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Jeremiah 31:7-14
7 thus says the LORD:
Sing aloud with gladness for Jacob,
and raise shouts for the chief of the nations:
proclaim, give praise, and say,
“Save, O LORD, your people,
the remnant of Israel.”
8See, I am going to bring them from the land of the north
and gather them from the farthest parts of the earth,
among them the blind and the lame,
those with child and those in labor together;
a great company, they shall return here.
®With weeping they shall come,
and with consolations!?! I will lead them back;
I will let them walk by brooks of water,
in a straight path where they shall not stumble,
for I have become a father to Israel,
and Ephraim is my firstborn.
O 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 does a flock.”
"For the LORD has ransomed Jacob
and has redeemed him from hands too strong for him.
2They shall come and sing aloud on the height of Zion,
and they shall be radiant over the goodness of the LORD,
over the grain, the wine, and the oil,
and over the young of the flock and the herd,
their life shall become like a watered garden,
and they shall never languish again.
B Then shall the young women rejoice in the dance,
and the young men and the old shall be merry.["!
[ will turn their mourning into joy;
I will comfort them and give them gladness for sorrow.
41 will give the priests their fill of fatness,
and my people shall be satisfied with my bounty,
says the LORD.

Several years ago our family travels took us to the Big Bend area of West, Texas, where we visited Big Bend
National Park and the Davis Mountains and caught big glimpses of the night sky at the McDonald Observatory’s star
party. In that region, the distances are far between houses and towns, and the sky is big, the number of people and cattle
per square mile is pretty small. Whether it is the big skies or the distant vistas or the remoteness of the landscape, you

feel like you are on the edge of the world. Sometimes when the busy-ness of life or the stresses of the world or the

instability of our cultural morals seem overwhelming, I imagine the wide open spaces of that country and I
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imagine/romanticize what life is like in some remote region, out on some remote mesa, far away from the problems of the
real world or the current norm breaking interventions in the affairs of sovereign nations.

Last year, we took more than 30 people from this community on a travel pilgrimage to Scotland and after arriving
in Edinburgh, we spent the better part of the day traveling to the isle of Mull, part of the western islands off the coast of
Scotland. To get there, you travel several hours to Oban on the west coast of the Scottish mainland. Then you take a ferry
to Mull, then another 30-45 minute drive up the eastern side of Mull (20-25 miles or so), after which we finally got to our
destination. Upon arrival, we were greeted by the delightful village of Tobermory nestled on a bay between the mainland
of Scotland and the Atlantic ocean to the west. We arrived early enough for everyone that wanted to have some time to
explore the town and walk around the village. Far away from the great powers of the world jostling for power, far away
from the political machinations of those in power, far away from the problems of the world. Just a hillside village
overlooking a beautiful inlet with lots of shops, restaurants, and its own distillery. What more could one ask for? This is a
long way of telling you that when life gets complicated or the problems of the world seem overwhelming or what it
means to be Christian community in the course of human events seems challenging, those are the places I fantasize about,
sentimentally believing that they are somehow shielded or so far flung that they don’t have to worry about the problems
of the world. Life is just about who is playing next week under the Friday Night Lights or what band is playing down at
the local pub.

I think our visions of heaven often follow a similar trajectory. Heaven not so much being a place or happening
near to hand, but some pristine place far away with no real world problems, separate from all the people that are hard to
love, where the sun always shines and life is not complicated, challenging, or demanding. Just this week, I read an article
that interviewed Bill Gates, Elon Musk, and Sam Altman, Al tech billionaires, about the future. Here are a few
highlights..first, Elon Musk: work will be like a hobby or playing a video game. Everyone will have whatever goods and
services they want. There will be no poverty. Musk even shared, ‘kind of sounds like heaven.” Others mentioned a world
where human beings have everything they need, but no reason to work or grind or find purpose in their lives, it will all be
taken care of. For the tech bros, in this case, they were all bros, the future and their vision of heaven was about creating a
‘heaven’ where everyone has whatever ‘goods and services’ they want. And let’s not be too hard on them, that’s often the
vision Christians reflect of the new heaven and the new earth, just all our wants and desires amplified and satisfied, a
kind of fulfillment of all our collective ids. An Oprah episode where everybody gets a car. An escape from the problems of

this world, i.e. car payments, and a fulfillment of all our wants and desires, a bottomless brunch in the sky.



We can make all the ‘Almost Mardi Gras’ ornaments and decorations we want and pretend like post-Christmas
letdown doesn’t exist, but there is still something inherently sad and difficult about packing up the baby Jesus and
moving headlong into the new year, the next challenge, and what lies ahead. We fantasize about extending Christmas
just a little bit longer, we fantasize about escaping to Toberymory or Big Bend or some other place far away from life’s
problems, the world’s problems, or our call to follow Jesus Christ in the events and challenges of our time. But the weird
thing about Jesus, is that he grows up to tell us that heaven is not an escape to some idyllic world where we have no real
agency or that our lives are supposed to be purposeless but taken care of, he grows up to tell us that heaven has come
near and happens when our own lives reflect the self-giving love that he brings into this world and that he continues to
intensify. Christ doesn’t believe the point of life is to escape from it all or create a world where we are indulged every
direction we turn or a world where we no longer have to experience want or hardship. Christ believes ‘heaven’ happens
in those moments strung together unto eternity in which we have been made aware of our God-given gifts and are given
opportunities to share them collectively and put them to use for the sake of others and the world God so loves. A church,
biblical theologian NT Wright reminds us, is an attempt to try to live as a small working model of the kingdom of heaven,
reaching out wherever we are, to love our neighbors and the community and people we encounter for the sake of Jesus
Christ. We are not a fort, walling ourselves off from the world, but rather an off-ramp trying to reflect to our world a
humanity that knows it is loved by God and has a purpose and seeks to follow and reflect the power of Jesus Christ
wherever it is. We are to become, in the words of the prophet Jeremiah from our passage today, ‘like a watered garden,’
offering our world something beautiful, something refreshing, something uninterested in world domination or power
plays. Jeremiah, even as the establishment Israelites are carted off to Babylon in exile, chooses to stay and remain with
those left behind. He tells them, ‘Your life shall become like a watered garden.’ Meaning we aren’t called to escape to
some special garden separated from the rest of humanity nor are we called to forgo something as simplistic and
unglamorous as a watered garden for a big tower that ascends to the heavens or for a seat at an endless butffett of
everything we could ever want or desire. We are to become a community that reflects a love for all humanity, that is
unafraid to live with limitations or to be dependent on others, a community that embraces the challenges of the world
but never loses its soul or its purpose nor captive to the moment either.

One of my favorite parables by Jesus is the one in Matthew’s gospel in Matthew chapter 13 in which he says that
the kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed. It is a tiny seed that when plant grows, not into the largest tree or even a
great tree, but a big bush, not a flashy tree, but ground cover if you will, that spreads everywhere and provides shelter to

the birds of the air and offers its own vision of heaven to the larger world. Down the street from my house, my neighbor



has a set of vines that have grown over the entire fence and embedded themselves into the face along the sidewalk to such
a degree that the fence is barely visible. Inside the vines and branches and undergrowth, you will find, especially if you
walk along noisily, that the birds of the air nest in these branches. This bush is not a big flashy tree, it does not lord over
the neighborhood or even say to all who walk by ook at me.” Most could walk by and not even notice it. But in its own
nonchalant way, it beautifies the neighborhood, it provides a sense of sanctuary and shelter to God’s creatures, brings
color and liveliness to the neighborhood, and makes the neighborhood more livable and joyful.

In this new year, my hope is that as we find our way on the path of discipleship together, we offer our world a
reflection of Christ, not just another loud domineering voice alongside a litany of many others, not a Disneyesque escape
from reality that avoids the challenges of our time, not a community that believes the point of life is giving everyone
everything they want, but that we find our place in this small working model of God’s kingdom, engaging our world with
beauty, living in this world with thoughtfulness, with creativity, with a bold purpose, that enriches our world and us too

for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.



