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Texts: Jeremiah 8:18-9:1; Psalm 4; 1 Timothy 2:1-7; and Luke 16:1-13

Jeremiah 8: 18-9:1
18My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick. 19Hark, the cry of my 

poor people from far and wide in the land: “Is the Lord not in Zion? Is her King 
not in her?” (“Why have they provoked me to anger with their images, with their 
foreign idols?”) 

20“The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved.” 
21For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt, I mourn, and dismay has taken 

hold of me. 22Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? Why then 
has the health of my poor people not been restored? 

1O that my head were a spring of water, and my eyes a fountain of tears, so 
that I might weep day and night for the slain of my poor people!

Psalm 4
1Answer me when I call, O God of my right! You gave me room when I was 

in distress. Be gracious to me, and hear my prayer. 
2How long, you people, shall my honor suffer shame? How long will you 

love vain words, and seek after lies? Selah 
3But know that the Lord has set apart the faithful for himself; the Lord 

hears when I call to him. 
4When you are disturbed, do not sin; ponder it on your beds, and be silent. 

Selah 
5Offer right sacrifices, and put your trust in the Lord. 
6There are many who say, “O that we might see some good! Let the light of 

your face shine on us, O Lord!” 
7You have put gladness in my heart more than when their grain and wine 

abound. 
8I will both lie down and sleep in peace; for you alone, O Lord, make me lie 

down in safety.
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1 Timothy 2:1-7
First of all, then, I urge that supplications, prayers, intercessions, and 

thanksgivings be made for everyone, 2for kings and all who are in high positions, 
so that we may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and dignity. 3This 
is right and is acceptable in the sight of God our Savior, 4who desires everyone to 
be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth. 5For there is one God; there 
is also one mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus, himself human, 
6who gave himself a ransom for all — this was attested at the right time. 7For 
this I was appointed a herald and an apostle (I am telling the truth, I am not ly-
ing), a teacher of the Gentiles in faith and truth.

Luke 16:1-13
Then Jesus said to the disciples, “There was a rich man who had a man-

ager, and charges were brought to him that this man was squandering his prop-
erty. 2So he summoned him and said to him, ‘What is this that I hear about you? 
Give me an accounting of your management, because you cannot be my manager 
any longer.’ 

3“Then the manager said to himself, ‘What will I do, now that my master 
is taking the position away from me? I am not strong enough to dig, and I am 
ashamed to beg. 4I have decided what to do so that, when I am dismissed as man-
ager, people may welcome me into their homes.’ 

5“So, summoning his master’s debtors one by one, he asked the first, ‘How 
much do you owe my master?’ 

6“He answered, ‘A hundred jugs of olive oil.’ 
“He said to him, ‘Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it fifty.’  

 7“Then he asked another, ‘And how much do you owe?’ 
“He replied, ‘A hundred containers of wheat.’ 
“He said to him, ‘Take your bill and make it eighty.’ 
8“And his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted 

shrewdly; for the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own 
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generation than are the children of light. 9And I tell you, make friends for your-
selves by means of dishonest wealth so that when it is gone, they may welcome 
you into the eternal homes. 

10“Whoever is faithful in a very little is faithful also in much; and whoever 
is dishonest in a very little is dishonest also in much. 11If then you have not been 
faithful with the dishonest wealth, who will entrust to you the true riches? 12And 
if you have not been faithful with what belongs to another, who will give you 
what is your own? 13No slave can serve two masters; for a slave will either hate 
the one and love the other, or be devoted to the one and despise the other. You 
cannot serve God and wealth.”

We have just read a very confusing parable. I think that the way it 
sounds to you depends on the character you are in the story. If you are the rich 
man, this is crazy. You just took a hit financially and have been disappointed 
and then pleasantly surprised by the one you have charged to be your man-
ager. If you are the one forgiven of debt, you are praising God for a clean slate 
and celebrating with your family. If you are the manager and just forgave ev-
eryone’s debt, and kept your job, this is a really great story! — you gained the 
admiration of your Master and kept your job. 

Many scholars suggest this parable is best understood in the whole con-
text of Luke. There is a focus on money, stewardship, and the coming kingdom 
of God. For God, our financial resources should bring about relief for the poor. 
Our eternal salvation depends upon who we serve — God or wealth? We are 
asked to choose which master we crafty children will serve. 

Do we serve and work for the whole purpose of achieving material 
wealth, or is what we have and accumulate in service to a greater good? 

We cannot have it both ways it makes clear — we can serve God or we 
can serve stuff. There is a lifetime more to say about this of course.
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But, I have to tell you though that among this week’s scripture readings 
there are several common threads. But the one that grabbed my heart is the 
heart-wrenching and equally difficult to hear story from Jeremiah.  

18My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick. 19Hark, the cry of my 
poor people from far and wide in the land: “Is the Lord not in Zion? Is her King 
not in her?” (“Why have they provoked me to anger with their images, with their 
foreign idols?”) 

20“The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not saved.” 
21For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt, I mourn, and dismay has taken 

hold of me. 22Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? Why then 
has the health of my poor people not been restored? 

1O that my head were a spring of water, and my eyes a fountain of tears, so 
that I might weep day and night for the slain of my poor people!

Jeremiah is sick over much of what Jesus’ parable discusses. In the con-
text of ancient Judah, Jeremiah witnessed the fall of Jerusalem to a foreign 
power in his life time. Which was, in Jeremiah’s view, the result of the unfaith-
fulness of God’s covenant people. The scriptures attest that the people wor-
shipped idols like money and power and other supposed gods, and they forgot 
about the struggles of poor people. They cared only about their own sect, their 
own group of people, and disregarded others. The kings, the leaders, also for-
got God and let power go to their heads. And the Hebrew prophets could see it 
coming. They could see Judah as vulnerable to attack and ascribed their vul-
nerability to their lack of faithfulness to God. Prior to this, all seemed well for 
Judah on the outside, but all was not well.

My wife Bethany and I have this land in East Texas, 15 acres of almost 
pure woods. Dense, hilly tree landscape. We were just there recently. Along a 
trail we have carved out, sits a giant tree. Big, thick, large trunk, roots, old. But 
on one side of the three you can see it is hollowing out. It has the outward ap-
pearance of health and strength and largess. But we noticed that the inside of 
that tree is hollowing from the inside out.
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This might describe Judah in Jeremiah’s time. I don’t know, maybe it de-
scribes you, us. Looking good on the outside, got it together, good front, mask-
ing, disguising, doing well. You know, we can get by for a while like that, but we 
know, and God knows when we are decaying on the inside.  

When the Babylonians came to Jerusalem with its armies, it was like a 
storm that exposed the inner weakness of the trunk, which had been hollowed 
out and was actually ready to crumble.

I wonder what application this might have for each of us, for our com-
munities, for our nation, for the world.

For many I wonder if the pursuit of wealth and power have become an 
end in itself? I don’t mean wealth and power itself, these can be used to good 
and holy ends. I mean the insatiable accumulation of it as the goal itself.

Do our economics serve the common good and welfare of all or have we 
begun to serve materiality and power?

Have we made fame, fortune, image, prestige, power, technology little 
gods to serve and worship all in the name of progress and profit? 

These are not my questions. These are God’s questions. These are Bibli-
cal questions posed to the ages and now to us. 

Serving mammon and serving wealth and power accumulation for un-
holy purposes have been the downfall of many a civilization and government 
and church, history teaches us.

Jeremiah, prophet of the Lord, wonders aloud a rhetorical question of 
sorts for his day and ours: Is the Lord around this place?  

Jeremiah is not questioning here the existence or presence of God or 
doubting whether God cares enough to show up; rather, Jeremiah is wonder-
ing whether the people themselves have God in their hearts. 

Jeremiah loves his people. This is not Jeremiah with an agenda of his 
own, or Jeremiah on his soap box. This is rooted for Jeremiah in a love for his 
people, a love that claims the poor as his own, not some other people to be pit-
ied. Jeremiah loves his king who he claims as his own not a politician in power 
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who he simply criticizes as an easy target. It is with that love then he cries 
over people. You know some things are worth crying over! 

It is with love that Jeremiah asks the faithful questions: 
Is the Lord in your hearts? 
Is there no balm, no healing, no cure in Gilead, is there no physician there?  
Jeremiah is talking to the covenant people of God. We might say today 

that this lament by extension is over the church.
We the church universal have gotten many things right, but we have sure 

been wrong too many times over the centuries. And while we might disagree 
about what we’ve been wrong and right about, I wonder what God thinks, 
what God sees. You see, it is not the movement of history or the wave of pub-
lic opinion that concerns me most. What I’m most interested in knowing is 
whether or not God is happy or grieved when God looks upon us.

Is God always in our hearts, Christian friends?  
Do people find healing in our communities of faith? 
In moments of doubt, I wonder what difference we have made.
Why are marriages still breaking up? 
Why are there still people hungry and sleeping on the very steps of this 

church because they have no adequate shelter? 
Why are teenagers bullied?
Why are people lonely and depressed and poor? 
I don’t wonder if God is here. I believe in God’s presence and power. I 

wonder what difference have we made?  
If we, the Christian church I mean, if we were not here, would anybody 

notice? 
I don’t ask where is God. 
I’m with Jeremiah; I say with love where are we? 
Is there healing to be had?
Is there no balm in our Houston, in our households, is there no balm in 

America, on this planet?  
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Is the Lord in our hearts, people of God?  
Sometimes I wonder if over these last 2000 years, have we even moved 

the needle toward justice and love and peace?
The story goes that there was a rabbi who was walking into a village one 

day and in his way was a huge boulder. And the Lord spoke to him and said, 
keep going this way and lean into that boulder and push against that rock and 
then after a while go into the village and do your day’s work. He would do that 
time after time, going the way the Lord had told him, lean and push against 
that boulder and then make his way into the village and make his way back out 
at the end of the day to go home.

He did that for a year. Down that trail, push against that boulder and 
then go on into the village and do his day’s work.

One day as he made his way down that same trail to push against that 
boulder, the evil one spoke to him and asked, “What are you doing?” 

Well, the rabbi said, the Lord told me to push against that rock and so 
that is what I am doing. The evil one replied, “You know there is a shorter way.” 
And he showed him a different trail, easier, shorter, no boulder in his way to 
push against before entering the village.

One day the Lord saw the rabbi going the other way and spoke to the 
rabbi and asked, “What are you doing?”

To which the rabbi replied, “I’m going a different way, I’ve been pushing 
on that boulder for a year now and it hasn’t moved!”

“Who said anything about moving?” the Lord said?  
“What about the strength you’ve gained this year from pushing on that 

rock... to help bandage the huts in the village of old men who needed your help 
this year. 

“What about the water you have carried for women returning from the 
well back into the village. 

“What about the strength you now have that helped you carry babies 
down these trails and back home for their tired parents.”



So what if the tears we shed, the prayers we pray, the teaching, the heal-
ing, the giving, the caring, the work we do for justice, what if it makes us more 
faithful? What if the work we do makes us a better community together?

Not necessarily for the problems that are solved or solutions reached, 
the “forward movement,” but because it makes us more faithful. And that wit-
ness of faithfulness makes for a strong tree on the inside out, which makes for 
a stronger forest, which makes for a more hopeful sight to those who would 
pass by us and notice. Simply and powerfully that.

It is a form of prayer these words from Jeremiah, lamenting prayer, these 
words of the prophet, these words of the psalmist, these intercessory prayers 
of Paul to Timothy.

And instead of looking outward for healing, instead of wagging our fin-
gers at politicians, business, unions, left, right, middle, whoever is on the top 
of our enemy list and wondering if God is in their hearts, what if the question 
began with you and me, and us?

Gypsy Smith was a Methodist evangelist in the 19th century. She was 
born a gypsy transient in London. She became a Christian through the Method-
ist movement in England and began to preach and teach at revivals all across 
that nation. Thousands would come to these revivals such that people would 
come to get her advice. 

One such person came to Gypsy Smith and asked, “How do we start a 
revival, how do we transform people’s lives and communities?”

And this was her advice: “Go home, lock yourself in a room. Kneel down 
in the middle of that room and draw with chalk a circle around yourself and 
pray fervently, brokenly and boldly, that God would start a revival inside that 
circle.

Healing starts here. In the human heart…and flows into communities 
and nations and worlds one life, one community, one church at a time.

It is a healing that is born in the very heart of God. This God birthed  
Jesus. Through whom peoples and nations and a whole world has been 

Faithful Questions • September 22, 2013 • Rev Tommy Williams • page 8



healed… and we work for and await the final redemption of it all. A beloved 
African-American spiritual sings of this healing. It turns around the question 
from Jeremiah and answers it by saying

There is a balm in Gilead 
to make the wounded whole; 
there is a balm in Gilead 
to heal the sin-sick soul.

Sometimes I feel discouraged, 
and think my work’s in vain, 
but then the Holy Spirit 
revives my soul again. 

If you can’t preach like Peter, 
if you can’t pray like Paul, 
just tell the love of Jesus, 
and say He died for all. 
 

 As Jeremiah walks through the valley with his people, he points them to-
ward God and promises them that they will not suffer forever. He testifies that 
God will be compassionate and will lead them back home in time. That is the 
promise of God. 
 We do not grieve as a people who have no hope but rather as a people 
who trust that there is a balm for your heart and household, for Houston, 
America, on every continent and community that can make us all whole. We 
believe that in the person and redemptive work of Jesus Christ all is and will 
be made well now and if not completely now, then in the life to come.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

Sermons are also available pre-printed and on CD. The pre-printed sermons are in the information racks at the 
Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the complete worship service, contact Phyllis 
Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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