Sermon for Lent 5B

March 29, 2009 

Texts:  Jeremiah 31:31-34; Psalm 51:1-12; Hebrews 5:5-10; John 12:20-33 

With the economic trials

That our country is currently experiencing.
References to the Great Depression have become more frequent.

Roosevelt’s New Deal often becomes either a topic of conversation

Or the heart of political commentary.

Questions are raised about whether or not a new New Deal
Is needed to get our country re-energized.

When Roosevelt was elected in 1932,

The economy was hitting rock-bottom.
In addition to the havoc wreaked 

By the 1929 stock market crash,

Unemployment was at 25%, 

The GDP was at the lowest level in a decade,

And borrowing money was virtually impossible.  

In his acceptance speech for the 1932 

Democratic nomination for President,

Roosevelt promised a New Deal for the people.
In his speech he said,

Throughout the nation men and women...,

Look to us here for guidance and for more equitable opportunity
To share in the distribution of national wealth…
I pledge myself to a new deal for the American people. 
This is more than a political campaign.
 It is a call to arms.
Roosevelt took many dramatic steps

As part of the New Deal,

From closing all the banks,

Before re-opening only the healthy ones under the protection of the FDIC,

To instituting programs to provide employment

Such as the WPA, the CCC and TVA,

To providing for the elderly, disabled and widowed

With the initiation of Social Security.
The goals of the New Deal

Were to restore the confidence of people

In the economic viability of this country,

To improve the economic well-being

Of those on the margins of society,
And to generally restore hope to a people
Whose dreams had been shattered.

In describing some of the causes of the Great Depression,
Roosevelt used imagery drawn from the Bible.
His words could also be used to describe our situation.

"Practices of the unscrupulous money changers

Stand indicted in the court of public opinion, 

Rejected by the hearts and minds of men....’

The money changers have fled from their high seats in the temple of our civilization...
Although our unemployment rate is not at the level of the Great Depression,

Our banking industry is in nearly as much of a shambles

And the current difficulties in borrowing money

Have severely crimped any kind of capital improvement

Or new business venture.  

In our current environment hope is again in short supply.

The future feels grim.

Dreams of careers, home purchases and a secure retirement have been shattered. 

We share some of the heart numbing fear

Experienced by those who lived through the Great Depression
And the people to whom Jeremiah was preaching

In the lesson we heard from the 31st chapter of Jeremiah this morning.

For the previous 30 chapters in the book of Jeremiah,

The prophet has been prophesying the doom and destruction 

Of the people of the Southern Kingdom of Judah.

Now the worst has happened.

The temple in Jerusalem,

The place where God lives has been destroyed.  

Their city has been plundered and ransacked.

They’ve seen their King carried off in chains

And many of them have themselves been marched as exiles to Babylon.

Their losses are beyond our imagining.

They have lost power and prestige;

Freedom and security; a comfortable life,

And they have lost the assurance of God’s presence among them.

They have gone from being God’s chosen people to God’s rejected people.

Their confidence in God’s faithfulness to them,
Has seeped out of their very being.

All of the promises of God’s covenant loyalty,

Lovingkindness and faithfulness,

Feel as broken as the collapsed stones of the temple wall.

All of the words of praise,

Sung by the psalmists

For the God who has sheltered and provided for them,

Now ring with the tone of shattered pottery.
Once they were God’s people

Now they are no people.

On this fifth Sunday in the long season of Lent,

In a year in which the American people

Have had many of their dreams crushed and shattered,

We can also wonder what God is up to.

Late in this penitential season of Lent,

One in which we have been diligently been examining

The stones of our sins,
As revealed by God’s Law in the Ten Commandments, 

Many of us wonder what our current crisis 

Tells us about God’s view of us,
And some of us may even harbor a fear that God 

Has withdrawn from us.  

We have pondered the First Commandment,

You shall have no other gods,

And the Law’s mirror has shown us 

The many other gods that have taken root

In our home, lives and hearts. 

The 21st century idols of money, power, leisure, and self-improvement

Have exerted their control on us.
We have bought the dream sold to us

That we could rely on an ever expanding economy,

The power of our country in the world,
And the symbols of the good life
All of which have been promoted
In the billions of dollars of advertising directed at us.  
The Fidelity ads promising us a seeming eternity
Of golden sunsets, unrippled ponds, and solitary kayaks
Now seem as empty and deflated 
As a birthday balloon left from last week’s party. 
In this season of Lent, 

With our examination of the Ten Commandments,
We have come to the realization 

That the Law has been doing its job,

Killing and breaking the old person, the old sinner in us,

Who relied on all those false gods.

We have been made more than ready,
And are now clinging to the hope of the Gospel,
The Good News in Christ

That there is something more reliable than our own dreams
On which we can base our lives.

Like those people in Jerusalem,

Looking at the broken stones of the temple

We are ready for some Good News.

The Book of Jeremiah,

The Biblical book of desolation and destruction,

Contains four chapters,

Part of which we read this morning,
That are called the Book of Comfort.

Jeremiah is assuring the people of Judah

That God will not be absent forever,

That God will make a new covenant with God’s people.

The days are surely coming,

Says Jeremiah, When God will make a New Deal.

The Old Covenant was broken by God’s chosen people

When they failed to love God,

By worshipping idol after idol,
And when they failed to love their neighbor,

By cheating and destroying the poor, the widowed, and the orphan.
The New Covenant, which Jeremiah promises,
Will be God’s assurance of presence 

To a people from whom hope has been stripped.

The New Covenant will be written on their hearts.

They won’t have to be taught about God,

Because they will feel God’s presence in their very being. 

God will forgive all of their violations of the Old Covenant

And God will remember their sins no longer.  

Jeremiah’s words in the Book of Comfort

Hold out hope to a devastated people.

For us as Christians, Jeremiah’s prophecy

Has been realized in the birth, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.
God has indeed made a New Deal with us.

The Old Covenant

Which was based in obedience to God’s Law

Has been replaced by a New Covenant,
The promise of the Gospel,

The Good News of forgiveness granted to us in the person of Jesus Christ.  

God’s Law is written on our hearts,

Rather than being the basis of the covenant.

God’s Law is no longer a club,

But rather a mirror to make us recognize our sins,

Killing the Old Sinner in us,

And bringing us to new life in the hope of the Gospel.

In this season of Lent,

In this year of financial worries and collapsing dreams,

Jeremiah’s words of hope and a new deal

Are words given especially for you,

Given for you by a God, who wants more than anything else,

For you to ground your life in a faithful, trustworthy God. 
This new covenant is forged 
In the counterintuitive presence of the cross.

Not the lacy silver cross around my neck,

Or polished brass one in the front of the church,

But the rough hewn tree on which Jesus died.

This covenant is based in the life and death

Of Jesus, who was born, died and raised for you.

The dying and rising of Christ,

Is the same dying to sin and rising to life

That is given to you in baptism.

Just as Jesus said in the reading from John’s Gospel 

That we heard this morning,

Unless a grain of wheat falls to the ground and dies

It remains only a single grain.

But in its transformation in the earth,

A new shoot of plentiful wheat arises.

In your life, God writes both the law and new covenant in your heart,

When the waters of baptism are poured on your head.
In baptism, the old sinner in you is drowned,

So that new life may burst forth in abundance,

Just as that grain of wheat bursts forth into a new shoot,

When its shell is destroyed in the dark earth. 

Each day as you awake as a baptized Christian,

God makes a New Deal with you.

Each day, God’s covenant and law

Reveal the hopelessness of all the things

On which you thought you could base your life.

Only when those false things are stripped away,

Only when you realize the hopelessness of trying to depend on yourself,
Can you turn yourself over to dependence on God.
God’s New Covenant transforms your life.
As we have been saying each Sunday in Lent
In the Thanksgiving for Baptism
“Joined to Christ in the waters of baptism,

We are clothed with God’s mercy and forgiveness.”

If, in this stressful time, you ever wonder about God’s presence,

The answer is found here every Sunday.

At the Table, you first hear the words, 

“This cup is the New Covenant in my blood shed for you.”

When you forward you hear again the words,

“The body of Christ given for you, The blood of Christ shed for you.”

For you, God is present,

For you, a New Deal has been made.

God will be your God

And YOU will be one of God’s people.  AMEN
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