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 It was 12:45 AM Christmas morning. I had just come home 

from leading multiple services.  I was exhausted from the long 

day but still keyed up from all of the wonderful worship.  My 

visiting parents had gone to bed.  All I wanted to do was sit on 

the couch and enjoy the Christmas tree for a few minutes.  This 

was back many years ago in my Buffalo days when Marta and I 

would go and cut down a twelve-foot tree in the forest.  I would 

spend hours stringing countless sets of lights from around the 

trunk of the tree to the tip of every branch.   

So…I flip the switch to revel in the glow of the tree and 

collapse on the couch.  And…the lights on the top of the tree 

shown brightly, and the lights on the bottom of the tree shown 

brightly.  But, the entire middle of the tree was nothing but 

darkness.  Nothing but darkness.  Nothing but darkness.  I was 

filled with rage and frustration.   

I charged at the tree and began to test every connection, 

every bulb to find the problem. Nothing else mattered.  All of 

those wonderful worship services, forgotten. The joy and wonder 

of this most holy night, brushed aside. The opportunity to spend 

Christmas day with my family, no time to be thankful for 

that.  Emmanuel, God with us?  Whatever.  It was all about that 

dark section of the tree. It was all I could see.   

 Now you are going to have to hang with me here for a minute 

while I draw a parallel that at first might sound tenuous at 

best.  This morning’s text from Jeremiah is a word to the nation 

of Israel in exile.  They have been conquered by the 

Babylonians, forcibly taken from their homes and their country, 

and forced to live in the midst of their captors.  Their entire 

lives had been turned upside down and their faith had been 

devastated. They had always believed God would be their shield 

against all misfortune.  But they have learned that God has 

other plans for them. 

 In the midst of such trauma and devastation how will they 

respond?  Exile forces a decision upon the Israelites.  Will 

they put their trust in false hopes that tomorrow everything 

will be magically better?  Will they not trust at all and wallow 



in misery, losing their identity as God’s people?  Or will they 

put their trust in God and follow the words of Jeremiah?  

 Jeremiah calls for them to make a home in a place that is 

not their home.  He tells them to build houses and plant 

gardens, to invest in the place they find themselves.  Jeremiah 

does not pretend that they are not in exile. This is no denial 

of their suffering.  He gives them instruction about how to 

respond to suffering.  Jeremiah is teaching the Israelites, and 

us, that wherever we find ourselves, even far from home, far 

from where we want to be, God is present and the opportunity to 

live full and faithful lives is present.   

It can be one of the hardest lessons to learn. God is just 

as present with us, perhaps even more so, when the times are 

tough and we are filled with frustration and disappointment. But 

when we do learn this lesson it opens up the most remarkable 

opportunities for how we can live.     

 And that is just what the Israelites did.  Eugene Peterson 

writes,  

“The result was that this became the most creative period 

in the entire sweep of Hebrew history.  They did not lose their 

identity; they discovered it.  They learned how to pray in 

deeper and more life-changing ways. 

 “The exile was the ‘crucible of Israel’s faith.  They were 

pushed to the edge of existence where they thought they were 

hanging on by the skin of their teeth, and they found that in 

fact they had been pushed to the center, where God was.” 

(Peterson, pp. 152-153) 

This sermon is the fourth in the sermon series, “Living a 

Well Lived life.”  In this series we have talked about 

recognizing who we are, praising our God, serving others, and 

today we are talking about accepting imperfection. 

 We have just learned that the Israelites were able to grow 

in their faithfulness and find meaning and value in their lives 

in the midst of the most horrendous of circumstances.  So now we 

circle back to my silly Christmas adventure.  There could not be 

two events that are further from each other on the spectrum of 

life challenges than being in exile and having a less-than-

perfect Christmas tree. But in this life we have a vision of how 

things should be for us; from the most important things to the 

least.And what happens in the reality of our lives will often 

not align with our hopes and expectations.  Our response to 

everything from trauma to minor annoyances will shape a great 

deal of how fulfilling our life will be.   



 It is so tempting to become obsessed with what is not 

perfect in our lives or within ourselves. It is so tempting 

to say to ourselves we will truly begin living the way we wish 

to do so once we just get past our current difficulty.  It could 

be something as minor as a head cold or something as major as a 

life crisis.  When life is imperfect it is easy to find 

ourselves obsessed with its imperfection to the point that we 

lose sight of everything else, including our God.  But life is 

one imperfection after another, and we are imperfect on a 

regular basis.  If we are not careful we can allow our entire 

lives to slip away into consistent frustration and regret.   

 But if we heed the sage wisdom God speaks through Jeremiah 

to us we have the opportunity for a very different kind of 

life.  In every context of our lives we are called to “build 

houses and plant gardens” in other words to trust that God is 

deeply present with us and flourish in that reality. We are 

called to seek to find and invest in the good in every context 

and the imperfect but good within ourselves. This is no promise 

that we will be without pain and suffering.  But it is a promise 

that we can always be receiving the gift of knowing God is with 

us and thus find our lives richer in every twist and turn life 

will bring us.   

 So back to my Christmas tree.  After a frantic and 

frustrating hour or so the lights came back on.  Now this would 

be such a better story if the lights had not come back on.  It 

would be a better story if I had caught my breath, sat down on 

the couch and reminded myself that it was a holy night in which 

we celebrate God’s arrival in our midst.  It would be a better 

story if I had recognized that this Christ child (born in far 

from ideal circumstances, by the way) is the promise that God is 

beside us in every imperfect moment of our lives.  It would be a 

better story if I laughed at how inconsequential darkened 

Christmas tree lights are in the face of the arrival of the 

light of the world.  It would be a better story if I fell down 

on my knees in grateful prayer for all I was being given on that 

holy night.  Instead, I was only happy when I got the Christmas 

tree lights back on.    

 But, hey, sometimes we do not get the better story.  Let’s 

just say I was clearly a work in progress, as I still am.  And 

still learning how to live when I do not get the better story. 

We come to the table this morning, here at Ladue Chapel and 

across the entire world, to be fed by the hand of the one who 

has promised to always be with us.  The invitation to this table 

comes with no expectation that we are perfect nor are our lives 



perfect,nor is our church perfect, nor is this worship service 

perfect.   

But let us lay hold to this perfect promise; to the promise 

that in good times and in bad times, with God by our side, we 

can indeed build houses and plant gardens.  We can indeed find 

the goodness in life and the goodness within ourselves even when 

life is not that good and we are far from perfect.   

We can indeed find fulfillment even when the expectations 

we have are not met.  We can indeed revel in the richness of our 

human experience and grow in our relationship with God in all 

times and all places.  Now that is a better story; that is the 

very best of stories. 

 Thanks be to God. Amen.          
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