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Jeremiah sat in the rubble-strewn street of a once thriving city. He listened to the cries of the injured and dying, children, women, and men. He looked through tear-filled eyes at the fires slowly eating away at the once glorious temple. And he wept.


Inside him, something was building, down deep in his gut. It was coming up and it insisted on getting out. Out through parched lips and gasps it bounded. It was the cry of doubt. It was the scream of the mourner. It was the yell of the angry. 


Yes, He was angry with the God of Israel. He shook his fist at the heavens. Why?! You could have prevented this, O Lord of hosts! You could have routed the Babylonians with a snap of your fingers. But you did not. 


Instead, O Yahweh, you brought destruction upon this city, your city, the holy city of David. You, yes, you, O Lord of the Sabbath, allowed your temple, the place where your holiness dwelled, to be desecrated. You stood by while evil men laid waste to the altar where once the sacrifices of your people were offered in faith. You have turned a blind eye to your children's needs, and left them defenseless against the heathen. 


Was this what it meant to follow the God of Israel? Was this what the people should have expected when God brought them out of Egypt? Was this the way of the Lord, a way strewn with disaster and defeat and persecution and death? The great and mighty kingdom had been decimated. Its people were dead or wished they were. 


They never intended to be unfaithful. As they had stood at the Jordan that day so many years ago, as Joshua had encouraged and commanded them to be strong and courageous, they had dreamed. Oh the big dreams they had dreamed! They envisioned a great nation, extending from the Great Sea eastward to the Jordan and beyond, from the lands of the north all the way to the Negev in the south. Theirs were great plans, lofty goals and exciting visions. Failure was not an option. 


No church sets out with the intent of being unfaithful. No church envisions running into danger or controversy. No assembly of believers starts a mission, expecting that in twenty years or so, they'll have to decide whether to close the doors or limp along for another month, merely postponing the inevitable. No church ever dreams of facing financial distress and disgruntled members and an uncertain future. Failure is never on the long-range planning committee's lists of goals. Not one local parish prays mightily for God to send a cross, let alone many crosses to bear. 


Every congregation of God's elect prays that God would lead them to greener pastures and better times. Every congregation longs to become a great assembly, a growing and prospering family, a people whose collective voices echo with resplendent volume in standing room only services.  They have visions of Sunday school rooms filled to overflowing and sitting in voters' meetings, discussing the pressing need to expand, we're too crowded, while everyone smiles the smile of gladness. These are the plans of the faithful. 


Every believer longs for peaceful times. Every follower of Jesus prays for calm days and restful nights. Every Christian dreams of making such an impact in his or her life for Christ. We all envision becoming strong in faith and bold in witness. Every person who is saved by grace through faith in Christ aches to spread the GOOD news, not bad news.  


No believer wakes up each day, praying to Jesus to lead them into the teeth of danger and controversy. There isn't a follower of Christ who prays fervently for God to lead them into hard times and persecution. Have you ever prayed to God to load you up with a particularly heavy cross, because well, things have been too easy lately? We've got enough to deal with as it is, what with sin and temptation and hassles too numerous to mention. 


This side of heaven, we will always struggle with ourselves and the world and Satan. Sins cling to us with a tenaciousness that infuriates us to no end. Temptations come at the worst possible time and inundate us with their pesky and persistent nature. Doubt continually stifles the free expression of our faith. Still hurting heartaches stymy our present efforts to break from the past and live for the present. Disease and illness and injury and failing bodies keep us from looking forward to a pain-free future. Hopes and dreams are shattered by the reality of life in all its harshness and cruelty. 


All this hampers our ardent desire to be a faithful disciple of Jesus. It can be disappointing and discouraging to try to live a peaceful and upright life, only to find ourselves in the midst of something so dangerous we just might be eaten up by it. Whether it's as the local congregation or as an believer alone in a hostile world, it's an understatement to say that the Christian walk does not always go well. 


And in such hard times, we may find ourselves getting angry with God. There have been times in the past four years that I've been frustrated with God, yes, even angry with Him, and disappointed with the progress of things. I've endeavored for years to speak the true Word of God to you and sometimes, what God wants me to say to you I don't want to say. 


I'm not even in the same category as the OT prophets, but I can imagine what it must have been like for Jeremiah and the other prophets to be sent with a message of doom and gloom. When the city was besieged by the Babylonians, and the morale of the people had sunk so low as to be nearly non-existent, Jeremiah had to preach a depressing word. On top of that, Jeremiah was beaten, imprisoned, thrown into a cistern and left to die, and reviled by the priests and the people, his own countrymen. It must have felt like God had let him down. These were not his dreams. This was not the way things were supposed to go. 


I have asked God why many times. Why are things going the way they are going here? Lord, you led these people, your people, faithful to your calling, eager to be about the mission of the church, to embark on this journey. Now, here we are, having to deal with personality conflicts and petty disagreements over all manner of things and struggling to make ends meet. I'll bet all of you can say for certain this was not the plan. This is not where you dreamed of being seven years ago. 


Does it feel sometimes as if God has let you down? You've dug deeper into your pockets to keep the church from falling down a deep hole, in a time when your personal finances are already stretched tight. What other challenges are we going to face that will again send us reeling in panic and grasping at straws? Lord, where are you when we need you? 


The Israelites must have felt extreme disappointment as they suffered their demise. Jeremiah wept and even accused the Lord of leaving him with an incurable wound, refusing to be healed. He had done everything the Lord had commanded of him. He had been the faithful prophet. He had eaten the words of the Lord with joy and they had become his delight. He had lived an upright life, yet now, he was alone, destitute, and about to be imprisoned. 


You must feel similarly disappointed. You have eaten the Lord's words with eagerness and stood steadfast in faith. You have delighted in hearing the Word brought to you every Sunday and rejoiced in the partaking of the bread and wine. You have endeavored to live lives worthy of His calling and proclaimed the Gospel with determination and great effort. Yet, things have not gone the way you would have liked them to go. It seems God is being mean to us. 


Yet, even in the middle of the ravages the people suffered that day, God offered a word of hope. In the next chapter, God says through Jeremiah, “I will bring them back to their own land that I gave to their fathers.” The day was coming when the Lord would restore the people and save them by His mighty hand. The day was coming when the Anointed One would save his people with a mighty act of deliverance. God's promised to never abandon them, even when He punished them for their transgressions. 


Our God is not a mean bully nor a cruel despotic deity. He does not get his kicks from slamming shut the doors of congregations and throwing his children out into the cold unbelieving world. He does not find it funny to watch the church battle with the forces of evil and lose. He takes no great pleasure in the death of the assembly of his saints. 


He is the God of mercy and grace. He is the Lord who works all things out for our good. He love us with a love that is unconditional and steady. Whatever we experience, God is always with us, to guide us, protect us, and forgive us. 


However, sometimes, the path He may lead us down can take on the form of a cross. It may involve travesties of justice, suffering, pain, loss and heartache. We never begin any day with the promise of rose garden happiness. Neither does a church begin or continue on with the assumption that there will be nothing but success and joy. The Christian life holds no promises of wealth and success, but is one of service and humility, losing one's life in the day to day living of faith. 


You see, God does not define success as the world defines success. The church is to look to the most unlikely of places for comfort, for victory, for evidence of God's love and for the way that always points us to the Lord. We as His redeemed, whether it is in our own life's struggles or as a community of believers united in a struggle, are always to turn to God's sign of assurance. The cross is where we find Christ working out our victory. That is, without a doubt, the most unlikely place to gaze at for hope, to be sure.


We know how much God loves us. That never changes, no matter what we face. What loving parent does not want only the very best for their child? If we could, we would make sure our children's lives were free of trouble, free of bullies, free of cruel and unfair setbacks, free of sickness and disease, free of worry. We'd do all we could and spend all we had to ensure our children's lives were nothing but smooth sailing and a bed of roses. Do you think God desires any less for us, his most beloved children? 


The theology of the cross doesn't start with an assumption that God wants us to always be happy and successful. It starts and it finds its fulfillment in sacrifice, Jesus' very life sacrificed for us. The cross tells us that God will not let sin ruin our lives for ever. The cross shows us how far God will go  to work out our salvation. The cross promises that even when things don't go as planned, they are still going according to His plan. 


The cross of Christ is a beacon of hope and a message of victory for the church and for you. Because He bore the cross for us, our lives become cross-shaped. He redefines our life as dying with and in Him. We live because He died, and He lives so that we might die to self and live for Him. His loss is our gain and his victorious resurrection is how we live on through the losses of life.


Our lives are His, because He bought them with His. He calls us to follow the way of the cross, for this is the way of real life. Jesus invites us to take up our cross, those burdens which we suffer for following Him, and be ready to suffer and die, if necessary. It will not be an easy thing, by any means. But it is the right thing. It is the highest and holiest calling in all the world.


Will that mean success in this world? Not always. It could mean poverty, hardships, economic woes, and even death. It could mean that this group of believers shall exist here for many years to come, or it could mean that this group may see something you never wanted, planned for, or prayed for.


However long we remain here, we shall proclaim the Gospel. We shall be the place of refuge for the weary, the downtrodden, the hopeless and the destitute. We will be the place where grace defines our speech and love describes our actions. We shall be the sanctuary where the faithful are fed and forgiven and cleansed and renewed. We will live as people who bear their crosses with faith and humility, in whatever forms those crosses may take. We shall be the church of God in this place, in this community, in this world. That is the short-range, middle range, and long range plan of God's people. 


Whether we face attacks and hard times and struggles that may have us wondering why we're just limping along or we enjoy times of prosperity and growth, we walk the way of the cross by faith in our great and loving God. We follow where God leads, whether into valleys of shadows or onto mountains of joy. Faith clings tenaciously to the way of the cross, because the way of the cross is for the church, for the believer, and for all who wish to follow Jesus, who walked the way of the cross before we did. He obtained the victory and so shall we, for that too is the way of the cross. Amen. 
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