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Texts: Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7 • Psalm 66:1-12 • 2 Timothy 2:8-16 • Luke 17:11-19

Jeremiah 29:1, 4-7
These are the words of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jeru-

salem to the remaining elders among the exiles, and to the priests, the prophets, 
and all the people, whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from Jerusalem 
to Babylon. Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom 
I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in them; 
plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daugh-
ters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may 
bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the wel-
fare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, 
for in its welfare you will find your welfare.

Psalm 66
Make a joyful noise to God, all the earth;
sing the glory of his name; give to him glorious praise.
Say to God, “How awesome are your deeds! Because of your great power, 

your enemies cringe before you.
All the earth worships you; they sing praises to you, sing praises to your 

name.” Selah
Come and see what God has done: he is awesome in his deeds among mor-

tals.
He turned the sea into dry land; they passed through the river on foot. 

There we rejoiced in him,
who rules by his might forever, whose eyes keep watch on the nations— let 

the rebellious not exalt themselves. Selah
Bless our God, O peoples, let the sound of his praise be heard,
who has kept us among the living, and has not let our feet slip.
For you, O God, have tested us; you have tried us as silver is tried.
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You brought us into the net; you laid burdens on our backs;
you let people ride over our heads; we went through fire and through wa-

ter; yet you have brought us out to a spacious place.

2 Timothy 2:8-15
Remember Jesus Christ, raised from the dead, a descendant of David—that 

is my gospel, for which I suffer hardship, even to the point of being chained like 
a criminal. But the word of God is not chained. Therefore I endure everything for 
the sake of the elect, so that they may also obtain the salvation that is in Christ 
Jesus, with eternal glory. The saying is sure: If we have died with him, we will also 
live with him; if we endure, we will also reign with him; if we deny him, he will 
also deny us; if we are faithless, he remains faithful — for he cannot deny himself.

Remind them of this, and warn them before God that they are to avoid 
wrangling over words, which does no good but only ruins those who are listening. 
Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved by him, a worker who 
has no need to be ashamed, rightly explaining the word of truth.

Luke 17:11-19
On the way to Jerusalem Jesus was going through the region between Sa-

maria and Galilee. As he entered a village, ten lepers approached him. Keeping 
their distance, they called out, saying, “Jesus, Master, have mercy on us!” 

When he saw them, he said to them, “Go and show yourselves to the 
priests.” 

And as they went, they were made clean. Then one of them, when he saw 
that he was healed, turned back, praising God with a loud voice. He prostrated 
himself at Jesus’ feet and thanked him. 

And he was a Samaritan. 
Then Jesus asked, “Were not ten made clean? But the other nine, where  

are they? Was none of them found to return and give praise to God except this 
foreigner?” 
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Then he said to him, “Get up and go on your way; your faith has made you 
well.”

Can you feel it? The beauty of this time of worship? 
I can feel it. I can feel its contrast with the ugliness of the week we’ve just had. 

This time together stands as witness to God’s love, and I’m so grateful. This is heal-
ing for me and I hope for you too. 

You may feel that we live in a time of crisis. And you may or may not be com-
forted to know that each of our scriptures emerge out of a context of crisis.

Each scripture today highlights crisis. The Jewish people have been over-
thrown in Jerusalem and its more powerful and influential have been exiled to 
Babylon. 

In 2 Timothy, the apostle Paul is in jail in Rome. 
Lepers live in perpetual crisis, alienated from community and life as it is in-

tended to be lived. Whatever their ailment, they are in desperate need of healing 
and hope. 

Jeremiah the prophet is left back in Jerusalem, perhaps even under arrest, 
along with the poor, the elderly, and the sick. 

Up to now, the temple was the symbol of worship and life. It was the pres-
ence of God Himself. To be in the temple was to be with God. To be away from the 
temple for an extended period was to be away from God.

Home and temple and priest and healing were all synonymous together.
Jeremiah speaks his word from the Lord to the exiles in Babylon, and it is a 

surprising word. 
How could they go on being themselves in such a circumstance?  
How could they remain a people now that they were cut off from everything 

they held dear?  
This part of the book of Jeremiah attempts to address that reality.
What should they do in such oppressive circumstances?  
Raise the defiant hand of protest? 
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Clench their fists, refuse to have anything to do with their alien environment, 
move to Canada!, put up barriers between themselves and the dominant foreign 
population that surrounded them, keep to themselves, pretend that things would be 
different in the morning?  

Or, the opposite alternative: abandon everything they were and ever believed 
in, adapt, blend in, and accept the fact that a Babylonian lifestyle was “as good as it’s 
going to get”?  

Or would there be another way: be who you are wherever you are. Nothing 
passive or easy about that. Be who you are where you are.

Ancient Babylon is now modern day Iraq. The historical ruins of Babylon, 
including the remains of Nebuchadnezzar’s palace, are in the town of Hillah, about 
60 miles south of Baghdad. Saddam Hussein exploited its historical fame by calling 
himself “the son of Nebuchadnezzar.”

And so a modern paraphrase of Jeremiah’s letter. Accept your defeat by Iraq. 
Pray for its prosperity. Seek God’s blessing for Baghdad. 

It’s no wonder that Jeremiah’s own people tried to murder him for this trea-
sonous message.

The question at hand for the Jewish exiles, for Paul, for the lepers was this: 
what to do with the reality that is?

And it is our question, too. 
Jon Sobrino, a theologian from El Salvador, says that the most important 

thing is to “live in reality.”
Facing honestly our struggles is crucial. Facing the externals around us rather 

than ignoring them is crucial. 
We might wish we had a different job than the one we’ve got, a different 

home, a different neighbor. We might wish we hadn’t made some decisions or that 
we had different candidates or anything else. 

How do we face the reality?
Everything Jeremiah suggests is exactly what the people don’t want to do. Do 

things that settle them for generations to come. 
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How do we face reality?
How do we seek the good within it?
Wendell Berry says that we can actually discover our true selves during crisis and 

displacement.
 “It may be that when we no longer know what to do,
we have come to our real work
and when we no longer know which way to go, 
we have begun our real journey. 

The mind that is not baffled is not employed. The impeded stream is the one 
that sings.”

(also)
“And the world cannot be discovered by a journey of miles, no matter how 
long, but only by a spiritual journey, a journey of one inch, very arduous and 
humbling and joyful, by which we arrive at the ground at our own feet, and 
learn to be at home.”

Jeremiah’s word from God is really asking the people to be at home where 
they are in Babylon. 

(Wendell Berry again)
“A community is the mental and spiritual condition of knowing that the place 

is shared, and that the people who share the place define and limit the possibilities 
of each other’s lives. It is the knowledge that people have of each other, their con-
cern for each other, their trust in each other, the freedom with which they come 
and go among themselves.” 

It is this kind of home and community that Jeremiah messages from God. It 
may yet be that one day the people will gaze upon the temple again and their homes 
and the familiar turns in the road. But for now, be at home where you are and seek 
and pray for its welfare.
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You will find your welfare in its welfare. St. Paul’s will find its home in Hous-
ton’s welfare. That’s why we aspire to be a cathedral for the city. When MacGregor 
School thrives, we will thrive. 

Our homeless neighbors and all our destinies, all our welfare are tied up to-
gether. Syrians and Hondurans and Houstonians. African-Americans and those of 
us of European descent are not all God desires us to be unless the other is all God 
desires each to be.

The third graders we’ll hand Bibles today in the name of the church — our 
fate is linked up with their welfare. 

Jesus understands this in the healing stories, especially in Luke’s Gospel. 
Healing, wellness, salvation is not only transformative for those 10 or this 1 but is 
key to the welfare of the region, of Samaria, of Galilee. Until the leper is healed and 
a Samaritan is saved and the Jewish Jesus — it’s not whole.

When he said thank you, the Samaritan leper entered a whole new commu-
nity. Luke’s Gospel is all about God bringing his people out of the exile of sickness, 
alienation, isolation, or exclusion by forming a new community around the cruci-
fied and risen Jesus. 

Four times in Luke’s gospel Jesus says the words, “Your faith has made you 
well.” 

Jesus makes a new community out of the sinner, the sick, the second-class, 
the disabled, the foreigner, all of us. 

We come to church to join the company of people who God is making into a 
new community right where are. 

Through gratitude to our God, we become a community together in which 
people are not overwhelmed by what they’ve suffered, but by the healing and salva-
tion we have received.

Sam Wells says that “to say thank you is to recognize your dependence on an-
other person, to say “You make my life possible. Saying thank you slowly, gradually, 
has a divine power. To be so filled with awe and wonder with the life and grace they 
have been given by God that no suffering or cruelty or manipulation or misunder-
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standing or disease or tragedy can break that spirit. The most powerful person in 
the world is the one who in the face of horror and scarcity can only see beyond it to 
glory and abundance.”

As a pastor I’ve had the privilege of being a part of people’s lives at their most 
defining moments. The ones who have bloomed where they’ve been planted have 
most inspired me.

None of the ones I remember denied their suffering, ignored their hardship, 
or even accepted it passively but instead understood their faith as a disposition with 
which to live into the world. 

The first wedding I ever officiated was with an 82-year-old man and a 
78-year-old woman. I was a 23-year-old single pastor. They had been married and 
widowed a combined three times. 

They had been through abuse, death, difficulties only they could speak to. We 
met before the wedding for the prescribed pre-marital counseling session; it lasted 
about 5 minutes! — only to agree that they didn’t really need that at this stage!

Their faithful gratitude for life, for love, for God was what ultimately healed 
their hurts and brought them hope. I have a photo of them in my office today to re-
mind me of them.

This is life at its fullest, most real, and most beautiful — as God intends. 
Being who we are, thankful, blessed, hopeful people wherever we are. Thanks be to 
God.

Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack 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.


