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Jer. 1:4-10

“You want me to do what?!”
I can remember when I first felt a call to ministry.  I was an executive with the Boy Scouts.  Part of my job was to go to schools, civic organizations, and churches to promote Scouting.  In 2001, I was found myself really being pulled towards the churches.  Something inside me was saying, “This is where I want you to be.”  Something inside me wanted to say to the pastors, “Tell me about your life, what you do.”  Finally it became clear to me that God was calling me to work in the church.  So I sat down with our priest to talk about my call.  He asked in that first meeting, “Do you think you’re being called to be a priest?”  Without missing a beat I replied, “No!”  Frankly I believe the exact words were, “Hell no!”  At first I was sure my call was to be a professional lay youth minister.  After all, this seemed to fit with my background in the Boy Scouts and a degree in education.  We continued to meet over time, and he would return to the question, “Do you feel called to be a priest?”  I can remember asking God, “You want me to do what?  You really want me to be a priest?”  Well over time my response to the question went from, “Hell no” to “no” to “maybe” to “I think so” to finally, “Yes, yes I think God is calling me to be priest.”
This morning’s Old Testament lesson is also about a call, the call of the prophet Jeremiah.  God tells Jeremiah, “You’ve been set apart, consecrated to be a prophet from even before you were born.  Now it is time for you to do the work I’ve given you to do.  You are to be a prophet to the nations, you will give words of judgment, words that will overthrow and destroy; and you will give words of restoration, words that will plant and build up.”  Jeremiah protests God.  He says, “You want me to do what?  But I’m only a boy.”  Biblical scholars argue about how old Jeremiah was.  Things seem to point that he was somewhere in adolescence, in his teenage years.  But God says to him, “That’s no excuse.  Don’t say that you are only a boy.  Don’t be afraid.  I will be with you.  I will give you the words to say.”
Now before I go any further with Jeremiah’s call, we are going to be hearing from Jeremiah over the next several weeks, so some background information may be helpful.  Jeremiah begins his ministry in the 13th year of the reign of King Josiah in the Southern kingdom of Judah.  This year is significant because it is the year that the king of the Assyrian empire dies.  For years, Judah has been a vassal state to Assyria.  Once again Judah has her independence, but rather than relying on God’s providence, she makes deals with other kingdoms including Egypt in defense against the Babylonians.  However, this is all for not, for because they did not rely on God, Jerusalem falls at the hands of Babylon, and the Jews are sent into exile.  This is the political situation in which Jeremiah prophesied.  Jeremiah prophesied during these years of Judah’s independence regained and lost. 
Jeremiah’s call shares many features with other call stories in the Bible.  Remember back to Moses.  God calls to Moses out of the burning bush and calls him to return to Egypt to lead God’s people out of the bondage of slavery.  And Moses rejects the calls.  He asks God, “But what should I tell them your name is?  How will they trust that you have sent me?”  And God tells Moses his name, “Tell them that Yahweh, I am that I am, sent you.”  Moses goes on to protest, “What if they don’t believe me?”  God tells Moses to throw down his staff; and when he does it turns into a snake.  God then says, “Pick up the snake by the tail.”  When Moses does the snakes transforms back into a staff, “so that they will believe that the Lord their God has sent you.”  Moses protests again saying, “But I’m not eloquent.”  Why would they follow me?  God says, “Do not worry about what to say.  I will give you the words.”  And a fourth time Moses objects saying, “Please send someone else.”  God says, “Listen, get your brother Aaron to help you and get on with this work.
Or listen to the similarities between the call of Jeremiah and the call of the judge Gideon.  (Read Judges 6:12-16).  “The angel of the LORD appeared to him and said to him, "The LORD is with you, you mighty warrior." 13 Gideon answered him, "But sir, if the LORD is with us, why then has all this happened to us? And where are all his wonderful deeds that our ancestors recounted to us, saying, 'Did not the LORD bring us up from Egypt?' But now the LORD has cast us off, and given us into the hand of Midian." 14 Then the LORD turned to him and said, "Go in this might of yours and deliver Israel from the hand of Midian; I hereby commission you." 15 He responded, "But sir, how can I deliver Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my family." 16 The LORD said to him, "But I will be with you, and you shall strike down the Midianites, every one of them." 
And Saul when being called to be the first king of Israel, objects by saying, “But I am a Benjaminite, the least of the tribes of Israel.  And not only that, but I come from the humblest of families of the tribe.”  And Isaiah protests his call saying, “I am a man of unclean lips.”  And the seraph takes a hot coal with a pair of tongs and places it on Isaiah’s lips, cleansing them for pure words to be spoken.  And with Ezekiel we do not see a protest, but God gives him the words to say as well, having the angel of the Lord give him a scroll which Ezekiel eats.
Many of the call narratives of the Old Testament share a pattern:  call, objection, reassurance, and commission.  Call, objection, reassurance, commission.  God calls Jeremiah to be a prophet.  Jeremiah objects to the call.  God reassures Jeremiah that he will be with him, to guide him.  God commissions Jeremiah to be a prophet.  

Objection seems to be so common when one is called by God.  And the objections can come from multiple voices.  Take beloved St. Francis for example.  Francis came from a successful merchant family.  Francis experienced some success on his own as well.  But when God called him, Francis was adamant about giving all that he had away for the poor.  I can just hear his family say, “You’re going to do what?!”  But he did, and the Church has been blessed by his ministry.

And even in modern times, there was a group of upper middle class girls, all of them cheerleaders, in a town in Western Pennsylvania who was inspired by the ministry of Mother Theresa.  Mother Theresa believed that there were outcast communities, Calcuttas, everywhere.   So these girls discerned there was a forgotten, a marginalized community in the local nursing home.  They went to the director of the nursing home and asked if they could meet the female residents who did not have any family or visitors.  So these girls met regularly with these elders to paint their nails and listen to their stories.  Their friends were asking, “You’re doing what?”  But these girls felt God was calling them to be present with the lonely rather than hang out at the mall, or talk about boys, or whatever else teenage girls do.

And there’s a story about a couple from Philadelphia, who while their children were young began saving for college.  At the same time, they felt God was calling them to use their resources to help the disadvantaged.  So they couple decided that for every dollar they saved for their children’s college, they would save an additional dollar for scholarships for disadvantaged youth.  I can hear their family saying, “You’re doing what?  You’ve worked hard for that money.  Spend it on yourselves.  Take the kids on a nice vacation.”  But the couple felt that they had been blessed with good incomes and that God was calling them to share that blessing.
And there’s a story of a couple from a suburb of Chicago.  After years of trying, they could not conceive a child.  They encountered a homeless woman who was six months pregnant.  They invited the woman to live in their home.  I can hear their friends and family say, “You’re doing what?  You’re letting this stranger live in your home?”  The woman gave birth and she and her daughter lived in their home for quite some time.  One day the couple said to the woman, “You have given us so much, letting us be in your life and letting your daughter be in our lives.  What can we do for you?”  The woman said, “I have always wanted to be a nurse.”  The couple said, “Don’t worry.  You go to school, we’ll make sure the girl is taken care of, and we’ll pay for it.”  The woman graduated with a nursing degree.  Shortly after, the wife was diagnosed with a terminal illness.  And now they have a live-in nurse who is caring for her as she dies.
What is God calling you to do?  Is there some way to use the gifts and the blessings that God has given you to bring about the Kingdom of God?  Take some time this week to quiet your hearts and pray, and listen to hear what kind of ministry God might be calling you to.  And your first reaction may be, “You want me to do what?!”  or, “Oh, hell no.”  God may be calling you to the last thing you would ever imagine.  But take a step back and listen.  Hear him say, “Do not be afraid.  I am with you.”  God will be with you and empower you and you’re joy will have never been more complete.

