Aug. 22, 2010                                                                 Jeremiah 1: 4-10
Prayer: Dear Lord, We are so grateful for your presence here this day. We, 

your people, look to you for a clear word. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.



           Shortcomings
         Art has never been my gift. If I drew a picture right now, you would think it came from our nursery, not our art room.


One time, in elementary school, I lied and said another girl’s work was mine. But my own work was so laughably and consistently bad, the teacher thought I was kidding. She didn’t even get mad at the lie.


 I remember crying one night because I had a art project due on Pecos Bill. I had tried to make a picture of the cowboy with mountains made out of coffee grounds. But the mountains became a muddy mess. Poor Bill looked like he was drowning in a flash coffee flood on the Pecos River.


 It was a supreme irony that I became the arts writer for The Greenville News. What can happen with arts writers is they can be art experts and divas, but not always good reporters. I think The News had had a string of high-strung, high-maintenance arts types, and they wanted a common-sense reporter on the beat.

I was uncomfortable at first reviewing plays, but my editors assured me they weren’t looking for la-de-da theater criticism. They said most of our readers weren’t theater critics either, and they just wanted to know, Would I like this play or wouldn’t I?


So for years, the woman who couldn’t draw a ticket stub was the newspaper’s arts writer. I took courses in visual art at the Greenville County Art Museum and covered its rise as a regional museum. I covered the conception and building of the Peace Center. I covered choral director  Virginia Uldrick’s founding of the Governor’s School for the Arts. And I reviewed plays at the Peace Center, Greenville Little Theater, Centre Stage, the Warehouse and Furman. 


I drew the line at reviewing symphony music or ballet or opera or modern dance. We hired professors from Bob Jones or Furman to do that. 


Common-sense reporting can only take you so far.

I never became a theater expert, and I never became an artist, and I certainly never became a musician. But I did gain an enormous respect for artists of all kinds. 


 After I moved on to other kinds of reporting, I hardly set foot in a theater for 15 years. All those review deadlines had made theater-going seem too much like work.


So if God had come to my seminary many years later, searching for a minister with gifts in art and music, I would have been looking around at my classmates with a sinking heart. Boy, I wish I had those gifts, I would have thought. I’m so sorry I don’t.


But look what happened. As it turned out, I didn’t need to be an artist. God called Karen Lucci to create an art room. All he needed for me to do was say yes.


I didn’t need to be a musician. He called Percy and Andre and George and Lamar and Jerri and Bill and Henry. All he needed for me to do was say yes.


I didn’t need to be a concert organizer. He called Virginia Uldrick, who is probably the state’s single greatest arts force. She has organized three fundraising concerts or operas for Triune. Actually, Virginia offered her services to a previous pastor who wasn’t from Greenville and who probably didn’t realize her formidable talent and reputation. And that pastor turned her down. 

All God needed for me to do was turn her back up. 


As we prepare for our next concert and art show coming up on September 10, it is amazing to me that Triune has become such a ministry of the arts with such a laughably bad artist as the minister.


It is amazing. And it’s downright biblical.


Today’s Scripture reading is God’s call of the prophet Jeremiah.


Jeremiah was a prophet during an especially trying time in Judah’s history. The so-called Northern Kingdom, or Israel, had already fallen to the mighty Assyrian empire. The Southern Kingdom, or Judah, was threatened by Assyria, but also, ultimately, by Babylon.


During those bleak years when Babylon was raiding Judah and carrying off its best and brightest people, Jeremiah was preaching about what was happening. But before he was a preacher, he was a plain ol’ guy. And like virtually everyone who was called in the Bible to do something for God, he had reasons that he wasn’t qualified to do it.


So please turn to Jeremiah 1: 4-10.     

4 Now the word of the Lord came to me saying, 
5 ‘Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,
and before you were born I consecrated you;
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.’ 
6Then I said, ‘Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.’ 7But the Lord said to me,
‘Do not say, “I am only a boy”;
for you shall go to all to whom I send you,
and you shall speak whatever I command you. 
8 Do not be afraid of them,
for I am with you to deliver you, 

says the Lord.’ 
9Then the Lord put out his hand and touched my mouth; and the Lord said to me,
‘Now I have put my words in your mouth. 
10 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.’ 

We don’t know how old Jeremiah was when the Lord called him. But he said he was too young for the job. “I am only a boy,” he said. Surely a callow boy didn’t know how to speak in public. 

But no matter how young he was, God had known him far longer than his years on earth. “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you.”

Those words have been hijacked by the abortion debate, and probably robbed of much of their theological meaning. But let’s think for a moment about how our lives might be different if we truly believed those words. 


“Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you.”

The care that those words imply. The loving care that those words evoke. Those words whisk away the chance that our parents might not have wanted us, that our births might have been mistakes. Despite our earthly situation, we are known by a heavenly parent and always have been.

Jeremiah didn’t the take time to ponder those incredible words. Instead, he saw his shortcomings. “Ah Lord God! Truly I do not how to speak, for I am only a boy.”


If Jeremiah’s story sounds familiar, that’s because it is. The story of Jeremiah’s call is much like the call of every other prophet we have recorded in the Old Testament.


When God called Moses to lead his people out of Egypt, do you remember what Moses answered? “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” (Ex. 3: 11) 
God answered, “I will be with you.” 

         Then Moses wanted to know, But whom shall I tell the people you are?


And God answered, “I am who I am.”


 Then Moses, who was perhaps even more reluctant than most prophets, asked, “But suppose they do not believe me or listen to me, but say, ‘The Lord did not appear to you.’ ” (Ex. 4: 1)


So God showed him three miraculous signs that he was free to use for persuasion: A staff that became a snake, a hand that became leprous then healed, water from the Nile that turned into blood.


Yet again, Moses protested, and this time, he pointed to his own inadequacy: “I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.”


I imagine that is what every one of us would answer. I can’t get up in front of people and talk! 


God answered that Moses could tell his brother Aaron what to say. “And I will be with your mouth and with his mouth….” (Ex. 4: 15)


God’s assurance to Moses is specific – “I will be with your mouth.” In other words, I will be in the very words that you are so anxious about. 

There’s a call story in the book of Judges that’s not quite as well known as the call story of Moses. In the years after Moses’ death, Israel was led by a series of judges. One day, God called a man named Gideon to deliver Israel from the warring nation of Midian.


And Gideon replied, “But sir, how can I deliver Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh (which was one of the tribes of Israel), and I am the least in my family.” (Judges 6: 15)  


Then Gideon, you may remember, demanded a sign. He laid a fleece of wool on the threshing floor. Here’s what he proposed to God: If, the next morning, the fleece was wet with dew and everything around it dry, well then he would know God would deliver Israel through Gideon.

So he awoke the next morning, and squeezed a bowl of water out of the soaked fleece. But everything around it was bone dry.

And still, Gideon wasn’t… quite…. sure.


OK, OK, OK, let’s do it this way, he suggested to God. Make the fleece dry, and everything around it wet with dew.

    
The next morning the fleece was dry, and everything else around it wet.


I can just hear God thinking, Why did I call this clown?


 The prophet Isaiah wasn’t confident of his abilities either. He wrote about seeing God in a vision, attended by angels with smoke filling the heavens. 

After seeing all that splendor, Isaiah said, “Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the lord of hosts!” (Isaiah 6: 5)

His first reaction to seeing God? He wasn’t worthy. 


None of these servants of God, not a single one, thought he was good enough, talented enough, able enough, strong enough, clean enough to do what God wanted.


 And they probably weren’t.


 I can’t speak.


I’m the weakest.


I’m unclean.


I’m only a boy.


You know what God’s answer to them was? So what? So what if you’re not the biggest, strongest, baddest guy in Israel? So what?

You know what God’s answer to us is? So what? So what if you’re not the most talented artist, the best singer, the most confident speaker, the top cook, the most learned teacher, the biggest contributor. I am calling you to … what? I don’t know what he may be calling you to do.


What I do know is we can’t let poor health or addiction or stage fright or poverty or a hundred other perceived shortcomings cause us to say no to God. Because if he wants us to do something, he will be with our mouth. He will send us a Karen or a Percy or a Virginia.


Kyle Matthews is the singer performing in our September 10 concert. Kyle lived in Nashville for two decades, where he had his songs recorded by Vince Gill, the Oak Ridge Boys, Cece Winans, Ginny Owens, Take Six, Donnie McClurkin, Scott Krippayne and Jamie Slocum.

He moved back to his hometown of Greenville about a year ago, and I met him at a party. And the first thing he said was, “Is there something I can do for Triune?”


 I didn’t have to write a song or play piano or sing. I didn’t even have to ask.


All I had to do was nod.


God’s word to Jeremiah was reminiscent of his word to Moses. He told Moses, “I will be with your mouth.” To Jeremiah, he reached out and touched his lips and said, “Now I have put my words in your mouth.”

In each case, it is an intimate act of closeness, of touching, of breathing in.

That is fitting because the two men were called at similarly critical junctures in Israel’s history. In Moses’ day, Israel was facing bondage and slavery in Egypt. In Jeremiah’s day, Judah was facing bondage and slavery in Babylon.


In our day, I would argue we are facing bondage and slavery from lots of things: Materialism. Worry. Depression. Addiction. Obesity. Doubt. Timidity.

But God can release us as surely as he released the Hebrew slaves from Egypt, as surely as he returned the Jews from captivity in Babylon.


What is stirring in your heart?  I’ve gotten to the point where I hate to even suggest what someone’s call might be because I’m afraid of limiting her creativity. When people call and want to volunteer, I say, Could you just come and hang around for awhile? You might see something we need that you want to do.


Because, believe me, I would never have thought of an art room or tea parties or makeover sessions. But just look. (point to art beside pulpit)

          You’ve probably seen those poems that describe all the heroes of the Bible, and their shortcomings, their inadequacies. There are lots of different versions, and one hangs on the door of our art room.

But some typical lines are:  

Noah was a drunk.

Abraham was too old.

Moses stuttered.

Jacob was a liar.

Joseph was abused.

Ruth was widowed.

David was an adulterer.

Rahab was a prostitute.

Hosea was married to a prostitute.

Martha was a worry-wart.

Paul was a persecutor of the church.  

Their shortcomings didn’t matter, any more than my laughably bad artistry matters in this place.  


What matters is that we say yes.                         Amen.
