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It’s a matter of time.  Over the course of a conversation with a midshipman this past week, -he talked about how he and his friends had spent some time thinking about what kind of super power they would like to have.  If they could be a super human –with one special power… And they all agreed they would like to have power over time.  To go back in time to fix something that became a problem in later life, to know the lottery numbers and then go back in time to choose them. For wealth and for love, to be able to manipulate time would really make a big difference.  There have been a few movies dealing with this subject (‘Back to the Future’ and most recently –‘the Butterfly Effect’).  Yet even in such movies – the dilemma is that we remain human- and we have to live through the time changing effects.  You can’t skip action- living into the change, living with the result of your guesses at what would make a difference in life.  And our guesses are all too human.  It’s always a matter of what we do with the time we have in our hands.  We cannot get away from it.  But we spend a lot of time wishing it away, or wasting it, or filling it with activity based on what we believe deep down is important, trying over and over again to get it right…believing that it is a matter of time before do get it right, or giving up because it is taking too long.  Time- we can’t live in it.  We aren’t alive outside it. It is one of the dimensions of our existence.  

There were several prophets at the time in the reign of King Zedekiah- of Judah –who were prophesying about time.  The People of Judah were being threatened with exile, death.  Hananiah- the more popular in the public opinion polls – said- “Within two years everything is going to be as if nothing ever happened.  Sit tight…It’s just a matter of time.  Resist, hold on- stay the course.  And to you in exile already- resist your captors.  Hold your breath.  You’ll be back in a matter of time.”  Hey- I can live with two years.  Can’t you?  To have things back the way they were.  

Jeremiah, concerned with godly purposes, received word from God that – “Yes- it was a matter of time- but, no.  It wouldn’t be two years.  And things were not to be as they were.  The people would have to return with their hearts.  Oh-By the way- It would be 70 years.  And the people would have to go into exile.  Plus- don’t resist-rather pray for those who have taken them, pray for the prosperity of the Babylonians.  It is a matter of time- and you will see, you will be blessed.”   Lets see.  Two years.  Seventy years.  Hum… which one would I choose to follow.  

Well – there were some already in exile.  To them I am sure the short-term effect of this news was confusing.  But as the people meditated on it’s truth- It made sense to them… a bit of deflating sense.  It was just that they wanted an instant answer.  A belief held by Jeremiah and other faithful was that the sins of the father follow down to the grandchildren.  And so – in human terms- it makes sense that it would take as long- the existence of three generations to undo the lack of attention to God’s laws- the shallowness of the relationship of the people of Judah with their true Lord and King, Yahweh.  God ends our passage today- with this promise-  “Hey- I know the plans I have for you.  Plans to prosper you and not to harm you.  Plans to give you hope and a future.”    So- build houses, fall in love, have children and grandchildren and you’ll see-I will bring you back.  It is a matter of time.  Don’t live your life on hold.  Two years don’t have to be a waste.  Live now.  All be it- in a foreign land- but live.  Act.  Love.  Don’t waste the present in wishing for some immanent and sudden change.  Believe in the timing of God- and live in the freedom that gives to enjoy the present.  For some in exile- I am sure it was drudgery- to live in exile but for others- perhaps they said to themselves well –we are exiled-it’s a matter of time a long time before we will return- so lets–let go and live our lives here.

In the passage with the Lepers- nine of whom walked on obediently to show themselves to the priests…we see the end result of lots of waiting and lots of faith in the moment, yet even there… The one who is truly alive- who really experiences the joy of healing –receiving the double blessing of God- is the Samaritan who was doubly an outcast-even among the lepers.  They were all obedient to the laws – the priests had to claim that they were indeed healed and then they could consider themselves healed.  But the one- was able to immediately act on the basis of his belief.  He broke through the prescribed distance that had to be kept – and fell on his face before Jesus- in joy- claiming I am healed.  For the others it was a matter of time – when they would feel free to do that.  They were very capable of following the word of God- yet lost some of its freedom.  The nine- may have been saying inside themselves “it’s a matter of time- and then we will be free to celebrate.”  

In both- the answer is to recognize that life is being lived now- if the future hoped for happens in two years or in seventy years.  How we live is based on our belief and faith –now.  I believe both our stories point to the human tendency to want to hold on- to wait and see-wanting a quick solution that requires no change in behavior, in action, rather than to live and know, to believe and act, to hope for things unseen-but to not be frozen in the present , yet be ready to see them, now.  Not to say-“ It’s a matter of time…and so trudge along.”  But say – “It’s a matter of time…the actions I take now will be a part of the future.”

These passages indicate two things to me.

Faith is rooted in patience and obedience/discipline

Faith is fueled by action in the present/ true faith dares to see the future in the present and to celebrate.

We can live like those who believed Hananiah-reject the long-suffering part, the building part of the gospel.  ‘Why consider this our home?  Why contribute to a long-term plan?  Why give so much?’ I want to see results of my actions now.  I want to see results in two weeks.  The effect of this change in my actions must be immediate.  This is a symptom of the culture in which we live today…  ready made meals, instant entertainment, three-week diets, get what you want now-pay for it later.  Is there a desire for change?  Yes, but there is also a need for it to happen overnight. 

 Or we can build our houses, have children… know that it is a matter of time… investing, following, believing, and so acting even in the darkest night.

This focus on work and patience, buckling down and digging in, praying for our captors, can have its down side too.  We can become so work oriented that the ultimate goal is lost in the present.  We work so intently we don’t even see what is in front of our eyes.  We miss signs of God’s grace. We do not see God’s grace in the present, even signs of our own healing leave us unmoved.  We cannot enjoy life.  Or even if we do- we cannot respond, as the leper who turned back responded to God’s grace in Jesus.  Because it is a matter of time- we must keep working; keep doing; keep producing.  There is no time to experience life now.   That is not what Jeremiah said.  He said live.  And Jesus was left wondering what kind of healing happened in the hearts of the other nine.    

Three years ago- the Jeremiah passage was the lectionary passage –the first Sunday I preached after Sept 11th.  I was stationed aboard the USS Carl Vinson, an aircraft carrier floating off the coast of Afghanistan.  We were waiting to hear what our job would be, in that time and in that place.  The message from Jeremiah came to us loud and clear.  You will be here for longer than you thought.  No port calls. No days until Australia.  You will do your job and if fortunate you will return home, safe and on time. But don’t stop living, loving, worshiping.  And so we shared laughter, illness, contentment, tears, playfulness--along side resolute hard work.  We became family in exile…longing for home-yes- but living for each other and God in the present.    We experienced the suddenness of God’s grace: the healing of body, mind, spirit—but not without discipline- and part of that discipline was coming together to give thanks to God for one another.    In fact in 72 days of continuous flight operations, the only break in the taking off and landing of planes was the two hours on Sunday morning when we worshipped.  Even in the exile of war, we dared to live and love and celebrate God’s faithfulness.  

In our disciplined reading of God’s word- do we expect that God can suddenly break in?  Do we believe that we can have a word from God? Like the leper who turned back – are we able to be both disciplined and joyful?   

In our living of a joyful life do we allow that there will be times for us that feel initially like a choice we wouldn’t want to make- like we are exiled in a strange land –hoping for a future we may not see- even living for the hope of our children’s children.  Can it be such a matter of time as this for us?  

Can we build our houses- and give thanks to God for his faithfulness-all in one breath.  Can be we the older brother in the story of the prodigal – working hard but able to rejoice when the younger brother returns home?  What would Jesus do?  Jesus labored and rejoiced.  

I think these texts beg the question.  How will we act on our faith today?

