20th Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 10.10.10

Scripture:
Jeremiah 29:1-14



Luke 17:11-19

This happens a lot.  I’m at a crowded gathering in Monterey, one of the few in this small town that can be said to gather a crowd—the steak roast, a concert, the Christmas Eve service, the Memorial Day parade.  Someone approaches me and says, “Now if only we could get this sort of crowd at church on Sundays.”  It’s always someone who doesn’t come to church who says this.  It’s always someone close enough to know how very few people do come here for worship, but not someone who him- or herself comes.  And, to be honest, this is always awkward for me.  I never can figure out what exactly is being communicated.  Pity?  Guilt?  And how am I to respond?  

Because the truth is, of course, it would be nice to have more people participate in the life of this church.  After all, the call of the gospel is a high calling, and the desire to live up to it is something we need to cultivate in ourselves, to cultivate in community—in a community marked by perseverance, resilience, constancy.  Same goes double for the ability to live up to this high calling: it can only be done out of such community, by the strength and faithfulness of such a communion.  Really, the work of the gospel touches all aspects of life, which means the work of the Christian is something no one can ever complete.  Maybe you’ve heard it—this question that often comes up, “Can you be a Christian alone?”  The answer is simple:  “No.”

Likewise, and of greater concern lately, the divine discontent of the prophets is disturbing, and the ability to hear it is something we can best do in community—a community marked by courage, conviction, hope.  Really, these last few weeks as I’ve been drawn to the readings from Jeremiah—this prophet who is sometimes inspiring, but just as often dispiriting—I’ve found myself wondering, “Can this little group handle another Sunday morning spent with the likes of this guy?”  For his words make for tough listening and his vision—of the way things are and the way things might be—is a challenge as ever to our living of these days.  Really, engaging Jeremiah takes a group effort: the more people to hear and hold this (like any) prophecy, the more dispelled is despair, the more fed is the flame that burns but doesn’t consume.  
This isn’t to say that bigger congregations can boast greater faithfulness.  This isn’t to say, the bigger the church, the more faithful the people.  The finest choir I was ever in was a double choir that usually had two singers on each part, but would often make do with one—so, on a good day, sixteen singers on eight parts.  The conductor frequently said to us, “There are no passengers in this choir,” which he said in an inscrutable tone. Bragging?  Encouraging? Threatening?  “There are no passengers in this choir.”  Whatever he meant by it, I was always singing scared.  Really, I sweated that choir more than I did high school crew.  And yet look where I’ve landed as a pastor, in this congregation where there are no passengers.  No, of course it’s not that bigger congregations can boast greater faithfulness, but that in a bigger congregation, from time to time, you get to be a passenger.  And this, too, can nurture discipleship.  Let someone else row the boat ashore.  Let someone else feed the five thousand.  It’s your turn to take the morning off—if only we could get a crowd here in church.
Well, today is a bit different, a bit easier: Jeremiah seems to have had a change of heart in writing this letter to the exiles.  While last week we heard him lamenting the situation of the Judeans forced into exile, this week we hear him entreating them to settle in and enjoy themselves.  While last week we heard him grieving their losing their land, their homes, their city, their Temple, grieving the destruction of everything they knew, nearly everything they loved, this week we hear him encouraging them to build houses in Babylon, and to live in them; to plant gardens and to eat what they produce; to take wives or husbands, to have children and to multiply there.  These who fought so hard to leave a similar situation in Egypt were now (though centuries later) asked to let this be.  These who came through the waters to become a people were now to dissolve back into a foreign culture and land.  This for a people who’d come to identify entirely with their land.  This for a people whose culture was their existence—as it is for any people.  Who are we if not us?  Who are we if we join with someone else?  
You know, I’ve always thought Jeremiah’s weeping was about the people’s failure to live according to God’s way and their then getting the punishment they deserved.  But maybe his weeping, his raging, his lamenting were also about the people’s inability to see that the tide of history now seeming to have turned against them, and the God of history now seeming to have withdrawn favor from them, were all moving the people into a new territory of faith, a new territory that was also the place where they first found God.      
Remember?  It was Abraham who was called out of his homeland, away from his nation’s gods, and into the wilderness where he and Sarah together discovered, in the language of Godly Play, that God is neither here nor there, but that all of God is everywhere.  Yes, perhaps Jeremiah’s grief was less about the people’s terrible but well-deserved loss and more about their collective failure to see that God could work even amidst such dreadfulness yet for the purposes of good—God who blesses and doesn’t curse, God who plans for welfare and not for harm, God who promises a future with hope.  Really, in light of this reading—that the people seek the welfare of the city where they find themselves exiled, that the people even pray to God for the Babylonians, these supposed enemies—I wonder if Jeremiah recognized an opportunity that God had seized for the sake of the people, so they might remember it is God and not the land that makes them a people, so they might recognize it is God and not their land that gives them life, so they might know it is God and not the Temple that manifests God’s presence in their midst.  That the tide was a violent one came from the people’s resistance to it.  That the tide pulled so many under, too many under, was not by the hand of God, but by the hand of a proud people who relied on armed resistance rather than faithful acceptance.  
Now, I realize the implications of this are troubling.  The Babylonians presumably wanted Jerusalem and Judea for the same reason empires always go after new lands, new people.  Power, wealth, strategic advantage—these were likely their motivations, which is to say the Babylonians were neither innocent nor good, hardly agents of God, hardly angels and archangels.  But, neither were they so powerful as to stump the Holy Spirit.  I want to be clear that I’m not advocating imperialism carte blanche, just as Jeremiah didn’t.  But if Babylonian rule came with the freedom to join as equals a successful society (as it seems it did), if it came with the freedom to own property and to work out a good living (as it seems it did), if it came with the freedom to gather and to worship as the people deemed right (as it seems it did), then what’s the problem?  National pride isn’t a good reason to be at war with other nations.  Collective resentment isn’t a good reason to put your own people in harm’s way.  
Well, if that’s a tough argument for you to take, please know it’s a tough one for me to make.  It’s just much easier to hear this story as one of a terrorizing perpetrator and righteous victims—which incidentally is the story the false prophets were telling.  These who Jeremiah mentions in his letter were prophesying that the Judeans would soon be restored to their land, would in nearly no time be restored to their rightful glory.  Jeremiah, by contrast, was telling a much less welcome story—that the downfall of the people was somehow right, that the people would remain in exile for a long time, and that God would return to them even here.  Well, of course, it’s much easier to tell this story as a narrative of injury, a story that confirms the rightness of our resentment.  For how we do love our resentment!  It’s so useful.  It’s so satisfying.  It brings people together like nearly nothing else.  And nothing inspires resentment as much as a narrative of injury.  

This is sociologist James Davison Hunter’s phrase, and for such a narrative, he claims, “a sense of injury is the key.  Perceived injustice becomes central to the person’s and group’s identity.  Understanding themselves to be victimized is not a passive acknowledgment but is a belief that can be cultivated [so to generate] solidarity within the group and [to mobilize] the group to action.” Returning to this originating, generative narrative of injury is where the resentment comes in—resentment strictly meaning “re-sentiment,” to feel a feeling again.

But things get really messy when such resentment, such ressentiment, sets the moral code, which it does unbelievably often.  Look for it, as I did this week, and you’ll find it everywhere—from Rick Sanchez to Christine O’Donnell to professional basketball’s being plagued by “the flop.”  The one who is righteous is the one who’s the victim.  The one who is good is the one who is vulnerable.  Yet how easily this turns—as such vulnerability becomes a sort of invulnerability.  How easily this turns, as the one who claims the role of victim effectively insulates her- or himself from responsibility, from culpability.  Really, to claim the role of the victim is to make the one unimpeachable claim.  Think about it: you’ve likely felt manipulated by someone “playing the victim.”  And we’ve all been terrorized by these on a global scale—as “the 20th century was the century of ressentiment.”  This is the assertion of British philosopher Roger Scruton.  “How else do you explain the mass murders of the communists and the Nazis,” he asks, “the seething animosities of Lenin and Hitler, the genocides of Mao and Pol Pot?”
Yet the real kicker is that it’s the gospel that points in this moral direction; it’s the crucified God who seems to bless this form of morality.  This was Frederick Nietzsche’s claim of Christianity, one of his major criticisms of Christianity.  Really, he hated what the gospel had spoken into history: that God stands in solidarity with the victims of this world, that God hangs with those who the world makes to hang.  He warned, he raged, that this would spur whole societies of people who rush to make this claim for themselves.  And the problem, perhaps for us, is that he was right.  Really, while we might resent Nietzsche’s all-out attack on Christianity, we shouldn’t cast him off completely, for in this claim he was right.  His claim that resentment is one child of Christianity was right on; his claim, however, that it was also its father—that ressentiment was also Christianity’s father, that the gospel is a narrative of injury—was wrong.

We see this in the letter Jeremiah wrote that the people not cultivate a sense of their own victimization, but that instead they cultivate gardens.  We hear this in the words the Lord gave Jeremiah to write that the people not fight on, fueled with righteous outrage, but that they settle in to marry and raise families.  This is the Father we meet in this letter—a Father who tells his children not to resent their situation, but to find in it the Father’s blessing; not to resist this major shift in power but to enjoy the benefits it might bring.  Yes, this is the Father we meet as the one who claims to have done this to the Judeans.  I found this striking.  Did you?  God claims in essence that the Babylonians were not the perpetrators of this painful situation, but that God was; that the Babylonians were not merely violent conquistadors, but that by some means they were made useful to God’s ends.  Really, risking that the people might rage against such a Father, God tells the people to make peace with their neighbors and to pray for the welfare of the city where God had sent them, which is to say they should reserve their resentment for God alone—this one powerful enough to take it, good enough to hold it, gracious enough to offer it back to the people as blessing, and forgiving enough to grant the people a future with hope.
Given this, it’s a terrible irony that so many Christians these days are so terribly resentful.  Of course, the so-called Christian Right comes to mind—those who raid the political sphere with a seething hatred of their own.  But so does the more mild-mannered mainline American church.  Fallen from its former glory, edged to society’s margins, the once mainline church is now more sideline.  And, boy, do some of us resent that!  
Which is maybe what’s being probed when people comment to me, “Now if only we could get this sort of crowd in church on Sundays!”  How resentful are we that they don’t come?  How resentful am I that the one talking to me doesn’t come?  Should they feel guilty for having so abandoned us?  Should they feel pity for us—such sorry victims of neglect?  
You know, the leper who returned to Jesus was not only made clean but was also saved.  There’s a distinction here; the story makes a distinction here.  All ten were made clean, it says.  But only the one who returned to give thanks was made well, was saved.  The fact that he was a Samaritan and the other nine were Jewish shouldn’t overspeak to us.  Jesus was, after all, traveling the border between these two righteous, rivalrous nations.  It would have been a significant fact to Jesus’ disciples; it would have been significant that a Samaritan act in this way, that such a hideous creature act in a way that indicates he’s a human being.  But to our reading the more remarkable difference is between the ones who were made ritually clean, the ones who could now safely rejoin their religious community, no longer outcasts, now full members, and so did; and the one who was made ritually clean, the one who could safely rejoin his (slightly but significantly different) religious community, no longer an outcast, now a full member, and yet didn’t.  The nine went and showed themselves to their priest and presumably rejoined their cultic life, now that they could.  The tenth, when told to go show himself to his priest, now able to rejoin his people’s cultic life, didn’t go, didn’t rejoin.  Why?
Religious ritual that centers on sacrifice depends upon resentment.  Resentment is the reassignment of pain that comes with frustration onto an external scapegoat.  When the scapegoat is an actual goat and the scapegoating process is ritualized, as it was in Temple worship, things are safer, things are more orderly.  But it’s still largely about resentment.  And resentment makes gratitude impossible.  
I’ll be honest: there are times when I resent how few people participate here.  But I never do in worship; I never feel resentment in worship.  Really, it’s usually at times when people say to me, or seem to be trying hard not to say to me, “If only we could get a crowd like this in church!” that I feel it the most.  I resent the assumption about who we are and what we want.  I resent the guilt that’s being not-quite-confessed.  I resent the pity; we are not pitiful.  And I’m here to tell you that it’s an ugly feeling: it undermines the witness that we’re called to offer, it undermines the witness that I’m ordained to offer.  Because it seems to me the best we can offer this post-Christian town where we find ourselves as comfortable exiles is religion beyond resentment, faith beyond resentment, gratitude that we are here and a welcome that others may find themselves here as well.  

Thanks be to God.   
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