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About the Texts:
Jeremiah 17:5-10
Jeremiah is a hard prophet to read.  His prophecies occur at one the worst of times in the troubles story of Israel, just before and after the fall of the Southern Kingdom to Babylon, and the exile that followed.   Kathleen Norris in The Cloister Walk describes Jeremiah as a good voice responding to our violent world today.  He is human and anguished. His writing strikes the apocalyptic note that comes only in the worst of times. We don’t want to hear his either-or, his anguish, his rejection of the human. After all, are we that bad? If so, why prophesy to us? Perhaps the answer to Jeremiah’s either-or lies in the very desperation of the times: how many of us, to tell the truth, pray most, or only, when all else seems lost, when the best of our human powers has left us bereft? When only God is left to us, we find out who God is for us.  And for Jeremiah God is utterly transformative, greening the deserts of our lives and making us fruitful in ways that no human comfort can.

Luke6: 17-26
Although the beatitudes appear to divide the world into two camps, the blessed and the woeful, in fact they do the opposite, reminding us that all conditions are only temporary—the now-woeful will be blessed, and the now-fortunate will eventually be woeful. In fact, we are one community of the human condition. To become followers of Jesus, the rich must become not-rich, the happy must erase the borders of their contentment and join the grieving. In other words, the true, deep listeners of the Christ must become one community. In fact, "either-or" becomes "both-and." 

********
The Sermon
Remember those old ladder-of-progress cartoons?  You know, the ones where there is an ape, and the next figure is still apish but standing up straighter and has some human features, and the line progresses till you get to a guy in a business suit carrying a brief case?    The punchline is usually the last figure in the line, who kinda makes you wonder, are we there yet?  I mean, have we progressed yet?  Are things better now?  
Sometimes the punchline is in the middle of the line, a guy with a sixpack lumbers along, and ahead of him is another upright ape. Are we falling behind here?  And, what’s the point of all this?  Are we ever going to reach perfection?

When I was a kid, there used to be ads on TV (I know this dates me!), for GE I think, or maybe it was Dupont, and there was a guy in a white lab coat sitting behind a desk saying, “Progress is our most important product.”   Remember that?  Well, for heaven’s sake, what does that mean?  At the time it seemed so clear.  Now it sounds like gibberish.   

Maybe it’s that I’m getting older, huh?  Or maybe it’s the times.    With global warming and yet another war, progress isn’t what it used to be.  And what it used to be, I think, was a desperately asserted confidence, at the end of WW2 and the long Depression, that America was moving forward, away from all that suffering.
Suffering.  Moving away from suffering isn’t a new idea since WW2.  Buddhists, Hindus, Moslems, mystical Jews, and many various groups of Christians, have all developed intricate practices over thousands of years for moving out of suffering.  Through prayer, through focusing the mind, through letting go of all desires, through ultimate sacrifice, through virtue or repentance or atonement or absolution, suffering may end, and something else, nirvana or bliss or salvation or paradise, will begin.   

In the 19th century, the Age of Modern Empires arose, in large part, out of the belief of their citizens that they were the answer the world had been seeking to the problem of suffering.   The spread of imperial culture would constitute the greening of the earth of human life, and would make possible something akin to heaven on earth.  Whose imperial culture was another issue, of course, and a competitive one at that.  Either suffering or bliss became transmuted into the choice of either France or England or Spain or Holland as your instrument of perfection.  
The curious interests of the empires in expanding their hegemony brought about a huge advancement in natural history, as men and women were sent out to record and to observe the flora and fauna of the far-flung places of the earth,  into which their Empires were moving, always in the name of a father-king and father-god whose rule was absolute.
Darwin’s voyage on the Beagle was one of many such adventures  It led him to the writing of his book about evolution, a writing he delayed for twenty some years because of fond attachments to the Empire and the culture he knew he would undermine with his discoveries.   Darwin actually wrote about the Descent of Man.  But almost immediately the waiting world changed the word to ascent, added progress to the idea of evolution, and began drawing those cartoons.  And ever since we’ve had our eyes on the ladder of progress.   Darwin was no believer in evolution are effecting progress toward some goal, but instead he understood evolution as endless imaginative scribbling, doodling, tinkering.  And we still have trouble with Darwin’s fundamental observation, that within the profuse and unregulated, willy-nilly, scatter-shot, twisting-and-turning, falling-and-rising-and-falling-and rising, which is evolution, there is a great deal of suffering.  Suffering is part and parcel of the process.
Some of us don’t like to even think about apes in the family tree, baring their teeth and making rude noises and scratching themselves impolitely.  But more than that, some of us don’t like to think about unbridled life, rather than moral life, as the basic path for the furthering of life in the world.  It feels safer, to some, to invent regimes of human conduct, to pass legislation against gays and to withhold economic support from single mothers, than it does to confront the reality that human evolution doesn’t care who the father of Anna Nicole Smith’s, or anyone else’s child is, and human evolution includes homosexual lust as well as heterosexual lust, which makes the point of sexuality so much less clear than people think it is.   It is frightening to think that duty and ethics are inconsequential to evolution.   This is not to say that duty and ethics are inconsequential, indeed, they are highly consequential.  But they are not essential.
It feels so unloving, if all this is allowed to be true.   And it couldn’t be Biblical, say so many of us, with absolute conviction.  Well, that’s not clear at all.  For instance, all those marvelous, holy, biblical children, born to Abraham and Sarah, to Hannah, to Virgin Mary, owe nothing of what they are to the virtues of their parents, who are ill-esteemed in the eyes of people, and only loved by God.  It isn’t Sarah’s goodness, for heaven’s sake, that got her pregnant.  She had done some terrible things by that time, and so had Abraham.  Yet her child, a child of chance, an accident beyond all imagining, a child she named Laughter because who could believe him, her child became the father of vastness, of unimagined nations, of Messiahs and of dreams.   

And then look:  those important biblical children who survive by adoption (which is all about ethics and morality and not at all about biology and genetics):  
Moses, adopted by Pharoah’s daughter; 
David, adopted by King Saul;  
Samuel the prophet, adopted by Eli the priest;  
Joseph, adopted by the Pharoah of Egypt; 
and the widows Ruth and Naomi, who adopted each other  – 
those children changed the future for their people, building years of hope, ending famines, exiles, delivering the people from slavery, bearing children who are ancestors to Jesus.  
And so, in fact, the chaos of life is written into the biblical history of love’s labors, the history of love’s lifeboat and love’s salvation. 
In Luke’s Beatitudes, which we read today, Jesus expresses a profoundly different conviction about suffering from the religions of the world:  
God, love, and salvation, he says, are to be found in our sufferings, not apart from them.  It isn’t an either-or world, he says, it is a both-and world, a willy-nilly world, and God is in the willy as well as the nilly.  And only in our sufferings, says Jesus, do we let really let go of our own patterns of control, and allow ourselves to become God’s children.  Only when we are broken, in heart, body, and hope, do we let the love of God find us and lead us.  Only then, in the darkness, do we discover the light of love.    

It’s a peculiarly scientific teaching.  And it goes against all the claims of faiths, including the claims of many Christians, that piety, or practice, is our salvation.  No, says Jesus, letting go of our desires and our thoughts is not what saves us, it is the dashing open of our hearts, the pain of our unfulfilled and lost longings, our yearning that brings us to tears and then opens us to be saved, by the grace of God.

This biblical wisdom has not escaped the notice of our brothers and sisters who are scientists, as well as Christians.  Consider these words by Dr. Joan Roughgarden, Professor of Biology at Stanford University, in her book, Evolution and Christian Faith :

Does the Bible say species can’t change?  Consult Genesis again. Nothing there prevents a species that God places on the earth from changing afterward.  After God populated the earth with fish and fowl, the Bible says, “And God blessed them and said, be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas and let fowl multiply in the earth.”  Well, absolutely nothing in these passages requires the fish and fowl to make exact copies of themselves as they multiply and cover the earth.

 She is right, you know.   She understands that Valentines are individual, sometimes secret, sometimes not, sometimes happy, sometimes not, always carrying within themselves the possibility of something new.

What’s love got to do with it?  Listen to these words, written by Rev. Henry Ward Beecher, minister of Plymouth Congregational Church in Brooklyn, N.Y. in 1885.  
“When I reflect upon the range of the invisible and silent God,  and of his compassionate waiting and working through illimitable ages and periods;  when I reflect that the silent stones and buried strata contain the record of God’s working, I cannot but marvel at the indifference with which good men have regarded the stupendous revelation of ages past, and especially at the assaults made by Christian(s) upon scientists(s) who are bringing to light God’s revelation in the material world.”

If a Congregational minister could claim evolution as part of his faith 120 years ago, why is it still controversial now?    Maybe what we need is a little less righteousness, and a little more love.  Amen.
