
ENDINGS: PLUCKING UP 

AND BREAKING DOWN

Jeremiah 4:11-12, 22-28; 5:27-31

ENDINGS WE KNOW

Jeremiah has a word from the Lord. It’s couched in poetry in the last verses of chapter 5:

An appalling and horrible thing has happened in the land: the prophets prophesy falsely,

and the priests rule as the prophets direct; my people love to have it so,

but what will you do when the end comes? (5:30-31)


“But what will you do when the end comes?” Endings. Do you know what I'm talking about? I think you do. Previously when I have preached on the book of Jeremiah, I have illustrated endings with references to the death of loved ones, the assassination of world leaders, the dashing of future hopes in the family, health problems and illness, broken relationships with spouse and children and job loss. Each of these is a terrible ending.

That was before 9-11-01. All other individual losses pale in comparison to the loss that dealt us a blow to our gut on that Tuesday. Not only did individuals lose loved ones and families lose members, but we as a nation--the United States of America--suffered a terrible loss. It was a day of national loss. And we will never be the same again. Am I right? We will never be the same again. Becky and I talked this past Tuesday about how the whole day seemed heavy to us and to others.  Tuesday was a corporate day of grief and sadness. 

“9-11” Here we are six years after that day that will be inscribed in our memories for the rest of our lives. 9-11 is a liminal date that marks “before” and “after” very clearly in our minds. 9-11 is no longer just a date on the calendar. It's a major transition in how we view the world. We sing with Alan Jackson, Where were you when the world stopped turning on that September day?

So now, like never before, we as citizens of a nation and as persons of a faith community can more easily identify with the book of Jeremiah. Walter Brueggemann, a great Bible scholar, prophet and preacher of our time, calls the book of Jeremiah “A Meditation on 587 BCE.” 587 BCE has that same power for biblical understanding that 9-11 has for us today. 587 (almost 600 years before Jesus was born)  is the year that the Babylonian army captured and destroyed the city of Jerusalem, leveled the Temple, killed thousands and took others away to exile in Babylon.  


At Montreat Conference Center a few years ago I walked up to Walter Brueggemann and said “At Princeton Seminary in July, 1989, your Bible study on the book of Jeremiah changed my life!” And all of my reading and preaching of Jeremiah has been shaped by that powerful encounter with the text of Jeremiah as I sat in Miller Chapel for a week of continuing education. I do not speak about this book without referring to Brueggemann and his emphasis on Jeremiah the poet. 

For example, listen to the poetic voice of Jeremiah in chapter 4:

I looked on the earth, and lo, it was waste and void; and to the heavens, and they had no light.

I looked on the mountains, and lo, there was quaking, and all the hills moved to and fro.

I looked, and lo, there was no one at all, and all the birds of the air had fled.

I looked, and lo, the fruitful land was a desert, and all its cities were laid in ruins

before the Lord, before his fierce anger.

For thus says the Lord: The whole land shall be a desolation; yet I will not make a full end.

Because of this the earth shall mourn, and the heavens above grow black;

for I have spoken, I have purposed; I have not relented nor will I turn back. (4:23-28)

Here Jeremiah and Yahweh’s poignant words describe this cosmic shaking when the world stops turning. Brueggemann points out how the New Revised Standard Version captures the text’s cadence of terror as the fourfold construction, “I looked . . . I looked . . . I looked . . . I looked,” is followed in each case by the fourfold Hebrew verb for existence (hinne), “there was . . . there was . . . there was . . . there was.” It’s creation language from Genesis 1 (And God looked and it was good), but no life signs can be seen--no order, no light, no foundations, no people, no birds, no vegetation, no cities. Something terrible has happened in the created world. The symmetry and repetition of the prophet’s words only heighten the dread. “But what will you do when the end comes?” the prophet and his Lord ask. 

A METAPHOR FOR ENDINGS

Walter Brueggemann asks us to imagine that the book of Jeremiah is a place where people come together to talk about their world coming unglued. 587 B.C. is a metaphor, an image, for endings. Jeremiah sits there in the middle of this and begins to ask, "What will you do when the end comes?" Brueggemann proposes that the book of Jeremiah is a tortured, dramatic statement that, first, there really are endings that we don't expect; and second, if you look for endings, you can see them coming.


In 1963 at the dedication of the library built in Amherst, Maine, to honor Robert Frost, President Robert F. Kennedy said this about Frost the poet:  “It's hardly an accident that Robert Frost coupled poetry and power, for he saw poetry as the means of saving power from itself. When power leads man towards arrogance, poetry reminds him of his limitations. When power narrows the areas of man's concern, poetry reminds him of the richness and diversity of his existence. When power corrupts, poetry cleanses. For art establishes the basic human truths which must serve as the touchstone of our judgment.


“The artist, however faithful to his personal vision of reality, becomes the last champion of the individual mind and sensibility against an intrusive society and an officious state. The great artist is thus a solitary figure. He has, as Frost said, a lover's quarrel with the world. . . . Yet in retrospect, we see how the artist's fidelity has strengthened the fiber of our national life.”

Like Robert Frost, Jeremiah the poet speaks to power and sees the end coming. Babylon’s army is marching. The Egyptians in the south are stirring up the populace and reminding Israel how great she once was as a world leader. “You don’t need to negotiate a treaty with Babylon!” they say. “Stand up for yourself. Gather your military! Join us in our fight to destroy this enemy!” 


There in Jerusalem King Zedekiah vacillates between opinions, heeding one and then another, never showing the strength of character necessary to help stabilize his kingdom. By 589 BCE, Judah acts our her final rebellion--rebellion against Babylon--but according to the prophet Jeremiah, rebellion against God. With Egypt’s encouragement, and apparently with the assurance of help from others, Zedekiah declares his independence from the Babylonians. The citizens were eager for revolt and independence and many prophets and priests were inciting them to action by insisting that God would fight for them and deliver them from the Babylonians. Remember 5:31: the prophets prophesy falsely, and the priests rule as the prophets direct. And King Zedekiah thumbs his nose at Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon and defiantly cries, “Bring it on!” 


And Nebuchadnezzar does! Nebuchadnezzar responds swiftly by systematically destroying the fortresses of Judah and then besieging the city of Jerusalem for eighteen months from January, 588 to August 587. But the end is certain. In August the Babylonian army breaches the wall, sacks and destroys the city, and blinds Zedekiah after he watches his sons assassinated before his eyes. The Babylonians carry away most of the population and everything of value to Babylon, which is modern Iraq. Alan Jackson would have sung, Where were you when the world stopped turning on that August day?
NOT THE LAST WORD

Endings are awful, painful and destructive. When endings come we think the whole world is collapsing around us, that the entire world is coming unglued. But that is not really the case. In endings a world does collapse around us, but it is not the whole world. It is our presumed world--our contrived world--that collapses. 


We live in the presumption that we are safe from terrorist attacks, that we will always be the leading nation of the world, that our military will always prevail, that everyone will one day want to be Christian like we are. We think that if everyone will be democratic and take our western values and Christian faith, then the world will be a better place. In 587 and in 9-11, the presumed, contrived world of a nation and a faith community tumbled down. 


But a warning about endings is not the last word from God. It is a very important first word, but the message about endings is not the only word from the Lord. If we try to place ourselves, as Jeremiah did, in the heart of God, we will find a divine heart that aches for the beloved. Endings are real and awful, but they are not the last word about a God who loves us deeply and who yearns for a close relationship with us. Yahweh says in 4:27: "The whole land shall be a desolation; yet I will not make a full end.” Ending are awful but are necessary if we are to have beginnings and newness. Beginnings cannot come unless we have endings. Sometimes it takes the destruction of something very valuable before we will even consider a new beginning.

Jeremiah himself tells us back in chapter one that his message is not only about endings: "See today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.” Six powerful verbs. Four about endings: pluck up, pull down, destroy and overthrow.  And two about beginnings: build and plant. Everyone sees the plucking up and pulling down, the destroying and overthrowing. It’s easy to see what’s wrong in our world. Everyone can see the destruction, but the prophet Jeremiah and people of faith can also see the building and planting. Four days after 9/11/2001, I officiated a wedding for Jeff and Erin Brovet and they now serve as missionaries in Africa. A few years ago I joined with several churches to build a Habitat House and on 9/11 we dedicated the newly-built house and planted some trees. This week we read about a memorial being built near the Pentagon to remember those 184 persons who died there six years ago.  We dedicate ourselves to building and planting because we are people of hope, not despair. 


Before we can experience the building and planting, however, Jeremiah tells us that we need to talk honestly about endings. We need to talk about how 587 and 9-11 feel to us as our contrived, presumed world comes apart. Imagine that Vienna Baptist Church is a place where people come together to talk about the world that is coming unglued, about endings, about where were you when the world stopped turning on that September day. 
Offertory: Where Were You When the World Stopped Turning?

HYMN: Precious Lord, Take My Hand
Robert E. Albritton, Ph.D.

Vienna Baptist Church

Vienna, Virginia

September 16, 2007
Page 


