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Jeremiah was right to be afraid. His Call would 
be hard. His prophetic career would include all the 
worst nightmares of the people of Israel: famine, 
destruction of their beloved Temple, sowing their 
land with salt, and even exile. He would face down 
five kings of Israel over the course of forty years! 

He was born near Jerusalem around 650 B.C.  
and he would witness the destruction of his 
beloved home and would suffer imprisonment, 
death threats, and betrayal by his own family. He 
would be put in stocks and lowered into the 
bottom of a cistern sinking in the mud. 

Jeremiah must have had an inkling of what was 
in store for him when he responded to God’s call 
as a young boy. And yet Jeremiah did the work 
God commanded of him. Yes, Jeremiah was right 
to be afraid, but perhaps only a youth has enough 
moxie to believe such a message is worth saying. 

And when Jeremiah shrinks in fear, God offers 
those most soothing of words we can hear, “Fear 
not for I will be with you.” 

The call to do God’s work is one of the recurring 
themes of the Bible and it has happened to many 
of you. There are times when we are called, 
commanded, and conscripted by God. This call is 
not a suggestion or request from God. As the Lord 
told Jeremiah, “You will go where I send you.” 
When Jeremiah resisted speaking God’s word, it 
built up like a fire in his belly. If you resist you may 
end up reeking like fish. Just ask Jonah. 

Our call may not have empire-wide 
ramifications, but they are no less compelling. We 
have the Shepherd’s Center, Mobile Meals, 
Speaking Down Barriers, Tuesday Soup Kitchens, 
CAST, Haiti, Arcadia, DR, and many more because 
you heeded God’s call to share His love, proclaim 
His truth, and do His work in this world.  

But there are many calls you have that no one 
knows about. Perhaps it's a call to visit people in 
the nursing home, because God has laid on your 
heart how desperately lonely it can be for some 
people. Maybe your call was to be the adult for 
your siblings when your father left and your 
mother was too ill to care for you.  

There are times and places in each of our lives 
that God calls us to action: to speak courageously 
and to act boldly. 

To do it right, we need to look to God and to 
put our fears and shortcomings into His hands. If 
we do, God’s reassurance will wash over us. It’s 
not a promise that all will be sweetness and light 
but, as with Jeremiah, He has promised to be with 
us. 

But still to hear God’s call is not always so easy. 
Many have struggled to know God’s will for their 
lives, to receive God’s direction, but paying 
attention is the most important part. 

But perhaps God speaks to us more in the 
everydayness of life rather than spectacular 
visions as with Jeremiah. God invited Jeremiah to 
look around him, asking him what he sees. First he 
notices the branch of an almond tree, which in 
Hebrew is “shoqed”. God then tells him that he 
has seen well for the Lord – which is “shaqed”, 
that is watching over him. A second time Jeremiah 
notices his pot of food cooking, boiling away, but it 
is tilted in one direction. In this, Jeremiah is able to 
hear God tell him that an enemy is coming from 
the North.   

Think about those moments in which God’s Will 
or Word became clear to you. I remember when 
Elizabeth was born, seeing her small fingers and 
toes, feeling the warmth of her skin, looking into 
her eyes, and feeling such overwhelming joy and 
Thanksgiving. That was when I clearly heard the 



2 

call to spread the joy of Christ’s love to the world. 
It’s what has brought me here today. Now for 
most of my life I have felt this call tugging on me 
but, for many, God’s call to whatever mission 
comes unexpectedly and unbidden. 

Presbyterians love to do everything by 
committee. So, of course, the Presbytery has a 
committee assigned to guide people through the 
process of ordination to ministry. It has been my 
privilege to serve and chair several committees in 
various presbyteries. One of the most frequent 
refrains we here about the call for people is 
“shock”. It’s almost like they think they must have 
water in their ears and they have heard God 
incorrectly.  

 “God, you don't really mean me do you?!” 
Individuals with well-established families and 
careers understandably have the hardest time 
believing this Call is for them. It may not be on the 
order of Jeremiah’s call, but at times it is no less 
challenging. Such was the case to 16th century 
Englishman George Herbert. 

He was born on April 3, 1593. Today he is 
known as perhaps the most skillful of English 
devotional poets. But for many years, his calling 
was unclear. He was the 7th of 10 children born to 
a prominent, landed, intellectual family.  His father 
died when George was only three years old. His 
gifts for poetry were recognized at an early age. 
He was first published at age 17. But he had his 
eyes on a life with more fame, power, and 
eminence.  

Early on, he found favor in the court of James I, 
but when the king died, his promising career at 
the royal court died with it. Later, it seemed 
Parliament might be realized for this intelligent 
young man but it, too, was destined not to be. 
God’s call was elsewhere. Finally, in 1630 at age 37 
he gave up his aspirations for the court, academia, 
and politics to become an ordained priest. He 
would refer to himself as a country parson.  

This title was a deliberate refutation of the life 
of fame and power. As one biographer put it:  

Herbert’s reputation as a firm rejecter of the 
vanities of the world – “like a saint, 
unspotted of the world” – is supported by 
Herbert’s own self-identification as a 
“country parson.” The term “country” at the 
time was often used in direct opposition to 
the court as well as to the city, so that the 
idea of a country “parson” or pastor implies 
someone in retreat, exile, or isolation from 
court and city life. 

Jeremiah’s call was literally to shout God’s truth 
to the masses – going to king and court to stand 
down those opposing God’s will. George Herbert’s 
call took him in the opposite direction. George 
Herbert’s calling was to go deep within himself, to 
find that place where God dwells and to share it 
with the world in such a way that illumines that 
path for us all. 

This calling meant a deep and profound 
humility and a simplicity of life that won’t distract 
the heart from God’s presence.  

In so doing, he has given us a collection of 170 
poems he called the Temple. This work heavily 
influenced scores of poets for many centuries and 
leads any devotee through its simple notions built 
into complex rhyming schemes and architecture.  
Like Jeremiah who noticed boiling pots and tree 
branches Herbert, though he was a man of 
considerable learning,  used practical objects like 
ploughs, pulleys, and bunches of grapes to 
uncover God’s beauty, majesty, power, and love. 

Herbert shows us how God can be found in 
simple work, even in the “drudgery” of one “who 
sweeps a room” devoutly becomes “divine”. 

As he was dying, at the young age of 40, he sent 
this collection of poems to a friend asking him to 
publish them if it might “turn to the advantage of 
any dejected poor soul.” If not, he should burn 
them.  

Even though Herbert had created a sublime 
collection of beauty, he left it in the hands of 
others to determine its worthiness. For the one 
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who hears God’s call has within him or her nothing 
but the glory of God in their heart. 

Both Jeremiah and Herbert gave up much to 
head God’s call. We see courage in Jeremiah to 
pursue this call, at the risk of his own life, to 
further truth. In Herbert we see that God’s call can 
come to any of us and can be found in something 
as simple as sweeping the porch. In simple beauty, 
Herbert describes the servant attitude we need to 
hear God’s voice, in my favorite poem of his “The 
Call”. Cistercian Monk, Stephen Harding, explains 
the power of the poem: 

This call to God uses all the tools of lyric to 
overwhelm the heart. Herbert achieves this 
effect primarily through the exquisitely tight 
structure of the poem – the steady and 
ordered repetition of words branching out 
into independent phrases all then balanced 
together…. the middle noun of the first line 
of each stanza comes to dominate by being 
repeated itself or in a rhyming word in each 
line of its stanza: Truth, Feast, Love. By 
means of these central words, and other 
images (especially the guest), the call seems 
to focus on the Eucharist banquet…  

 

Come, my Way, my Truth, my Life: 
Such a Way, as gives us breath: 
Such a Truth, as ends all strife: 
Such a Life, as killeth death. 
 
Come, my Light, my Feast, my Strength: 
Such a Light, as shows a feast: 
Such a Feast, as mends in length: 
Such a Strength, as makes his guest. 
 
Come, my Joy, my Love, my Heart: 
Such a Joy, as none can move: 
Such a Love, as none can part: 
Such a Heart, as joys in love. 
 


