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“The Call”
Matthew 4:1-11; Jeremiah 1:1-10 March 5, 2017

I like colorful characters. We have a friend who lives in an 
urban neighborhood. When he comes home in the evening, 
he loosens his tie, sits on the front stoop, enjoys a beverage 
and engages in good conversation. When he is on the stoop, 
the neighbors cluster about. He knows everybody in town 
and all the news. He is quick-witted, hospitable, and a little 
bit outrageous in a charming way. What draws people to him 
is that his sharp humor doesn’t hide the fact that he cares 
deeply about them.  

The Bible is full of colorful characters: the trickster Jacob, 
the dreamer Joseph, foolish Sampson, the tough-as-nails 
Deborah, fiery Moses, courageous Esther, wild-eyed Ezekiel, 
impetuous Peter and the unpredictable Paul.  

During Lent, we will get to know Jeremiah, one of the 
most colorful characters of the Bible. What makes Jeremiah 
so interesting is that we can hear his thoughts and know his 
heart; we watch him wrestle with God’s call and fight against 
the word God gives him to speak. We see his anguish because 
he knows that his destiny is bound up in the destiny of the 
people he loves. Jeremiah lives with a keen awareness of 
God’s hand upon his life. He lives a life in God, which both 
makes and breaks him. We read our own lives in the light of 
Jeremiah’s life.  God’s hand is upon our lives as well. It is God 
who makes us colorful. 

Jeremiah is only a boy when in 626 B.C. God calls him to 
be a prophet. It is the 13th year of King Josiah’s reign. For 40 
years he continues to speak the Word of God. After the fall 
of Jerusalem in 587 B.C., the destruction of the Temple and 
the exile of his people to Babylon, Jeremiah is taken to Egypt 
with other exiles. There, he continues his prophetic work. 

When God calls Jeremiah, he is astonished and 
unprepared. Jeremiah objects because he is too young for the 
job and doesn’t know anything about public speaking. His 
fear of what lies ahead is apparent. God says, “I chose you 
before you were born and I anointed you to be a prophet. 
I don’t care what you say about your youth or inexperience. 
You don’t have to dream up what to say. You will speak the 
word that I put in your mouth. You may be a boy, but you 
will stand against rulers and nations and not be afraid.”  He 
has a word to speak that is 2/3 judgment and 1/3 hope. He is 

“to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, 
to build and to plant” ( Jer.1:10). 

Do you remember the first jobs you had? I do: working 
as a soda jerk at drug store counter; mowing grass for the 
city on park strips; working Friday nights at the Newspaper 
giving out football scores to callers from across the state that 
came in on an old teletype. I was inexperienced, but others 
taught me what to do. My first church job was working 
with a youth group in a church near the Seminary. The only 
problem was that I had never been active in a youth group. I 
didn’t know what to do or what they were all about. (Well, 
correct that. I did go once in high school, ate supper and 
cut the program.) God and wiser, more experienced heads 
showed me what to do, how to teach the Bible and how to 
build meaningful relationships within the group. At first, I 
felt like I was drowning, but God taught me how to swim. 
That initial venture in ministry helped me discern my call to 
be a pastor.   

In our Reformed tradition, we believe that every Christian 
has a calling. How you spend your time each day is your call 
to ministry. There is no such thing for Christians as a secular 
vocation. We live out our faith in what we do at the store, in 
the office, out on the field, in the classroom, at home, or in 
the clinic. Our calling is to witness to our faith, see Jesus in 
each person we meet, love our neighbors, stand up for the 
truth, practice compassion and build a more just community. 
I have said before that one of the most important goals of our 
Footsteps of Faith program with our High School students 
is not only learning about Paul and growing spiritually in a 
community of peers, but following in the footsteps of those 
early apostles as our High School graduates discern what 
God is calling them to do with their lives.  

Every call gets tested. When Jesus is baptized by John in 
the Jordan River, a heavenly voice declares Jesus to be God’s 
beloved Son. Immediately he is led by the Spirit into the 
Wilderness to be tempted by the Devil. The 40 days he spends 
in the Wilderness are a time of spiritual preparation for his 
calling as the Son of God. When he is most hungry and most 
in need, the Devil tempts him to alter ever so slightly his 
sense of vocation. Instead of using his gifts as God’s Son to 
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serve God and reconcile the world, the Devil tempts him to 
use his authority to satisfy his own need, to use a dramatic 
act to reveal his identity, and to trade the kingdom of God 
for the kingdoms of this world. Hungry and tired, Jesus 
refuses the temptation and remains faithful to his calling.  

Most of you have heard about The Listening Project 
initiated by the Plan Committee of Session. Last week, 
we heard our consultant Sandra Herron talk about the 
importance of listening to one another and listening to the 
Spirit of God in this time of pastoral transition. It has been 
more than 10 years since we surveyed our congregation 
about who we are, what are our strengths and special gifts, 
and what God is calling us to do at this particular moment 
and in this particular place. We cannot be all things to all 
people. We cannot be like every other church; God doesn’t 
want us to be. Like Jeremiah, we have a calling to fulfill 
here and now. Like Jeremiah, we are colorful in our own 
unique way. In a couple of weeks, we want everyone in the 
congregation to participate in the online survey. This survey 
will be followed up by focus groups and a congregation wide 
gathering in the summer.   

There are always temptations to be something we are not.  
The church in America is tempted to become little more than 
religious entertainment, or a civic club dedicated to good 
works with no spiritual foundation, or a purveyor of cheap 
grace that demands nothing of the believer, or a prosperity 
gospel that perverts the truth of God, or an organization 
too timid to speak about the problems in our community 
and the violence in our world that break the heart of God. 
We need to be prayerful like Jesus in the Wilderness, wrestle 
with God like Jeremiah, and listen for God in order to know 
and to be faithful to our calling.  

It takes time to know how, when and where God is calling 
us. Many of our recent college graduates are discovering 
that it may take several years of trial and error to figure out 
a meaningful path in life that glorifies God and serves the 
community. Society and technology are changing so rapidly 
that we may serve God throughout our lives in a variety 
of vocations. Sometimes it is only as we look back that we 
can see the hand of God calling us, using us, shaping us and 
equipping us to do the Lord’s will. We may even be like 
those faithful servants whom Jesus commends for feeding 
him, visiting him, clothing him and giving him something 
to drink. They scratch their heads and ask, “Lord, when did 
we see you and do all these things.” Then he invites them to 
look back over their lives and remember that whatever they 
did for the least of his children, they did for him.  

As we will learn in the coming weeks, we, like Jeremiah, 
may be tempted to give up when the way seems too costly or 

too difficult. We get compassion fatigue; we look for short-
cuts; we let the cares and pleasures of the world get in the way 
of prayer and service. We give up on worship for a good run, 
a caramel latte and the Wall Street Journal. In our hymn we 
sang of our weariness: 

“We must walk this lonesome valley,
We have to walk it by ourselves.
O, nobody else can walk it for us,
We have to walk it by ourselves.” 

That is not the end of it. We are not alone. When I am 
weary and feel abandoned, I think about the words of the 
final hymn we will sing, “I want Jesus to walk with me. All 
along my pilgrim journey, Lord, I want Jesus to walk with 
me.” We do not fulfill our calling alone. The Lord is with 
Jeremiah; Angels minister to Jesus in the Wilderness. Jesus is 
with us now. We know it is true because we sense his presence 
in one another. When I am tested, I am encouraged by our 
children and youth who have a strong sense of their calling to 
serve Jesus. In a few moments we are going to hear our young 
friend Sam VanMeter talk about his own sense of call.  

When I want to shut my ears to the call of God, I bring to 
mind the high school students who spoke to the church about 
coming in the evenings to play with the homeless children 
who stayed at the church. I hear the joy they felt when they 
reconnected months later with some of those same children. 
I think of the youth of three faith traditions who feel the call 
of God to work creatively on the Kenya Carnival so that more 
than 100 children in Kenya will have the scholarship money 
they need to go to Secondary school. All these renew and 
revive my spirit. They are angels in the wilderness.

Each one of us has a calling, a way of serving God. There 
will be times when we are tested and want to give up. We are 
not alone. Amid all the distractions and temptations of life, 
God promises to give us what we need to be faithful to the 
end. Listen for what God may be saying to you right now. 


