Jeremiah 33:14-16
      “Prophetic Imagination”
      Dec. 2, 2018 (Advent 1, Year C)
I have always found it curious that the lectionary during Advent includes readings from the prophets.  Until recently I have surmised that they include readings from Isaiah and Jeremiah and Malachi to point out the ways in which the coming of Jesus was foretold—living into the predictions of the O.T. seers.  And much of our Christmas music reinforces this perspective.  We hear, for example, in the second verse of “Lo, how a Rose e’er blooming” (#211 HWB) “Isaiah ‘twas foretold it, the Rose I have in mind”.  Working with Mark’s gospel this fall in the Men’s Bible Study, however, has led me to entertain another theory.   In Mark’s narrative Jesus regularly and repeatedly references the prophets of his Hebrew bible.  He uses their language often quoting them verbatim to make a point.  He identifies with their ministry of challenging the empire and exploitive religious institutions.
Our Gospel lesson for today demonstrates that Jesus will be doing something similar in Luke’s gospel.  This business of the “Son of Man” coming in a cloud is a direct citation of Daniel 7 (v.13ff) in which the Ancient of Days presents the Son of Man as an alternative to the Babylonian empire and their proxy kings.  We also hear Jesus talking about the fig tree in this passage.  Figs and fruits were used as metaphors by Amos (8:1), Jeremiah (24:1-10; 8:13), Hosea (9:10,16), and Micah (7:1-2).   The fig tree was a symbol of prosperity and in these prophetic texts there are often no figs to be found or the figs have gone bad; this was a metaphorical way of negatively critiquing religious and political institutions.  It was their way of pronouncing divine judgment against the temple or corrupt leaders.  These parallels are slowly but surely convincing me that we must understand the coming of baby Jesus in line with the prophetic office.  This means we need to know a bit more about biblical prophets.
Decades back Water Brueggemann authored a very influential book entitled The Prophetic Imagination.   According to Brueggemann biblical prophets have two roles:  they criticize and they energize.   The kinds of things of which prophets are critical include but are not limited to the following:  economics of affluence which numbs us to the human needs of those around us, politics of oppression in which cries of the marginal are not heard or are dismissed, a personal religion which domesticates God, and a general desire to not face pain or death itself.
   He calls these things byproducts of the “royal consciousness”.
   In response to these impulses which we find all around us, and within us, the biblical prophets offer symbols which cut through the numbness and denial and selfish entitlements we hold, they offer a vision (an imagination).   They name and re-name the deeper hopes and longings of God’s people.   They highlight the theological truth that we are not alone in this endeavor—it is God’s project and God will keep after that vision in spite of human resistance.  The prophets call out and together an alternative community to pursue personal and social righteousness.
  Brueggeman has done his research well, for the N.T. word for “church” in Greek (and its Hebrew predecessor) implies those “called out of the world by God”.
  The prophets make their pronouncements with symbols and metaphors—sometimes wild ones—which highlight the disjunction between God’s way and wayward ways.  This brief distillation of Brueggemann’s ideas does not do his book justice, but you get the idea.  From here I want to consider a few of the prophets from our tradition and conclude with thoughts about how we of this community might honour the prophetic imagination this Advent.
We have so many colourful prophetic examples in the Old Testament it is hard to know where to start.  Hosea marries a woman of ill repute (Hosea 1.2) and gives his children some pretty outrageous names.  Isaiah walks around town naked (Isaiah 20.2).   Jeremiah makes a journey to the Euphrates River to bury his under garments (ch. 13.1ff); an interesting trip home that must have been.  Ezekiel lies on his side for 390 days (4:5).   These are all wonderful and provocative examples of the many and varied ways in which the prophets try cutting through numbness and denial.  But let us stick with the text from Jeremiah which we read earlier.  It is not as flashy as these other illustrations, and yet it is a full of good prophetic stuff.
In today’s Jeremiah passage he makes several very pointed political statements, which we typically do not catch.   In v.15 Jeremiah offers the oracle that Yahweh will cause a righteous branch to spring up for David.  The king on the throne at this time is Zedekiah (צִדְקִיָּ֖הוּ).   If not a proper name Zedekiah would translate as a conjugation of “righteous”.   Branch is old testament code language for the leader of a nation.  As Jeremiah is speaking these words there already is a king in Jerusalem from the line of David who is named “righteous”.    Because there is no righteous king in Judah despite his name, however, God will cause a truly righteous king to spring forward.  Jeremiah’s little quip could be considered political insurrection or as inciting a coup.  The verbal mockery and parody of Zedekiah continue.
In verse 16 Jeremiah says that “The Lord (Yahweh) is our Righteousness” which in the Hebrew is (צִדְקֵֽנוּ יְהוָ֥ה).  And this is both truthful of Jeremiah’s sentiments and also a further poke at the monarch, Zedekiah (צִדְקִיָּ֖הוּ).   Yahweh is our Zedekiah (our righteousness), not that pretender on the throne named righteousness.  We learn that Zedekiah is far from righteous in the next chapters.  His treats slaves, his employees, with deceit and treachery (34:8ff).  Contrary to Yahweh’s direction, Zedekiah makes a military alliance and a trade deal with the Egyptians (37:5ff).   He imprisons Jeremiah first in a dungeon and then in cistern with the expectation he would die (38:1ff).  When those in power who call themselves righteous act un-righteously, the prophets speak up and act out.  The language is poetic: (צִדְקֵֽנוּ יְהוָ֥ה) as opposed to (צִדְקִיָּ֖הוּ).  If Jesus is the righteous branch of God, we must accept the fact that Jesus will raise his voice against the un-righteous who none the less call themselves by that name.  And he did.
At this point I feel it is essential to say that I am probably more a pastor than a prophet, and certainly not righteous.  I do not claim to be righteous, rather a disciple of Jesus Christ who trying to find his way.  My assigned task by this congregation and God is to work with the biblical text and try making it real for this congregation and broader community; and pray.  God and Jesus are the places we need to place our hope for the coming of righteousness in our world.   We must turn our gaze in that direction and consider what they might do in our context.  Consider the refugees, for example.
We are in the midst of a fund drive to finish off our financial commitment for a newly arrived refugee family from the war torn and drought stricken country of Iraq.  This congregation has contributed mightily to refugee resettlement in years past, we are very near fulfilling that commitment with this case, and the prophets would want to build upon that sentiment.  The prophets, maybe even Jesus, might take issue with the absent and ignorant policies around climate change contributing to floods and fires generating refugees—our economic policies are actually creating more refugees than this congregation or Canada could ever hope to sponsor.

The prophets might take aim at those trade deals which do not support livable wages, so that we can numb ourselves buying cheap stuff, all of which in turn promote people leaving their squalor for new lands—our shopping habits and trade deals create ever more refugees seeking a better place.

The prophets, maybe even Jesus, might mention food attitudes and policy which encourage transport of cheap groceries from distant lands which adversely affect our local farmers; faith filled farming and the ecology of transporting food that distance aside, these trends make rural children refugees to the city and decimate our rural communities.  
No doubt the prophets would mention those military alliances, the selling of arms to nations fighting proxy wars, which create millions of refugees; yes the GDP and our RRSPs have gone up,  but we have another half million refugees..   In this congregation we support refugee resettlement.  The prophets might ask about our appetite to engage in those attitudes, policies, and behaviours which make refugee resettlement obsolete.
Jesus speaks and acts in ways similar to the prophets.  He will suffer in similar ways as Jeremiah.  He will be rejected as Jeremiah was.   He will suffer worse things than Jeremiah.  And those who join the Righteous Branch in such language and action will likely suffer too.  Or at least we may need to change our habits.
What can we do this Advent season to honour the prophetic imagination of Jeremiah and Jesus?  Maybe we keep listening for the Divine voice which is promised this year once more.  Maybe we keep our creativity readied to offer this divine word in poetic and symbolic and metaphorical messages of challenge and hope.  Maybe we do nothing more than strive to live into the prayer of St. Francis who was a prophet in his own time.  His prayer is, I think, is a very beautiful and noble vision of the prophetic imagination; particularly when understood systemically as well as personally.  Let us join to together in the Prayer of St. Francis, #733 HWB, considering how we might live this personally and systemically.  Amen.
Patrick Preheim, co-pastor of Nutana Park Mennonite Church
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