
 
  
 
 I recently heard a story on NPR about the cellist Yo-Yo Ma. He is currently 
traveling in India and occasionally performing impromptu pieces on the streets. Not 
many on India’s streets would recognize Yo-Yo Ma, but, according to the report, they 
were so captivated by his performances that people would stop, including small children, 
and listen, spell-bound. I went on-line and saw a video of Ma, sitting on the edge of a 
bridge on Marine Drive Promenade, in Mumbai, playing a portion of Bach’s Suite 
Number 1 for cello. I joined the spell-bound crowd, via my computer, as his hands 
effortlessly moved along the neck of the cello, and the music was exquisite. Whether you 
are a fan of classical music or not, when Yo-Yo Ma plays the cello, you know he was put 
on earth to play the cello.  
 
 There are teachers you’ve had, I’m sure, who you thought, “They were born to 
teach.” Or leaders who excel at leading others, who do it so naturally, that it seems they 
were called to it. 
 
 There are preachers I have heard, and who have taught me, who, when I hear them 
preach, think, “That’s exactly why they were born.”  
 
 And Tom Brady, when he throws the football…no, I just can’t do it. I’m sure there 
are some who think he was put on this earth to be a quarterback. 
 
 This is how we often think of a calling or a vocation – that one thing we are put on 
the world to do. I would like to suggest that callings are real, and our calling as a 
community and as individuals can be discovered, but that they have more depth than we 
might think when looking at Yo-Yo Ma, or Tom Brady, or any one of the many others 
that may have run through your head in the past few minutes. And I think we can get a 
sense of the reality of call, and the depth of call, by paying attention to Jeremiah’s call.  
 
 The young Jeremiah, hailing from a priestly family, hears voice of God come to 
him, calling to him at the beginning of a long line of failed kings of Judah, amid a nation 
on its way off the historical stage, the dark shadows of exile looming. Jeremiah resists the 
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call, saying that he is young and inexperienced. He follows in a long line of called 
persons who answer in this way: Abraham and Sarah cite their old age, Moses his speech 
impediment, Isaiah the fact that he is a man of unclean lips. Jeremiah sees himself as 
lacking the wisdom that comes with age required to speak a word to the nations. Given 
the historical circumstances it is not surprising that Jeremiah might lobby for a prophet 
with a bit more gravitas. The times are fraught with danger. Surely Yahweh intends to 
call someone who knows the world of kings and princes, someone versed in the complex 
vocabulary of foreign diplomacy, the sixth century B.C.E version of a Madeline Albright 
or a James Baker. 
 

Jeremiah has heard this call of Yahweh and has understood it in much the same 
way we understand it – as being about him, his limitations and strengths, his age and 
experience, his capacities or lack thereof. But the call is framed from the very beginning 
as being about someone other than Jeremiah – 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.”  

 
God is saying this most remarkable thing to Jeremiah about himself, his agency, 

his very life. He belongs to God. He was on God’s mind before he was even born, before 
he was even conceived. Our good friend John Calvin loved this text for obvious reasons – 
he believed it showed how God uses predestination to determine our lives before the 
foundation of the universe. All respect to Calvin, I think it is even more radical than that. 
The text makes the claim that God is at work in the world to redeem it, and that this work 
is far beyond the calling of one man or woman.  

 
William Willimon writes, “There is no Jeremiah, no words of the prophet 

Jeremiah, no story until there is the word of God. Dozens of times in the prophet’s life, at 
every turn in the prophet’s life, the story resumes with, ‘the word of the Lord came to me, 
saying…’ At certain wonderful moments Jeremiah despairs, is angry with God, turns 
away and says that he will now be silent, but then, ‘The word of the Lord came to me, 
saying…’ Jeremiah does not need to be afraid, for he is only speaking because he has 
been spoken to. His task is simply to bring God’s being to speech.” 

 
And so, when Jeremiah says, “I am only a boy,” God reminds him that this is a 

much bigger story he is part of than one inexperienced boy. “Do not say, ‘I am only a 
boy.’” Why? I am with you, I will give you the words, I will deliver you.   

 
Do not say, “I am only a…” I am only a youth. I am only a woman. I am only one 

person. I am only an old man. “I am only” implies that what we have and what we offer 
emerges from someplace other than God’s heart, God’s creative work in the world, God’s 



intention. We are, all of us, children of God, and, as such, have been given all we need to 
answer God’s call and walk in God’s way.  

 
Charles Cousar writes, “God’s calling does not suggest that one must hold the 

same job all one’s life, or, even less, to suggest that God so ‘programs’ individuals that 
our own wishes and goals are of little importance. It is to suggest that God’s ideals for 
human life – justice and compassion, notably – are also to be the lifelong ideals of God’s 
women and men and that, by whatever vocation we earn our bread, we are to shape our 
lives and help shape the life of the world according to those ideals.” 

 
So, if you are an attorney, do God’s work as an attorney; if you are a teacher, 

embrace God’s vision for the world as a teacher; if you are a stay-at-home parent, parent 
in such a way that God’s way emerges in the world, the way of justice and compassion 
and love. Our vocation in the world, as followers of the Christ who reveals the beating 
heart of God that calls to us all, is not ultimately what we do to make a living; it is living 
in response to God’s grace so that God’s word flows through us and God’s kingdom is 
seen in us. 

 
The call has gone forth; Jeremiah’s objection has been answered. Now he is 

commissioned for his ministry. Remember when Isaiah fell before the Lord, declaring 
himself and his people to have unclean lips, a seraph comes and touches his lips with a 
hot coal from the altar fire. Remember God giving the prophet Ezekiel a scroll and telling 
him to eat it. Now, in a strikingly intimate act, God commissions Jeremiah by touching 
his mouth and declaring that by this touch, God’s words are on Jeremiah’s lips.  
 
 When I shared my paper on this text in my preaching group several years ago, our 
scholar for the week, Tom Long, posed this question to me and to the group: “Is there any 
experience of God that is not a call?” Jeremiah is called to announce God’s plans to end 
things as they are and to build something new. His entire prophetic ministry is summed 
up in these verses: to pluck up and pull down, to destroy and overthrow, to build and to 
plant. He is to announce God’s intention to end in exile, and build from the ashes a 
renewed people. He is called to speak a word of reality in a troubled and false time. 
 
 Today we will commission two groups of those who have answered the call to 
work rebuilding in Hattiesburg and going to the US/Mexico border, a place where there is 
much discernment about how to embody God’s justice and compassion. We commission 
them as a reminder that this is God’s work, and whatever they do, it is God at work 
through them and the people they work alongside.  
 



 This God, wherever God is encountered, always seeks to end and to build. To 
encounter this God is to encounter One who will call us to end the tyranny of the self: 
arrogance, greed, pride, selfishness; to pluck up and pull down from the altars of our 
hearts our infatuation with idols of money and power and control. To encounter this God 
is to encounter One who desires to build within us trust that the God who created heaven 
and earth, the God who gave us Jesus Christ, is, in the end, the One whose kingdom 
comes on earth as it is in heaven. There is no encounter with this God that is not at one 
and the same time a call. 
  
 When I feel fearful, I try to think of people whose callings inspire me, especially 
the ways they overcame fear to fulfill those calls. Funny, I rarely think of people like Yo-
Yo Ma or Tom Brady or some great preacher. Instead, I think of people like a child in our 
church who heard a call and started creating hand-made cards for our Room in the Inn 
guests. They contain bright messages of love and hope. I was reminded this week that 
one of the guests who received a card this year told the child she had carried the one from 
the previous year with her belongings all year long, a prized possession. 
 
 Do not say, “I am only a child.” Do not say, I am only anything other than a 
beloved and gifted child of God, and see, just see, if the world doesn’t turn. Amen. 
 
  


