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On the Sunday next before Advent twenty years ago I preached a sermon at my parish in northern California about the mass suicide of the People's Temple at Jonestown, Guyana. That event had taken place the previous week. The congressman from our district had been murdered while he was trying to investigate what was going on in Jonestown, and the entire San Francisco Bay area was in an uproar.
I don't remember what I said, precisely. I do remember thinking to myself as I composed the sermon that I wanted to say that there is no such thing as a meaningless event -- despite the apparent absurdity of Jonestown.
We know God through the actual things he allows to happen in the world. We find out what our relationship to God is about by looking at everything that happens to us and trying to see patterns, threads, webs of meaning.
We are trying to figure out the plot line of a drama God is both writing and directing. The drama is the series of events through which God tries to let us know that he loves us and that he wants to save us and make us grow up and finally take us to heaven.
The idea that we know God through what happens is the basic theological insight of the Hebrew Bible. Other religions might look for God in mystical experiences or in beautiful explanations of the universe, but the down-to-earth Hebrew people looked for God in history -- in what happened -- both in their history as a nation and in their own individual lives. The pattern of God's activity at both the private and the public levels of history is exactly the same.
God did not reveal himself to the Jews as an abstract philosophical principle like goodness, or justice or love. God revealed himself as the person who dominates the flow of what happens. After the time of Moses, when the Hebrews talked about God they identified him as "the one who led us out of Israel." They believed they saw God and his purposes most clearly in the Exodus -- their miraculous escape from slavery in Egypt.
The prophet Jeremiah wrote in the seventh century B.C. -- six or seven hundred years after the Exodus -- about as far away in time from Moses as we are from the High Middle Ages. In the intervening centuries Israel had made it to the Promised Land; engaged in wars; demanded that God give them a king; split the kingdom in two; and then seen the northern kingdom overrun by pagans and the southern kingdom in immediate danger of being conquered by Babylon.
God had remained faithful, but the people and their kings had disobeyed him, and the ugly realities of the previous seven centuries of their national history were the result.
Like most of the Old Testament prophets, Jeremiah alternately scolds and offers hope. He is, in the proper Biblical way, pessimistic about human beings but hopeful about God. What he writes in today's lesson holds out the promise that God will provide a cure for the ills of Israel's past history within their future history.
First he promises Israel a good king. Israel had had to put up with century after century of bad kings. That was God's way of reminding them that they should never have asked for a king in the first place. The good king would have a proper pedigree -- he was going to be a descendant of King David -- a righteous branch of David's own family tree.
The king would be righteous toward God in his own life, and his personal qualities would let him rule with justice and proper judgment in the public sphere. And Jeremiah goes on to make the astounding promise that what God will accomplish through this king will be so great and so powerful that it will make the Hebrew people forget about the Exodus.
What he will do is to reconcile and reconstitute all of Israel -- bring back together all of the chosen people who had been scattered to the four winds. So they won't any longer say, "The living God brought us out of Egypt." They will say, instead, "The living God brought us all back together so we could live with him in our own country."
As Christians -- inheritors of the promises God made in the Hebrew Bible -- we know that God made Jeremiah's prophecy come true in Jesus. He is the descendant of David; he is the good king; he has led us out of bondage to sin and death; and he has brought all of his chosen people -- Jews and Gentiles alike -- from all times and all places together into one body which is the church. We will live together forever in our own true country which is heaven.
The righteous branch is the one who gathers people together for God. After he fed five thousand people with a bit of bread and fish, his disciples picked up twelve baskets of leftovers -- the number of the twelve tribes of Israel. It was at least as much because of the baskets as because of his miracle that the crowd looked at Jesus and said, "This is of a truth that prophet that should come into the world."
The Collect: Stir up, we beseech thee, O Lord, the wills of thy faithful people; that they, plenteously bringing forth the fruit of good works, may by thee be plenteously rewarded; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
The Epistle: Jeremiah 23: 5 - 8

The Gospel: St. John 6: 5 - 14
