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TEXT: Jeremiah 31:10 “Hear the word of the Lord, O nations, and declare it in the coastlands far
away; say, ‘He who scattered Israel will gather him, and will keep him as a shepherd a flock.’”
PURPOSE: To invite us to discern God’s gracious guidance in every aspect of our living,
whether that guidance be revealed in judgement or in mercy, in disruption or in renewal.  
______________________________________________________________________________

Holy smoke!  We’re in a new year!  Yes, Lindy and I did stay up to watch
the ball drop at midnight.  I wondered why it hadn’t been decorated to look like a
spiky coronavirus.  I also considered recording this year’s drop for use on next
year’s New Year’s eve at an earlier, more age-appropriate hour.  If I’d have known
what all 2020 turned out to be, I would have recorded last’s year’s Times Square
celebration, which included actual in person crowds. 

Given the enormity of the chaos and distress the world endured last year,
it’s a wonder we’re able to hang new calendars on our walls.  There rightly have
been lots of wishes for this new year to be hugely better than the last one.  In truth,
the dividing line between one year and the next is totally arbitrary.  All that the
dropping ball actually references  is that our planet has just completed another
rotation around its sun.  That is true every day of the year, not just January the
first.  What we can say is that the past year, and especially the past nine months,
have been as stressful and disruptive as most of us have ever experienced during
any past trip around the sun.  For many of us, it’s been the recent holiday season
which has been the most difficult.  We’ve had to reckon with the reality that
celebrating with loved ones could be deadly.  Lots of households simply couldn’t
afford to do their traditional gifting and feasting. Too many families’ celebrations
were overcast with the passing of one or more people.  In many ways, we have
been exiles in our own land,  disconnected from or denied of so much of we
associate with being ‘home.’  

Even though we’ve been mostly stuck at home during the pandemic, it feels
to me, and perhaps to you, that we’ve been scattered.  Our kids aren’t physically
together in school; we don’t share meals with people who don’t live with us; we
don’t come together for worship or concerts or movies or sports events.  Our
church community, like every other group of people, has been physically scattered,
brought together only virtually through Facebook worship and Zoom meetings. 
The community-building quality of our dinners, with neighbors and friends
catching up with each other as we chow down together in the Friendship House
has been replaced by dinner deliveries to people in their cars.  
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Our scattering, our exiling in place, as disruptive and difficult as it’s been,
has been no worse than what God’s people endured during the period in their
history when many of them were exiled after the Babylonians defeated Israel and
destroyed Jerusalem and its temple.  The biblical exile lasted at least forty eight
years.  It dealt an almost fatal blow to the ability of God’s people to be a people. 
Instead, those people developed new ways to be a community of faith which
continued to serve their descendants well for thousands of years.  One of the most
amazing things about the exile was how God’s people discerned God’s
involvement in their experiences.  At the beginning, as Babylon was flexing its
imperial muscle, God’s people thought that God would protect them from its
conquests.   There were prophets who disagreed with that popular opinion.  They
announced that God was using Babylon to execute judgement on the people who
had been worshiping idols along with God and exploiting poor people for profit. 
Those prophets were ignored at best and imprisoned at worst.  

But once the destruction of Israel’s homeland and the exile of their leaders
actually happened, God’s people realized that those prophets of doom were the
ones who had been telling the truth.  That’s why we have the records of those
prophets in our Bible, and not the record of those who, in the words of the prophet
Jeremiah, “Dress the wound of my people carelessly, saying, ‘Peace, peace,’ when
there is no peace.”  (Jeremiah 8:11)  

The truly amazing thing about how Israel came to understand the upheaval
of the Babylonian conquest was that they accepted not only the restoration which
followed the exile,  but also the exile itself, as God’s faithful keeping of the
covenant God had made with Israel.  So we have the record of Jeremiah, whose
nickname is ‘the prophet of doom,’ speaking this word as the word of the Lord:
“God who scattered Israel will gather him, and will keep him as a shepherd a
flock.”  (Jeremiah 31:10)

The idea that God orchestrated the scattering as well as the gathering is a
profound theological insight.  It asserts that the exile is not just something that
happened because a big nation was able to defeat a little nation.  It affirms that
God was using Babylon’s imperial aspirations to accomplish God’s purposes for
God’s chosen people.  More profound even than that, it recognizes that Israel’s
devastating defeat didn’t happen because God had broken covenant with Israel. 
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Quite the contrary: this theology insists that God was remaining true to the
covenant even though the people had broken the covenant.  

When Jeremiah and other prophets began to announce that Israel “had
served her term,’ and that a reversal of fortunes was on its way, compliments of
God (Isaiah 40:1-11), that was almost as hard for God’s people to believe as had
been the message that God was going to let Israel fall into the destructive hands of
Babylon.  Listen again to Jeremiah’s proclamation of renewal: “The Lord has
redeemed God’s people from hands too strong for him.  The people will be
beaming because of God’s bounty– grain and wine and oil, flocks of sheep, herds
of cattle.  Their lives will be like a well-watered garden.  God will turn their
mourning into joy.  God will comfort them, and exchange their sorrow for
gladness.”   (Jeremiah 31:11-13, my paraphrase) If you were among the exiles in
Babylon, or if you were among the folks left behind in their war-ravaged
homeland, would you be able to believe that these blessings really were coming
your way?  

Apply all this to us, right here, right now, while we’re in the thick of more
distress and disintegration than most of us have ever experienced.  Can we believe
that God has a plan for redeeming us from hands too strong for us, hands of a
deadly virus, hands of exposed racial injustice, hands of a growing climate crisis,
hands of self-serving politicians?  Heavens, lots of people don’t even believe that
vaccines can protect us from the virus, and not very many of us are willing to
make substantial changes in our lifestyle to decrease the impact of climate change! 
What would it take for us to believe that God has a way out of the multiple messes
we’re in, that God intends to shepherd us, that God intends abundance for
everyone, that God is dishing out gladness sufficient to overcome our sorrow?  

Here’s how that works, how that always has worked.  God’s people
demonstrate our believing God’s promises by living as if those promises have
already been kept.  In a world stunted by dreadful anxiety, we live free from fear. 
In a world defined by scarcity, we participate in God’s abundance.  In a world
driven by greed, we practice generosity.  In a world where the powerful few
benefit from the misery of many, we risk ourselves for what’s right and refuse to
endorse the status quo.  
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Does that sound like more than we can manage?  Of course it does.  But
hold on to this, or better, let this take hold of you: this is God’s doing.  Living as if
God’s promises have already been realized is not something we can conjure on our
own.  Living as if God’s promises are already realized is God’s grace at work for
us, and in us, and through us.  I dare to believe that God has been very much
involved in the scattering which has been the recent story of our world.  And not
because God is punishing, or that God doesn’t care, but because God knows how
to use distress and disintegration to turn us away from our self-destructive ways
and turn us toward our faithful God.  And, I dare to believe that the God who
scatters is the God who gathers, indeed, that God is gathering us right now. Right
in the midst of our multiple messes, God is inviting us to demonstrate the power of
God’s promises.  

The worship book of the United Church of Christ, the denomination with
which we are affiliated, offers a variety of communion services.  All of them close
with a prayer of thanksgiving.  One of those prayers of thanksgiving includes this
request of God: “Go with us to the streets, to our homes, and to our places of labor
and leisure, that whether we are gathered or scattered, we may be the servant
church of the servant Christ, in whose name we rejoice to pray.  Amen.”1  I’ve
always associated the “gathering” and “scattering” in that prayer with Christ’s
friends gathering in a building for worship and then scattering to all the places
where we live our lives.  Today as we worship together online from our separate
places, we are gathered and scattered at the same time – gathered in the spirit even
though we are scattered in the flesh, gathered to celebrate Jesus, God-with-us, the
Word become flesh, even as we are scattered for the sake of safety, scattered in
our responses to the crises surrounding us, scattered in our capacity to respond to
the challenges we face in our households, in our churches, and as citizens of a
world in distress.  

Either way, God needs us to be the “servant church of the servant Christ.” 
Either way, we know that whatever God needs for us to be, God gives us what we
need to faithfully respond to God’s call.  Either way, as we ever more fully live the
truth of God’s promises, we experience goodness overcoming evil, a shower of
spiritual blessings dismissing material scarcity, and the awesome power of living

1Service of Word and Sacrament II, Book of Worship.  
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the promises fulfilled overtaking the crises endured. 


