A SUMMER OF PROPHET SHARING – Jeremiah 2:4-13
Sermon by Rev. Dr. Rolf Svanoe

Just over two weeks ago I was standing on top of the world- or so it seemed. My daughters and I were out in Colorado to climb a mountain together. It was one of those things on my bucket list, something the three of us had never done together. We made it to the top of Mt. Elbert, the highest peak in Colorado at 14,433 feet. It took us five hours to climb 4,000 feet in elevation gain. Actually, it took me five hours. I’m sure my girls could have done it in four if they didn’t have their old Dad slowing them down. 

I’ve spent a lot of time out in the Colorado mountains. They are beautiful. They always inspire, and always lift my spirits to praise our creator God. But one thing I’ve learned is to respect nature. If you are going to hike in the mountains you have to be prepared. You need to know the weather patterns, and you need to pack plenty of supplies with you. One of the common problems with people climbing at high elevation is altitude sickness. And one of the best ways to prevent that is to drink lots of water. As we began our hike we went through our checklist: sunscreen and sunglasses, layers of clothing if it got cold at the top, rain gear, food and several bottles of water. Mt. Elbert is a popular mountain to climb, just south of Leadville. There were about 50 people on the trail that day. We had climbed about halfway up the mountain, just above treeline, when another couple caught up to us. They were from Indiana, and had driven out the day before. They were inexperienced hikers. They had spent no time getting acclimated. And at tree line they had ditched their backpacks thinking that they wouldn’t need them for the rest of the hike. In fact, instead of seeing the contents of their backpacks as providing necessary essentials, they saw the backpacks as unnecessary burdens that slowed them down. That was a mistake. I looked at them and knew that they would be in trouble. So we shared our water with them several times on the way up the mountain.  
The people of Judah had left their backpacks behind, according to Jeremiah. Sounding every bit like a prosecuting attorney, he accused the people and their leaders of two things. They had forsaken God, the source of living water, and they were looking to satisfy their thirst in other places that would never truly satisfy. Here’s how Jeremiah put it. He said that they had dug out cisterns for themselves that were cracked and would never hold water. Imagine hiking on a trail, getting thirsty and reaching for a bottle of water only to find that all its contents had leaked out. That’s what happens, Jeremiah says, when we look to other things to satisfy the thirst inside that only God can truly satisfy. The other gods are like leaky cisterns. They may satisfy for a while, but in the end they run out and disappoint. 
When I lived in Wisconsin I owned a house that had been built in 1908. One of the things we had in the backyard was a cistern. It was built into the ground to collect the rainwater. At the time it was built, the house was outside the city limits and unconnected to city water. So the cistern served an important and useful function to collect rainwater needed for lots of things. I’m sure the owners at the time saw it as an important asset. When I bought the house in 1991, I didn’t need that cistern- I had a hose. In fact I saw that empty cistern as a dangerous hole in the ground. There was a cover on it, but with neighborhood kids playing in the backyard, I didn’t want to take a chance that one of them would go exploring and fall in. So we filled the cistern with rocks and dirt. An asset had become a dangerous liability. 
Jeremiah accused God’s people of changing their mind about God. Instead of seeing God as an asset they saw God as a liability. They had switched loyalty to other gods. Here’s what Jeremiah said: “Has a nation changed its Gods, even though they are no gods? But my people have changed their glory for something that does not profit.” What they should have valued and treasured, what they should have gloried in, they no longer had any use for. They ditched God along the trail, and it was a huge mistake, Jeremiah argued. They forgot all that God had done for them, and chased after other gods they thought would meet their needs. Instead of the living water, they developed a taste for other things. And Jeremiah warned them that in the end, those things would disappoint and never truly satisfy. 

Do you understand what Jeremiah was trying to say to the people back then? Sure, we all face similar temptations. It happens when we are tempted to reject God as being old-fashioned, unimportant or irrelevant. It happens when we are tempted to look for happiness in all kinds of places- money, sex, relationship, career, possessions, power.  These things aren’t bad in and of themselves, but when we look to them to fill the place of God, they will ultimately disappoint us. Like a leaking cistern, we’ll one day go looking for water and find it empty and unable to satisfy. 

This past summer we have been listening to the prophets and their preaching on God’s behalf. They have used many different images to portray God. God is like an angry and jealous lover who grieves for an unfaithful spouse. God is like a parent watching children leave home and make poor choices, rejecting the way they were raised. God is like a farmer disappointed with the crop produced. In today’s lesson God sounds like a prosecuting attorney laying out arguments against those who have broken the law. These are sad images, filled with passion and heartache. But underneath all these images is a picture of a passionate God in love with people, a God who yearns for people to choose life, to treat each other with justice and kindness, and to walk humbly with their God. 

I see the same God pictured in Jesus Christ. There is an interesting story from Jesus’ ministry in John chapter 4. Jesus’ encountered a Samaritan woman at a well. He asked her for a drink of water, and in the conversation that followed Jesus made this outcast woman an amazing offer. “If you knew the gift of God, and who it is that is saying to you, ‘Give me a drink,’ you would have asked him, and he would have given you living water…Everyone who drinks of this water will be thirsty again, but those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty. The water that I will give will become in them a spring of water gushing up to eternal life.” Do you hear the love that Jesus had for her? Jesus has that same love for you, and makes you that same offer- the living water that truly satisfies. 
Jeremiah called God the fountain of living water. It is the water that truly satisfies like no other when we drink deeply from its well.
