
BEGINNINGS: BUILDING AND PLANTING

Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-8; 31:27-34

BUYING THE FAMILY FARM


Jeremiah bought the farm. No, I’m not saying that Jeremiah died (although he did die, probably in Egypt after his “friends” took him there after the destruction of Jerusalem). No, Jeremiah bought the farm in his hometown of Anathoth. We hear in the first verse of his book: The words of Jeremiah son of Hilkiah, of the priests who were in Anathoth in the land of Benjamin. (1:1).

Now Jeremiah’s land purchase is highly unusual because he is in prison at the time. He found himself in prison because he was asked to pray. We hear in chapter 37: King Zedekiah sent Jehucal son of Shelemiah and the priest Zephaniah son of Maaseiah to the prophet Jeremiah saying, “Please pray for us to the Lord our God.” (37:3). (Would anyone else like to read this passage for me today with all these names?)

The king and the people hoped that the siege of Jerusalem would end soon and that the Babylonians would go back home because the Egyptians appeared to be coming to help Israel fight the Babylonians. In 588 BCE, just one year before the final destruction of Jerusalem, King Zedekiah wanted Jeremiah to offer a prayer for the safety of the troops, the destruction of the enemy, and the preservation of life as they knew it. Jeremiah, being an honest prophet of God, did not give the king the prayer he wanted. 


Jeremiah instead said, “The Chaldeans [Babylonians] shall return and fight against this city; they shall take it and burn it with fire. . . . Even if you defeated the whole army of Chaldeans who are fighting against you, and there remained of them only wounded men in their tents, they would rise up and burn this city with fire” (37:6-10). 

Now what do you think the King did for Jeremiah after that prayer? Name him preacher of the year? Ask him to pray at the next Presidential Prayer Breakfast? No, he does what any government leader does and what any leader of a religious organization does when the prophet does not say what we want to hear. He looks for a way to persecute Jeremiah--to try to make his life miserable--so that the preacher will change the message and offer words king and people want to hear. Aren’t you glad that doesn’t happen any more?

And King Zedekiah finds his chance. We hear in chapter 37 that the Babylonians do ease their siege of Jerusalem for a while when the Egyptians arrive, so Jeremiah takes the opportunity to go outside the gates at that time. Ironically, he wants to go to his native tribe of Benjamin to receive his share of family property in Anathoth (37:12). But a sentinel (Hananiah’s grandson) at the Jerusalem gate recognizes him and says, “You are deserting to the Babylonians!” (37:13). This is payback. Read about Hananiah in 28:10-11, 15-17.

Now King Zedekiah has a reason to imprison Jeremiah--treason. “Do you have another word from the Lord?” the king asks. “Same message, only worse!” Jeremiah says. Many in the city wish him dead, but the King refrains from execution for treason and instead locks him up. So King Zedekiah gave orders, and they committed Jeremiah to the court of the guard; and a loaf of bread was given him daily from the bakers’ street, until all the bread of the city was gone. So Jeremiah remained in the court of the guard (37:21). Not only is Jeremiah in prison, but he is given bread from Baker’s Street until Baker’s Street runs out of bread!


Of course, just when you think things are bad, they get worse. We hear in the next chapter that some men (including one--Jehucal--who earlier was sent to ask Jeremiah to pray) say, “He is discouraging our soldiers! He is not supporting our troops” (38:4). So they take Jeremiah and throw him into a well that has no water and no food—only mud (38:6). This is certain death for Jeremiah who is knee-deep in mud. 
Have you heard of the three neighbors who were discussing the proper position and attitude for prayer? One said, "You should be on your knees with your head bowed in reverence to the Almighty." The second man spoke up and said, "Remember that you were created in God's image. The position in which to pray is to stand up looking into the heavens into the face of God and talk to the Lord as a child to our father." The third man spoke up and said, "I don't know about those positions, but the finest praying I ever did was that one time when I was hanging upside down in a well." 

I don’t think Jeremiah was hanging upside down in that well, but I am sure he was praying. Later some other men (led by an Ethiopian) go to the king for permission to pull Jeremiah up by ropes and imprison him again in the court of the guard (38:13). “What shall I do?” the king asks. Jeremiah asks the king to surrender to Nebuchadnezzar, but he declines.

So when Jeremiah buys the farm, he is in and out of prison (and “out” is not necessarily good news when it involves being thrown into a dried-out well!) and back in prison again. Now we come to chapter 32, which comes before chapters 37 and 38 in the book but most scholars believe that the story of chapter 32 comes after the events chronicled in chapters 37 and 38. 


The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord in the tenth year of King Zedekiah of Judah (32:1). If you want to know, the tenth year of King Zedekiah of Judah is early 587 BCE. It’s the last year for Jerusalem and for King Zedekiah.

Hanamel, Jeremiah’s cousin, visits him in prison and says, “Buy my field that is at Anathoth in the land of Benjamin, for the right of possession and redemption is yours; buy it for yourself” (32:8). Jeremiah is in prison precisely for attempting to go to his native tribe of Benjamin to receive his share of family property, and here comes a relative to sell him the property because he is next in line in the family.  Jeremiah counts out his money (seventeen shekels of silver), signs the deed, seals it, finds witnesses, gives it to his secretary Baruch in the presence of his cousin and stores the deed in an earthen jar for security.

Jeremiah buys the plot of the family farm there in Anathoth, just outside Jerusalem. What's so amazing about that? Besides Jeremiah being in prison and in constant threat of execution for treason, King Nebuchadnezzar and his Babylonian army are outside the city gates of Jerusalem and holding the city hostage for eighteen months. And Anathoth is the camping ground for the Babylonian army. Jeremiah goes to a lot of trouble to purchase land that has enemy army tents on it at that very moment! 


Jeremiah buys the family farm and then says in 32:15: "For thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land.” Houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land. In other words, “One day we will come back home.” The Weeping Prophet who preaches judgment and destruction is also a prophet of hope. “One day,” the jailbird says, “there is going to be some building and planting here. Not today, but someday. We are not fated to always live like this.” It’s a word of hope in a terrible time. 

BUILDING AND PLANTING

We hear the prophecy of hope in the Book of Comfort of chapters 30 and 31. In chapter 31 Jeremiah proclaims, The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will sow the house of Israel and the house of Judah with the seed of humans and the seed of animals. And just as I have watched over them to pluck up and break down, to overthrow, destroy, and bring evil, so I will watch over them to build and to plant, says the Lord (31:27-28).

Do you remember the six verbs of Jeremiah’s call way back in the first chapter of his book? "See, I appoint you over nations and over kings, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to plant” (1:10). The first four verbs are about endings. In most of this book Jeremiah focuses on his call as a prophet to speak the first four verbs: to pluck up and tear down, to destroy and overthrow. In other words, what is happening is evil because it destroys Jerusalem's presumed world. Jeremiah is saying that endings happen and if you look with the eyes of faith, you can see them coming. 

When the end does come, as he predicted it would, Jeremiah doesn’t say, “I told you so!” He remembers his full call as a prophet and says not only a word about plucking up and pulling down, destroying and overthrowing, but also a word about planting and building. He speaks a true word (as he has always spoken true words. That’s why he is currently in prison--for speaking the truth!). He speaks a true word of hope at the darkest point of their season of grief.  


The last two verbs--build and plant--assert in parallel fashion that God can work newness. God can bring hope precisely in situations that seem hopeless and closed. God alone has the capacity to take endings and make new beginnings. While the classical Hebrew language can sometimes be fuzzy in the matter of the tenses of verbs, the contrast between past and future tenses is clearly evident in the Hebrew text of 31:28: "And just as I have watched over them to pluck up . . . so I will watch over them to build and to plant, says the LORD." 

Everybody can see the tearing down. You don't have to be baptized for that. Just read the morning paper or listen to talk radio or TV evangelists. Everybody sees the world going to hell in a hand basket. On the lips of the religious poets like Jeremiah, however, you can hear the hope for new beginnings.


As painful as it is to admit it, we cannot have new beginnings until we experience endings. That seems to be the natural cycle of life itself, but it is so hard to accept this reality. Newness can come only through a season of grief. If newness can come elsewhere than out of grief, then grief does not fully matter. But we have seen in these past weeks that the book of Jeremiah is built on the truth that it is only grief that permits newness--nothing else.


I grew up, as many of you know, in Central Florida. Before Walt Disney World came in the early 1970's, citrus was the major industry in that area. My first jobs were in orange groves--spreading fertilizer, hoeing out weeds, digging wells for irrigation, watering during droughts, trimming out lemon sprouts and driving a Case tractor, 


In December, 1989, central Florida experienced a freeze which my father says was the worst one he has seen in his lifetime. Thirty percent of the orange crop was devastated by the freeze. Not only was the year’s crop gone but trees were also heavily damaged. So what do you do when a freeze destroys many of your orange trees? You either say, "I quit. I give up." Or, you get down on your knees and plant a small, new tree in the ground. You plant a sprig and hope that spot of ground will once again produce fruit.


Each of us, like Jeremiah, is going through a season of grief. I struggle with my own grief over the plucking up and pulling down, the destroying and overthrowing that is going on. I am in great pain over this and am very sad. My guess is that you are sad, too. Endings are terrible, awful. 


So what do I do? What do you do? What shall Vienna Baptist Church do? Shall we be like Jeremiah? Jeremiah sits in the imperial prison and buys the family farm where enemy soldiers have pitched their tents. Why? Because Jeremiah is a prophet who speaks the truth, no matter what. And his last words are not about endings but about beginnings: “And just as I have watched over them to pluck up and break down, to overthrow, destroy, and bring evil, so I will watch over them to build and to plant,” says the Lord. Let’s buy some land. Let’s build a house. Let’s plant a tree. Let’s live in hope because of the faithfulness of our God. The Lord proclaims through Jeremiah: “I am the LORD, the God of all flesh; is anything too hard for me?” (32:26)

REFLECTION:  Write on your prayer card a beginning you wish for the Lord to bless. As you leave the worship room today, please put your prayer card on one of the new prayer boards located near the end of the aisle.

HYMN: Here I Am, Lord
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