the troubles we face are real but, ultimately, this is God’s world.  He is its Creator, Sustainer and Lord.  He is the one who holds the future, and he has promised, as Paul wrote, that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from” his love.  Our future is secure.  We can live in hope.


So let us invest ourselves in that future.  Let us vote for and pray for leaders that must wrestle with the realities of a dramatically changing world.  Let’s expect our leaders to not just worry about the next election but the next generation as well.  Let’s invest in our church so that generations yet to be born might find the love and grace we have found at First Christian Church and in the Disciples of Christ.  Let us not succumb to the moral relativism of our day but rather live by the virtues and commandments that have guided our ancestors since the days of Moses.  Let us invest in our lives or relationships, living each day with confidence in God.  Let us be Jeremiahs to the world—reminding all who will listen that our hope is in God.  Amen.  

