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Some weeks ago, when we were making our way through the two books of Kings, we turned our attention to the despair of the Prophet Elijah.  As you may recall, he had confronted King Ahab with his sin, been threatened by Queen Jezebel, and forced to flee in fear to the mountain of God.

After that sermon, a friend took me to task for preaching on such a depressing passage of Scripture.  
I suspect I will hear from my friend again this week because here we are again, confronted with another depressing biblical text.  It is a lament from the lips of the Prophet Jeremiah.  It is a description of his grief over the impending destruction of Judah, the southern half of Israel.

“My joy is gone; grief is upon me;” 

“My heart is sick within me….

“Oh that my head were waters,


and my eyes a fountain of tears,

that I might weep day and night for the slain of the daughter of my people!”

That’s certainly cheery, isn’t it? 

As my friend rightly noted, we don’t want to hear such doom and gloom on Sunday morning.  Life is hard enough without having the burdens of a long-dead prophet cast upon us.

I certainly understand the sentiment.  The fact is, most of us come to church looking for comfort.

Take any gathering of this size and you have a plethora of pain.  There are people who spend their days in doctors’ offices and treatment centers.  There are some who wait by the phone for test results or word from a loved one.  Sin will haunt some; fear will rules others.  For some the grief of loss seems perpetual and for others others loneliness seems interminable.  In just about any gathering like this one, there will be people with addictions and anger, anxiety and animus.  And who among them wouldn’t rather hear, “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want” or “Come to me all who are weary and heavy laden and I will give you rest” rather than “My joy is gone; grief is upon me”?

Most all of us come to church seeking comfort, and many-a ministry is built on providing it.  Author Barbara Ehrenreich suggests that our desire for comfort is behind the success of pastors like Joel Osteen and, before him, Robert Schuller and, before him, Norman Vincent Peale.  She says that their Bright-Side Theology, their “don’t-worry, be-happy” approach assures people that God is in heaven and all is right with the world.  People are drawn to the comfort such a message provides.

But as important as comfort may be, it is not all that we need.  We also need truth.  We need people—yes, and even the church—to love us enough to tell us the truth.  We need people honest enough with us to tell us that our decisions have consequences and ours sins separate us from God.

Are you familiar with the reality TV show “Intervention?”  It is on A&E or one of the other lesser-watched cable channels.  Still, the show is interesting because each episode records an intervention, an attempt by family and friends to help an addict get clean.

Yet sometimes the task is made more difficult by a family member or friend who is more interested in comforting the addict than confront her.  But telling the addict that all is well, that everything is OK, doesn’t help.  What helps is honesty.  What is needed are people who love the addict enough to tell her the truth, that she’s destroying her body, destroying her life, destroying her family, destroying her children.  Sure the addict wants comfort, but it is the truth that she needs to hear, the truth that can set her free.


And truth was what Jeremiah was offering.

At the time, the people of Judah believed that they could do no wrong.  According to the Temple theology, God has promised to secure the holy city of Jerusalem and to protect Solomon’s Temple.  They believe that God had placed his hand over them, guaranteeing that nothing, not even the massive troops of their enemies--could harm them.

The problem was that what they believed wasn’t true.  And so Jeremiah spent his entire ministry trying to help them understand.  But they didn’t want to hear that worshipping gods other than the God of Israel offended the Lord.  They didn’t want to hear that exploiting the poor worker or the single mom angered God.  They didn’t want to hear that their greed and shamelessness was an affront to their Creator.  They didn’t want anyone to tell them that God would judge their sins. 

What they wanted from their faith was comfort, but what they needed was truth.  They needed to know that unless they turned back to God, unless they began to live according to God’s commandments, the Babylonians would soon sweep over them like locust over a field of wheat, destroying everything they held dear. 

While we may be uncomfortable with Jeremiah’s lament, it is testimony to his love for them.  He was grieving because they had not listened to the truth that could save them.  They had chosen the comfortable platitudes about the Temple over the hard teachings of repentance.  And it had broken his heart.

Of course, the people of Jeremiah’s day are not alone.

A few centuries later another prophetic figure would come to the people of Israel and confront their spiritual leaders, the scribes and Pharisees.  He would caution them about their hypocrisy, about preaching one thing and doing another.  He would warn them that their strict obedience to the law was negated because they neglected the mightier matters of justice, mercy and faithfulness.  He warned them that they had to amend their ways, repent of their arrogance.  But they wouldn’t.  They chose the comfort of their position and power over the prophet’s truth, and it broke his heart.

“O Jerusalem, Jerusalem,” Jesus cried, “the city that kills the prophets and stones those that are sent to it!  How often would I have gathered your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you would not! See your house is left desolate.”
Yes, the law of Moses was their guide and comfort.  Yes, they needed it.  But they also needed the truth—the truth that Jesus had come proclaiming.

Of course, through the years others have needed to hear the truth as well.

· Plantation owners were quite content with their situation.  They were rich,  respected, powerful.  They were comfortable with the lives they lived.  But they needed to hear the truth, the sermons of abolitionist like Henry Ward Beecher or Sojourner Truth.  They needed to be confronted with their sin rather than comforted in it.
· In the economic struggles of the ‘30s, the people of Germany found consolation in the nationalism of Adolf Hitler.  It gave them meaning, identity, hope, and they didn’t want that upset.  But Confessing Christians challenged their anti-Semitism and warned them of the coming judgment.  People like Dietrich Bonheoffer loved them enough to tell them the truth about themselves and what they believed.

· It wasn’t that long ago when African-Americans were second-class citizens in the United States.  Whites were comfortable with segregated communities, schools, water fountains and churches.  Many-a churchgoer wanted the church to provide refuge from the tensions over Civil Rights.  But preachers all across the land dared to confront us with the truth--that we could never be that great city on the hill until we repented of our sin and sought equality for all.
· Apartheid was the law of the land in South Africa.  It was even rooted in the theology of the Dutch Reform Church.  The white ruling class was fine with it.  It worked for them.  But they needed to hear the truth, to face up to the degradation visited upon the majority.  Men like Bishop Desmond Tutu and then-Rev. Allan Boesak dared to proclaim it.

Time and again it was not comfort but truth people needed to hear.


And we still do.  


Yes, life is hard.  And we need the church to comfort us.  We need the assurance that comes from Scripture and tradition, from worship and fellowship.  There are times in which we need more than anything else to hear the 23rd Psalm and “Amazing Grace.”  They are the balm that eases our pain. 


But we also need the truth.  We need the church to remind us of what it means to love God and neighbor, to teach us what it means to live as God’s people, to challenge us when we have gone astray, to confront us when we sin.  We need the truth because hearing it, responding to it, is what keeps us from exile far from God.  It is the truth, as Jesus said, that sets us free.
