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“Pried Open to Paradox” 
 

So… let’s see if any of these names ring a bell (raise your hand as soon as something clicks): 

 Abijam, Asa, Jehoshaphat, Jehoram, Ahaziah, Jehu, Jehoahaz, Joash, Jehoash, Zachariah,  

  Shallum,  Menahem, Pekahiah, Pekah, Hoshea….  Anything? 

OK, for those of you still waiting to raise your hand, let me keep going: 

 Ishbosheth, Jeroboam, Nadab, Baasha, Elah, Zimri, Omri, Ahab, Ahaziah, Jehoram,  

 Athaliah, Joash, Amaziah, Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, Hezekiah, Manasseh, Amon, Josiah,  

 Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin, Zedekiah….   

Alright, last chance:  Saul, David, Solomon…. 

Fantastic!  There we have it:  

 the names of the kings of Judah, the kings of Israel, and the kings of the united monarchy. 

 42 kings –  

  30 of whom it was said “did evil”,  

  5 of whom had mixed or no reviews, and  

  7 of whom it was said “did right” – at least in some ways some of the time.   

Since Jeremiah prophesied during Zedekiah, the last of the kings,  

 the words of condemnation he speaks can be applied to all. 

Every leader, it seems, has failed in some way –  

 and so God says, “I’ll take over”!  I’ll do it myself!   

And right when we find ourselves saying, “Finally!  It’s about time!”,  

 God again talks about handing it over to some human leader:   

  “I’ll set shepherd-leaders over them who will take good care of them…  

    …I’ll establish a truly righteous David-Shoot, a ruler who knows how to rule justly.   

    He’ll make sure of justice and keep people united.   

    In his time Judah will be secure again and Israel will live in safety.”  [Jer. 23.4-6] 
 

Well, that never happened – at least not literally –  

 because after Zedekiah, there were no more kings for Israel or Judah –  

 and the 2 tribes of Judah are still not “secure”, and the 10 tribes of Israel have been lost. 

But Christians believe that God kept this promise in a different way, a more amazing way. 
 

In these words from Jeremiah, we hear what can sound like 2 different things –  

 on the one hand, there is the promise that God’s own self will take over,  

 and, on the other hand,  

  that God will raise up out of the ashes of the old monarchy, a new kind of human king. 

So which is it to be?   Another human leader or God’s own self? 

And for Christians, the answer is Yes!  God has sent a new king who is both human and divine.   

 God has sent Jesus. 
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To be a Christian, you really have to get used to having your mind constantly being pried open   

 because Christianity is not an easy, simple truth,  

  but a difficult, complex, infinite set of paradoxical beliefs. 

As human beings, by nature sinful,  

  we like to live in a binary world, where things are either/or, black/white, right/wrong; 

 and yet as children of God, redeemed by grace,  

  we are called to live in an inclusive world,  

   where we learn to look at things not from an either/or,  

    but from a both/and perspective; 

   where we are taught to see things not just in black and white,  

    but in their infinite shades of gray; 

   where we are reminded that any judgment of others,  

    causes justice to rain down on ourselves, 

     and leaves us all in desperate need of God’s grace.  

  

To be a Christian means to have a faith that goes beyond logic –  

 to a space beyond math in which we can believe in the promise of God in Jeremiah 

  that God’s own self would act as King, and at the same time, have the King be human –  

  a promise fulfilled in a Christ who is 100% human and also 100% divine. 

 

To be a Christian means to have a faith that goes beyond logic –  

 that believes in the paradox of a Suffering Savior, 

 a faith that can hold 2 diametrically opposed concepts and pictures in our minds –   

  the picture of the Cosmic Christ of Creation,  

   through whom all things in the physical and spiritual realms were made,  

   and by whose power everything is sustained and will be reconciled. 

  and the picture of the Crucified Christ on a Cross, 

   who was taunted, mocked and jeered  

    by the religious, political & cultural world and ordinary people, 

  as, naked, bruised, and bleeding, he hung there and died. 

As Christians we are asked to hold both of these pictures in our minds at the same time  

 and know that each proclaims truth. 

 

To be a Christian means to have a faith that goes beyond logic,  

 that believes in what we cannot yet see –  

  a faith that still believes that after 42 kings who failed,  

   God will send one who will succeed; 

  a faith that still believes  

   that “Judah will be secure and Israel will live in safety” [Jer. 23.6];  

  a faith that still believes we will be “endowed with the strength needed  

   to stand fast and endure joyfully whatever may happen”.  [Col. 1.11] 
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In today’s gospel, we hear Luke’s story of the last day of Jesus’ life,  

 but in our psalm today Luke tells us the story of the day when his older cousin, John,  

  was only 8 days old.   

 

When the angel Gabriel had told Zechariah that he and his wife, Elizabeth, would have a baby, 

 Zechariah did not believe since Elizabeth was way past the age of child-bearing. 

 

 And, because Zechariah did not believe, he was struck dumb and was unable to speak.   

 

On the 8
th
 day after the baby was born,  

 Zechariah and Elizabeth took him to the temple to be circumcised, 

  and when the priest asked Zechariah how the child was to be named,  

   Zechariah, still mute, had to write the name down:  John. 

 

And as soon as he wrote it down, his mouth was opened and he burst into song,  

 blessing God,  

  not for things that he could see, but for things that were yet to be for God’s people: 

  “Blessed are you, Lord, the God of Israel,  

    you have come to your people and set them free. 

    You have raised up for us a mighty Savior, born of the house of your servant David.     

    Through your holy prophets, you promised of old to save us…, to show mercy….”   
[Lk. 1.68-72] 

And then he continued to sing about his new-born son: 

 “And you, child, shall be called the prophet of the Most High,  

  for you will go before the Lord to prepare the way,  

  to give God's people knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins.”  [Lk. 1.76-77] 
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Today, we sing a similar song, about Noah and Jonathon, 

 for just as God called John the Baptist, so God has called each of us,  

  and so today God calls Jonathon and Noah. 

 As John was called to be God’s prophet, so, too, are we called to do justice. 

 As John was called  

  to give God’s people knowledge of salvation by the forgiveness of their sins, 

   so, too, are we called to love kindness. 

 As John was called to prepare God’s way, so, too, are we called to walk humbly with God. 

 

Noah and Jonathon, to be a Christian is not an easy or painless thing,  

 because it means that you have to let God continually pry open  

  your minds, and hearts, and lives, 

   so that you are continually growing in your learning, in your loving, and in your living 

It’s not easy for any of us.   

But, we have faith, not only in God, but in you.   

 As your church family brings you to God’s temple  

   and dedicates you to God’s service this day,  

  know that we are as confident in your abilities to live out your callings,  

   as Zechariah was in John’s. 

And that, too is paradox – because we also know you will fail, as all of us fail. 

 But every time you fail, God will forgive;  

  every time you fall, God will pick you up;  

  every time you try to run away, God will find you. 

   For you are God’s child:  

    God has created you,  

       and called you,  

       and will work with you and through you – and, yes, even in spite of you. 

 

Jonathon and Noah, we give thanks this day  

 that you are committing yourself to our joint calling  

  to live as God’s very own “paradoxical people”, 

   people who are, at the same time,  

    broken and beautiful, helpless and hopeful, sinner and saint. 

 

We give thanks for you, and we bless the Lord, trusting that 

 “In the tender compassion of our God  

  the dawn from on high shall break upon us, 

  to shine on those who dwell in darkness…  

  and to guide our feet into the way of peace.”  [Lk. 1.78-79]    

 

And may that peace, that paradoxical peace of God that passes all human understanding,  

 keep our hearts and minds pried open in Christ Jesus our Lord.  Amen 
 


