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Pentecost 16C
Jeremiah 1:4-10
Hebrews 12:18-29
Luke 13:10-17
This Sunday is the first of several Sundays with a reading from Jeremiah. Compared to the other prophets we know a good deal about the prophet Jeremiah. There are sections of material in the book that appear to be biographical or autobiographical in nature and tell us that the prophet Jeremiah began his activity in 628 BCE, the 13th year of king Josiah. He saw out the reigns of five Judean kings, from Josiah to the end of Zedekiah (Jer 1:1-3). We also know that he was a priest from the town of Anathoth, of a Levitic family claiming descent from Moses.
 So he carried some authority despite his protests.
Today’s passage is the call of Jeremiah which follows a predictable form. God speaks to him
The word of the LORD came to me
he is not seeking God. Then Jeremiah rebuffs the call. 
Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.
God assures him that he will stay with Jeremiah through times of trouble. 
I am with you to deliver you
Then God ordains him by touching his mouth. Think of Isaiah here.
And gives him his marching instructions.
Think of Moses and Isaiah and even Mary.
This is the process of discernment except that sometimes we are seeking God’s call listening for God’s call rather than being totally surprised by it. Even so we may be surprised by the details.

To illustrate this I thought it might be helpful for me to tell the story of my own call to ordained ministry forty years ago.

When I graduated from high school and headed to college, I was fairly clear that I was headed to a career in the theater. I loved everything about the theater from directing plays to designing light cues. Although I had grown up in a progressive, activist, and artistically sophisticated church, I had not seriously entertained any ideas of entering ordained ministry. It was 1967 when I entered college and I know that many of you remember well the social ferment of the time. I was a participant in protests against racism and the war in Vietnam. My church at home in Cincinnati had a long track record of encouraging integration and the new rector was inching towards speaking out against the war.
Three years later, the Kent State murders when four students died a few days after the invasion of Cambodia, I was horrified and galvanized. At that time I saw the church as a viable vehicle for social change just  as I saw serious drama as a viable medium for influencing large numbers of people.
Then two things happened. First, the man who first hired me for a job when I was 16, Richard Dirksen, at the Washington Cathedral, told me that he had always wanted to go to a seminary. He told me that he had spent his whole life playing. I would note that he did a fantastic job of playing the Cathedral organ, conduction the choir, and organizing the Arts Festival that I helped with for two summers. I wondered how someone who had had such an excellent career could have such a major regret. 
In the summer of 1970 I was a counselor at a camp in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. At the urging of my tent mate, we went into the little nearby town to church. If you know the UP, you know that this very rural area is dotted with small towns. The pastor was responsible for four little churches. This man had been a principal violinist with the Houston Symphony. He had an excellent steady job doing something he truly loved, playing the violin. But he wasn’t satisfied. So he went to seminary, was ordained a Lutheran pastor, and his first assignment was a scattered four point charge in the UP – a long way from Houston. He said that he was happier that had been in all of his life.
I put that information in the basket with Richard Dirksen’s regret. Two musicians. One stayed with the art. The other followed another call. By the time I returned to college in the fall, I made up my mind to pursue ordained ministry.
I had in common with Jeremiah the fact that I was not seeking to hear from God on this subject. In fact I was barely on a speaking relationship with God. My understanding of prayer was primitive. I did not have any of Jeremiah’s humility – the part that reads “I am only a boy.” I was only a boy but filled with the righteous anger generated by the assassination of Martin Luther King and the seemingly endless war in Veienam for which I was potential cannon fodder.
I went through all of the discernment hoops that the Diocese of Southern Ohio had in place, and they were nothing compared to what people must go through now. If the current discernment system had been in place at that time, I would never have survived the process and would now by directing plays on Broadway and films in Hollywood, or so I like to think. Remember, humility was not part of my personality.
But that last part of the call of Jeremiah, the assurance that God will always be there, that has certainly been the case for me. Although I often felt abandoned by God, the fact was that I had seemingly stepped out on my own and then discovered  that God was there too. I only needed to acknowledge God’s presence.
Discernment is a never-ending process. I have to re-up my calling in order to get out of bed in the morning. Ordained ministry is no picnic. I always tell people who are considering it to try to think of some other vocation they could pursue. It they can’t, then ordained ministry may be their calling. I realize that may seem like a backwards way to view a calling. Perhaps a better criterion would be this: I must do ordained ministry because it is to me as necessary as breathing air.
As necessary as breathing air. That’s a good spiritual image. The Spirit is the breath of God. It is life giving. If an activity is life giving for you, you had better do it.
As an addendum to this description of my discernment history, I want to add three things that apply to you: first, the search committee and Vestry have the task of discerning who will be called as the next Rector of this parish. That is an awesome task as they must discern where God is calling this parish to go and who may be called by God to help you on that journey.

Second, your relationship to the community is defined in part by your financial participation. That, too, is a matter for prayerful discernment. In a little over a month you will be receiving a pledge card in the mail. It’s not too early to start the discernment process for you pledge for next year

Third, we do not have a lot of rigid rules about what it means to be a member of St. George’s. You are all on your own to discern what your role in the community and relationship to the community should be. But I do ask all of you to prayerfully consider your role and relationship every so often just I do with my vocation. Things change. Ask yourself what you need from St. George’s – how we can feed you. But also ask how you can help feed others. Just about every activity in the parish right now needs volunteers to help out. From the Altar Guild to Outreach, opportunities to help feed others abound. 
Jesus wants us to be his hands and feet, not just on the sabboth, but every day. Not just on weekdays, but on the sabboth as well as described in today’s Gospel story. So every day is a good day to discern what God is calling you to do and be and then do it.
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