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If you hear yourself making an excuse, it’s nothing new. 
After Moses was called to lead Israel out of slavery in Egypt, he made the excuse that he wasn’t a good speaker, but he was assured that Aaron, his brother, would help him with communication. When God calls Jeremiah, he replies, “But I’m only a youth; I’m nothing, but a lad.”
Jeremiah’s ministry would be hard and demanding, with little appreciation; it would be costly, with imprisonment and rejection, beating and death threats – not unlike the suffering of Jesus’ ministry.
Now if God were calling you in your pew this morning, what excuse would you make? 
There are not too many here who can say, “I’m only a youth.” Jeremiah was probably a teenager when he was called to be a prophet, as was I when I had a strong sense of call to God’s service. If you cannot make the excuse, “I’m too young,” what excuse can you make? 

“I’m too old now. My knees are creaking.”

“I’m too busy with the grandchildren. They take all my time.”

“I’m too preoccupied with work, but perhaps when I retire I’ll have more time.”

“I’m retired, but I wouldn’t know what to say.”

“I like the comfort of my own church. How could I go and do that?”
You may notice that there’s a pattern to the call narratives of the OT prophets. Maybe the stories reflect not only intense personal experience of God, but also the role of the believing community in issuing or nurturing that call, even if the prophet calls the community to account.
Carol Pattinson, Philip Smithson, and Joyce Goodfellow may not be prophets, but they are familiar examples of church members, whose calling developed in and through the local congregation, have recognised God’s summons, as have members of the SMDT and many others too. In the New Covenant we are all called by baptism.

Jeremiah, though only a youth, responded to God’s call. His hesitancy and excuses were overcome.

Sometimes when we look back we can see that God’s hand has been upon us from the beginning. One of the continuing quests of life is to find our story set in the purposes of God, to discover our narrative connected with the great story of God in creation, in Israel’s calling, in the story of Jesus of Nazareth and in the church, the community that recognises God’s kingdom.

The word of the Lord came to Jeremiah, son of Hilkaiah, of a priestly family from Anathoth in Benjamin,

“Before I formed you in the womb I knew you,

and before you were born I consecrated you.”

We learn not only of God with us, in life and death, but before birth, in the mystery of the womb, in the wonder of creation. Here for us too is a poetic word of reassurance of God’s purposes and blessing.

Jeremiah’s calling is no churchy ministry, for it involves prophecy to and against the nations, including his own nation of Judah. Jeremiah’s poetry and preaching is both personal and political. His will be a very public and painful ministry, and it is small wonder that he shrinks from this call to be a prophet to the nations. Jeremiah makes his excuse, saying “But ah Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth.” Or “I’m only a Makem lad; I’m only a simple Sunderland lass.” 

But the creative call comes from God, whether at Baptism or Eucharist, at church council meeting or in solitude, and God enables the call to be obeyed and fulfilled.

The Lord says, “Don’t say, ‘ I’m only a youth.’” Likely Jeremiah has never travelled very far from his home area, but now the Lord, Yahweh, tells him that he is sending him; Jeremiah is now under orders, enlisted.
“You shall go to all to whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you.”

Is that re-assurance enough?

We might surmise that Jeremiah was of a sensitive and timid disposition, lacking in confidence, as sometimes were the disciples of Jesus. The Lord says, “Do not be afraid, for I am with you to deliver you.
So many Christian people are lacking in confidence. You don’t need to be naturally brave, but rather trusting in God to guide you and to speak through you, even if you are only a youth, or now marked by many years.

Then for young Jeremiah, as he looked back later in life, it was as if God had touched his mouth; it was a blessing and commissioning. The commission was given to a timorous young man, a commission that was both destructive and constructive.

Jeremiah had to issue stern words of judgement to Judah and Jerusalem, and to oppose the false prophets who spoke of peace. Jeremiah’s message, for which he was seen as a traitor, was that the people of Judah were to be defeated and sent into exile in Babylon. His message of judgment and destruction was not politically popular. He was called to speak the uncomfortable truth, and for this he suffered within and without.

If the first half of the Book of Jeremiah is more about judgment, the second half of the book is more about building and planting, as hope and restoration come more to the forefront; all this was part of his call.
You may come to church for peace and comfort, and who doesn’t, but you may hear again God’s challenge, God’s surprising call to prayer, action or speech. The initiative, the call comes from God, often through the community of faith. And if you want excuses I can provide you with some, but much more telling is our obedient response to God’s call and grace.

