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Poor Jeremiah! Appointed a prophet prior to his conception, called by God before he’s out of 

short pants. The life of a prophet is not to be envied and is seldom sought – Jeremiah came from 

a familial line of prophets in the tradition of Israel, and he would have known this, even at his 

tender age. “Ah, Lord God!” he protests. “Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a 

boy!” If we are to take Jeremiah’s plea at face value, that means he is probably not yet thirteen 

years of age. His voice probably hasn’t even changed. What kind of credibility could he possibly 

have? 

  

Being a prophet was not for the faint of heart. Telling the truth to those in power; saying to your 

own people, telling them you’re getting it wrong, and you need to fix things, to repent, to change 

your ways, to turn back to God, can make one very unpopular. Friends and neighbors will shut 

their ears and walk away; they will shun you; if you’re lucky, that’s all they will do. Yet here is 

God calling Jeremiah – young, callow Jeremiah – to the life of a prophet. It’s a life of risk. 

 

I read an article recently by church consultant Dan Hotchkiss (a profession that can be a 

prophetic calling itself!). The article is about “The Stewardship of Risk”1. When we think of 

stewardship, I except most of us don’t think of risk; the phrase even sounds slightly like an 

oxymoron. That’s because all too often when we think of being stewards, we think about 

conserving – we take care of money, we safeguard creation, we parcel out resources sparingly so 

that enough remain for that “rainy day” that might be just around the corner. But Hotchkiss has a 

prophetic word for houses of worship, both churches and synagogues. Because as it turns out, 

research shows that out of all the different types of not-for-profit organizations, religious 

congregations are the least likely to engage in risk-taking in order to fulfill their respective 

missions 

 

And that’s so ironic, isn’t it? Our entire faith story, the entire narrative of our holy scriptures, is 

all about taking risks. Consider Noah and that big boat filled with animals. Consider Abram, 

leaving everything familiar and going off on a journey “to a land that [God would show him]”. 

The widowed Ruth, choosing to remain as a foreigner among her mother-in-law’s people, rusting 

in a brand-new God and the community that she could build herself a new life there. Risky! And 

then there’s the mother of our Lord. Mary’s “yes” is probably the loudest affirmative answer that 

will ever echo through the pages of history – she might have said no to being the God-bearer but 

she didn’t – she took a risk. Her son Jesus certainly took risks. This morning’s gospel has him 

curing a woman in the synagogue on the Sabbath! He knew that would get him in trouble; yet he 

also knew it was worth the risk because in doing so, he could bring people one step closer to 

understanding God’s love and mercy, help them get a glimpse of the Kingdom he had come to 

announce. After the resurrection, all those early Christians that we read about in the book of Acts 

and the letters, and those who have come after; people living today in places like the Middle East 

and Africa – they were and are willing to risk everything to live and spread the Good News and 

keep the Jesus Movement alive in very hostile circumstances of the kind that we will probably 

never truly understand.  

                                                           
1 https://alban.org/archive/the-stewardship-of-risk/ 



Risk, risk, risk! It’s risky because it’s all based on faith and faith is a risky business.  

 

And as Hotchkiss says, so many modern faith communities are hesitant to take risks, reluctant to 

be stewards of risk-taking, even though the mission we have as Christians is essential to the 

world. That should be part of our DNA as the body of Christ, and yet we seem to have lost it -

why?  

 

At last Tuesday’s vestry meeting I showed a clip from a sermon2 preached last Sunday at Trinity 

Church Wall Street, Manhattan, by the Rev. Winnie Varghese. She observes that, while we 

Christians show up to our churches because we are faithful people, we sometimes act as though 

what we do here – lighting candles, praying and singing together, reading and hearing scripture 

proclaimed, even celebrating Eucharist – all of them good and necessary things, don’t get me (or 

her!) wrong – we act as though all this is the sum total of the life of faith, even as our scriptures 

and our ancestors in the faith call us to something bolder and riskier, call us out of our comfort 

zones and into a needy, violent, hurting world. What she’s talking about is a “domesticated 

faith.” When people who inhabit the scriptures do things “by faith”, they do big, risky things: 

Abram, Mary, fledgling apostles setting out after the Pentecost event to turn the world upside 

down. Risky business, all of it – but all of it done by faith and all of it wild and adventurous, 

rather than domestic. Were those ancestors of ours fearful? I expect so – that’s why so often in 

scripture we hear the voice of God, or an angel, or Jesus himself, saying “Fear not!”  We hear it 

this morning, in fact. 

 

Are there fears that cause us to be poor stewards of risk? Are we afraid of asking others to do 

more in the service of God? Do we assume they all have time constraints and are too busy? Do 

we fear asking for money, assuming people are giving as much as they can and that it’s not the 

church’s business to question that? Are we afraid of new ministry initiatives, because maybe 

there won’t be sufficient financial or human resources to fund or staff or plan them? Do we fear 

offending people by getting involved in issues of social justice? Aren’t those things “political”? 

(Answer: yes, they are, but that’s OK, we won’t lose our tax exempt status over them.) What if 

such involvement divides us (didn’t Jesus have something to say about that in last week’s 

gospel)? We Christians want to be nice, we want to be accommodating and to please people, we 

want people to like us and our churches – yes, we do! – but those are not gospel values. 

 

At its heart, stewardship is less about caution than it is about extravagance. When our fears keep 

us from taking holy risks, then we risk losing the very thing that makes us who we are, and that 

is the power of the gospel, God’s Good News and God’s saving action in Jesus Christ - an action 

that has got to be the most extravagant risk ever taken. We are its stewards. 

 

So back to Jeremiah, who was also very fearful. But God says to the boy, “Do not be afraid…for 

I am with you to deliver you.” God reaches out and touches the boy’s lips, so that Jeremiah’s 

words will be God’s words. God has touched us, too by washing us in the waters of baptism and 

sealing us with the Holy Spirit. God will never abandon us, never let us go. We are assured a 

place in the communion of saints and the body of Christ when we are baptized. That’s really 

powerful. One of the reasons it’s so powerful is that, like Jeremiah, baptism also empowers us to 

                                                           
2 https://www.trinitywallstreet.org/video/1115am-sermon-rev-winnie-varghese-4 



be prophets in our own day and time by speaking God’s truth and living out that wonderful 

baptismal covenant (BCP 304-5). 

 

The life of faith is indeed a risky business. But its risks are holy ones, and God blesses and 

honors those risks, just as we honor God by stepping out in faith to take them; because 

remember: in becoming human, it was God himself who, in the Incarnation, took the biggest risk 

of all.  


