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Jeremiah 1:4-10 — Now the word of the Lord came to me saying, ‘Before I formed you in the 
womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the 
nations.’ Then I said, ‘Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy.’ But 
the Lord said to me, Do not say, “I am only a boy”; for you shall go to all to whom I send you, 
and you shall speak whatever I command you. Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to 
deliver you, says the Lord.’ Then the Lord put out a hand and touched my mouth; and the Lord 
said to me, ‘Now I have put my words in your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and 
over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant.’ 

Many of you know that I am still in the process of getting ordained. Recently, I was writing a 
few short essays for the ordination process, and one of the essay questions asked, “What is your 
favorite call story in the bible?” By “call story,” the question meant a story in which God reveals 
to someone that God has a certain plan for them. When God calls a person, God is inviting them 
to follow the spirit down a specific path. My answer to this question was our second reading 
today, in Jeremiah chapter 1. This is my favorite call story, but it’s also, I think, one of the scarier 
call stories. 

It’s similar to many others in the bible, in that the first words spoken by the one being called are 
in protest: Jeremiah says, “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a 
boy.” It reminds me of Moses, who was called to lead the Israelite slaves out of Egypt, but who 
pleaded with God repeatedly to re-consider the call. Moses had a speech impediment, it seems, 
and he thought that his disability would keep him from being successful in this monumental task. 
Similarly, in our reading today, Jeremiah assumes that his youth, and his lack of experience in 
public speaking, prevents him from jumping into a career as a prophet — someone who claims to 
speak on behalf of God. Basically, Jeremiah says, “I’m a teenager! I dunno how to travel and talk 
to crowds, I dunno about religion or politics or whatever it is prophets speak about, I don’t know 
how to do this!”  

And as with Moses, so with Jeremiah: God is not deterred: “Do not say, ‘I am only a boy,’” God 
says. “For you shall go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. 
Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, says the Lord.” Basically, “You’re not 
the one calling the shots, Jeremiah. You don’t need to make up the messages; I’ll give them to 
you. You don’t need to decide where to go next, I’ll be your guide. And when it gets too tough or 
intimidating, don’t be afraid, because I’ll protect you.”  

I think that one of the reasons why God calls Jeremiah, and Moses, and others who seem to have 
some sort of flaw or deficiency is that ultimately, the call isn’t about them, not about their talents, 
not about what they can do; the call is about what God is promising to do through them. And it 



seems to me that God likes to call people who are very much aware of their flaws and 
deficiencies, people who readily acknowledge, rather than ignore, their limitations and 
vulnerabilities. Such people are more likely to trust in God and not in themselves; more likely to 
give credit where credit is due; and less likely to bear burdens that aren’t theirs to bear. What I 
mean is this: many of us are used to playing the strong-man or strong-woman, even when we’re 
actually feeling quite vulnerable. And one of the many downsides to maintaining this posture is 
that we walk around as if we alone are responsible for making God’s call in our lives a success. 
We think, act, and fear as if it all depended on us. That’s a burden God doesn’t want us to bear.  

So, for any number of reasons, God likes to choose the seemingly flawed and deficient, God has 
a habit of choosing the unexpected, the underdogs, the ones other people look over or look past. 
And the teenager Jeremiah is one such person. This call story reminds us that anyone, no matter 
how young or old, rich or poor, no matter what abilities or disabilities they have, anyone can be 
called by God to divinely designed work. The number one criterion isn’t any talent; it is, simply, 
trust.  

Now before sharing what makes this call story scary to me, I’ll share one more thing that I love 
about it: the focus on words. Our reading begins, “the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah”; God 
promises to give Jeremiah the words to speak; and then, God puts out a hand and touches 
Jeremiah’s mouth — as for what that’s supposed to look like, your guess is really as good as 
mine — and God says, after God’s hand reaches out, “I have put my words in your mouth.”  

I love words. More specifically, I love their power and their potential. To quote our reading this 
morning, I love that words are able “to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to 
build and to plant.” A theologian once said that with every sentence we speak, we are either 
bringing heaven closer to earth or bringing hell closer to earth. And I think that’s pretty much 
true. Usually, we don’t think of our words as being that weighty. We’re not running around like 
Jeremiah saying, “Thus saith the Lord,” but nevertheless, our words do matter. They have effects, 
lasting effects, they build up and they tear down, and God cares about what we’re building up 
and what we’re tearing down. Presumably, God hasn’t come to any of us and said, “I have put 
my words in your mouth.” But I do believe that God has put the Holy Spirit inside each of us. 
And if we listen well to the spirit of God within, then hopefully, our words will build up the 
things of heaven and tear down the things of hell.  

And now, what makes this call story scary to me: it’s actually not something in the reading, in 
and of itself; it’s knowing what surrounds the reading, and especially what comes after it. See, 
after receiving his call, Jeremiah went on to be a prophet for four decades or so, and during those 
years, ancient Israel was at an all-time low. The Babylonian Empire was growing in strength, and 
Jeremiah was prophesying that this new world power would overtake the holy city of Jerusalem 
if the Israelites did not change their ways. Not a very popular prophecy in Jerusalem, as you can 
imagine. Eventually, Jeremiah watched with horror as the Babylonians conquered the great city 
and destroyed its temple. It was a time of tremendous suffering, both communally for the 
Israelites and personally for Jeremiah.  



Just to mention some of the persecutions that Jeremiah himself suffered as a prophet: he was 
accused of treason; he was imprisoned multiple times, including solitary confinement in a well; 
he was whipped and put in stocks; and some of his own family members threatened to kill him. 
Seems like the teenager from chapter 1 had no idea what he was getting into — what God was 
roping him into. So we can understand why, in several later chapters, Jeremiah gives us some of 
the most raw, brutally honest, poignant laments in the entire bible. He writes about feeling 
abandoned by God, feeling tricked by God, feeling abused by God. A theologian named Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer once wrote about Jeremiah’s story, saying, “He is a prisoner, and he must follow. His 
path is prescribed. It is the path of one whom God will not let go, who will never be rid of God.” 
Bonhoeffer himself was like Jeremiah: he also suffered for his attempts to obey God’s call. 
Bonhoeffer was involved in a plot to assassinate Adolf Hitler, was imprisoned by the Nazis, and 
eventually was executed.  

Do you see now why Jeremiah’s call story is scary to me? How do I know that I won’t end up 
like Jeremiah, or Bonhoeffer? I’m not thinking about their precise fates; there’s very little chance 
of that for me or for any of us. But how can we be sure that the journey ahead won’t feel too 
hard, too heartbreaking, too risky, too costly? It seems like we can’t. We never know what lies 
ahead on our journey. But what we can be sure of is what God said to Jeremiah, because God 
says it to us too: “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you. … Do not be afraid, for I am 
with you to deliver you.”  

So often, when a messenger of God appears to someone in the bible, the first words out of the 
messenger’s mouth are “Do not be afraid.” And there’s good reason for that: God’s calling in our 
lives can be scary at times. And I think it’s supposed to be. If our journeys through life aren’t at 
least a little scary here and there, then we won’t feel a need to trust God instead of ourselves. I 
think that God asks us to do things that feel too hard for us. I think that God asks us to love in 
ways that feel too costly to us. That’s how we’re stretched, that’s how we grow, that’s how we 
become more like Christ. And as we’re growing, more and more into the people that God has 
made us to be, as we’re making our journeys through life, and encountering both heaven and hell 
along the way, let us keep listening for God’s voice, the voice of Love, saying to us, “Do not be 
afraid, for I am with you to deliver you.” Amen. 


