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Let me begin by asking what will seem at first to be a question that calls for a pedestrian  
answer.  How did we all go about getting here this morning?  We all had to take care of 
a number of things. We had to feed the animals or feed the kids, or maybe first we had 
to wake up and remember it’s Sunday, and shower.  Some had to put Facebook or the 
Sunday paper aside and get in the car and drive here.  But there is more to it than that.   
 
We also made a decision to come here, to this church, I mean, instead of another.  If 
you’re new you may have looked at our webpage and compared it with other ones. And 
then, okay, stick with me here, going back some, at some point you decided to live here 
in SLC, which is also behind why you are here today.  Maybe a job brought you here, or 
you won a scholarship to Westminster or the U.     Or maybe your being here in this city 
predates that and you weren’t the one who chose to live in Zion.  
 
Maybe it was your mom who took a job here years ago.  Or heck, maybe you are 
related to one or more of the folks who pulled a handcart for 2000 miles to get here, at 
the invitation of Brigham Young.  Those people probably thought they were living in the 
“last days” and here you are, generations later. Maybe they’d be surprised. 
 
But then there’s more to it – you’re attending this church this morning, I mean, because 
of people you aren’t related to by blood; people who brought the Presbyterian presence 
here from New York.  People like the Rev. Duncan McMillan who started Wasatch 
Academy in Mt. Pleasant in 1875 and helped establish Westminster College and First 
Presbyterian Church downtown – people who before they got here thought they might 
convert Mormons but ended up being disabused of that idea pretty quickly.  Still, they 
didn’t go home.  No, they planted alternative churches here anyway.   
 
Then there were those who brought Christianity to these shores over two hundred years 
ago, and those who, before them, wrote hymns and printed Bibles and who fell in love 
with these stories and passed them down to people who eventually passed them on 
down to us.   
 
But what if they hadn’t?  I mean, what if a whole generation of people said, “These are 
old stories, with obsolete rubrics;  stories our grandparents and parents thought wise 
but not us.”  What if a generation of people didn’t tell the stories anymore?   
 
To put it more personally, and also more theologically -- What if they forgot just who 
they were, and whose they were?   
 
What if they quit asking a Biblical question so many of our forebears asked, “‘Where is 
the Lord who brought us up from the land of Egypt, who led us in the wilderness;”  
stopped asking that because they no longer identified the Hebrew people as their own 
people; stopped identifying the story as their own.   



Their collective memory was lost because they stopped identifying themselves as part 
of a corporate people, so they forgot the story that identified them as such; gave it up. 
And in forgetting the story, they forgot the God at the center of the Biblical story which is 
also connected with so many of the other seminal stories our culture is rooted in.   
 
It’s interesting to note that this “forgetting” is not something recent.  Our text this 
morning from Jeremiah tells us this forgetting was common before the books of the Old 
Testament were collected. The possibility of this kind of forgetting is hard wired into us 
all.  Jeremiah puts it so remarkably in this morning’s text -- 
 
What wrong did your ancestors find in me that they went far from me, and went after 
worthless things, and became worthless themselves? 

It’s not just a forgetting, is it?  It’s a forsaking and a filling of the vacuum with something 
else.   
 
The text says that God is not happy about that – has never been happy about it. 
     My people have exchanged their glory for something that does not profit … they 
have forsaken me, the fountain of living water. 
 
Truth is, we are constantly in danger of forgetting our story which is why there is this 
judgment against us written into the story itself. It knows we are going to want to 
separate ourselves from the collective wisdom – go our own way. I mean, there is 
something in all of us that likes forgetting where we came from – forgetting those 
shoulders we stand on that make us the tall people we are.   
 
The story says we are expert at creating other stories to fill the gap left by the story of 
God, our creator being an endless fountain; the deep story of who we are, the true story 
of where we come from. 
 
The story insists that none of what we are or what we have or what we can do is 
something we’re necessarily entitled to.  None of it is an achievement we’ve 
accomplished.  All of it has been received at the hand of a God who created us all and  
loves us all, and wills the well-being of every person on earth.  
 
But we forget that.  Or at the very least, we forget to identify ourselves with that 
story.  And into the void, into the vacuum left by our silence or outright amnesia, other 
stories come swooping in:  the widespread post-enlightenment Western cultural story 
that we are what we possess; or the pervasive American myth of everyone pulling 
themselves up by their bootstraps, a story that leads us to blame the victims of our 
society’s injustices for not trying hard enough.   
 
As I said, Jeremiah speaks of how we have a habit of substituting cracked cisterns that 
won’t hold water, for God, the original fountain of living water.  It made me think of 
Jeffrey Epstein, the sexual predator who took his own life in federal custody.  



Some people said he did it out of despair, knowing that he was facing spending the rest 
of his life in prison. I imagine it was despair all right, but if you’ve read a bit more about 
him, you know it’s more complex than that.   
 
Here was a man who lived in the largest single family dwelling in Manhattan, who 
owned his own private jet and even his own island.  He had this little empire, but he built 
it on being very open and candid about his sins. He was even somewhat proud of being 
made a pariah because of them.  He was open about his taste for young girls and, early 
on, this led the very wealthy who either wanted to live like him or did live like him, to 
befriend him.   
 
They knew that he was just a small-timer who lived like a big shot, but he gave shelter 
to their candidness about the sordid parts of their lives and they welcomed his.   
 
A year before his death he even confessed to the journalist, James B. Stewart, that he 
was thinking of becoming a minister so that he could tell his rich acquaintances that they 
could be confident he would keep their conversations confidential.  Go figure! 
 
But all that dried up, so to speak.  I’m thinking, of course, of those leaky cisterns 
Jeremiah spoke of.  Fewer and fewer people would have anything to do with him, until 
there, in lock up, the only people who communicated with him at all were his attorneys;  
men in expensive suits who would spend hours in a room with him outside his cell – let 
me rephrase that – they would spend many billable hours with him.  He had to pay 
people to assuage his loneliness. And so he ended it, because that is no existence at all.  
The well he dug was dry and there was only scum left on the bottom.   
 
Well, thank God few of us are Jeffrey Epsteins. For those who call themselves Christian 
there are other stories we often substitute for the seminal one Jeremiah suggests we’ve 
forgotten;  little phony-Christian tales that crop up in our own heads and hearts, like the 
one that says, “If I don’t get this thing right, God’s going to abandon me;” or the one that 
says, “I believe in God’s grace but I don’t believe I’m worthy of it.” These are common.   
 
These too are like the leaky cisterns Jeremiah spoke of that we sometimes dig out for 
ourselves when we forget and forsake the One who is the fount of living water. 
 
Okay, now add this -- even though the Israelites apparently had forgotten the story, and 
forgotten even the God who made their story possible, the witness Jeremiah gives us 
this morning is that God did not forget them.  Of course, what we heard in the passage 
read this morning sounds like accusation, perhaps even judgment.  
 
But listen more deeply. Perhaps this is the word of a God who is simply saying,  “I miss 
you.”  Perhaps the word of accusation and challenge is itself a sign of love, a sign of 
God’s fidelity, an invitation to turn and return, to discover again the fountain from which 
true living water flows. 
 
In the last book of the Bible, The Book of Revelation, something similar is happening.   



A couple of generations have passed since the first followers of Jesus had established 
themselves as followers of the way – that’s what they called themselves.  People had 
expected him to return to earth by then and it has been 70 years since the crucifixion. 
Where is Jesus, they wonder?  Their parents who were followers have died.  Some of 
their grandparents have died.  What’s the deal?  Well, like Jeremiah, the author of 
Revelation accuses this third generation of followers of having forgotten something 
crucial.  
 
Or maybe he is just accusing them of being on the verge of forgetting, because 
remember how he puts it -  he accuses them of having become “lukewarm.”  Neither hot 
nor cold.  They have become distasteful to God.  And then he puts it to them that they 
have lost their “first love.”  
 
It’s something they can understand.  As when the initial passion in an intimate 
relationship has worn off.  They have lost their first love.  And God is missing that from 
us, just as we find we miss such things, too.   
 
What does it take to get it back, get the passion back again – I mean when it comes to 
identifying with such a seminal impulse like faith? 
 
There are several ways. Retreat can help – just getting away from the noise of the world 
that drowns out the whispers of everything meaningful.  Or, if you are more of a doer, it 
might be throwing yourself into some cause or ministry that feeds your heart.  Or it may 
be that you listen to someone who is in the early stages of having a crush on God;  
someone who is so full of it that you see yourself at an earlier time.  That can rekindle a 
spark of something in us that is pretty deep.   
 
We are living in a time where most of us agree that democracy is in danger.  We’re not 
sure what to do about it, but many of us agree that there are forces that would like to 
have total free reign without the input of rank and file citizens.  British Prime Minister, 
Boris Johnson just suspended Parliament in England for that reason. I was just over 
there and those citizens are calling him a tyrant, just like Americans called King George 
250 years ago.   
 
While on sabbatical, I heard the writer, Andrew Solomon tell the following story. 
   
In 1991 Solomon was in Russia doing what he could to support the uprising that ended 
the Soviet Union. He and a Russian friend went to the city of Smolenska, the center of 
the struggle, where resisters had set up barricades.  While there, a column of tanks 
rolled up and the commander of that column spoke to the crowd gathered there saying, 
“We have orders to destroy this barricade.  We don’t want to hurt you, so if you will just 
remove yourselves we will do our job.  If you don’t move we will have no other choice 
but to run you down.”  
 
One of the leaders of the resistance spoke up and said, “Would you allow me just a 
minute to explain to you why we are here?”   



The tank commander folded his arms, nodded and listened.  The young man then 
delivered a Jeffersonian panegyric to democracy; one that those of us who have lived 
here in just such a democracy all our lives would be hard pressed to deliver.  
 
He gave it with the passion of a fresh convert to democracy; the passion of someone 
who had lived under oppression but had seen the light.  Afterward there was a moment 
of silence; then the commander said, “What you have said is unquestionably true, and 
we must bow to the will of the people.  If you give us room to turn our tanks around, we 
will do it and go back where we came from.” 
 
That’s how things changed, for a while in the 90s in Russia. It’s good for us who may 
have grown lukewarm about democracy, to hear that, I think.     
 
Now people in Moscow are rising up demanding democratically elected representatives, 
It’s happening in the Sudan and also in Hong Kong.   
 
But I was talking about Christian faith.   
 
I want to tell you one more story before we finish here.  It’s a story I’ve told from this 
spot before;  a story of how one man came to understand the mystery of the uniqueness 
of Jesus and I like the story so much because his teacher was a six years old little girl.     
 
The man I speak of is Robert Coles. He is a Harvard trained child psychiatrist. I’ve long 
revered him for his deep humanism. I saw him once on April 23, 1992.  I remember the 
date because I remember the evening he spoke in Portland as momentous.  I had never 
heard any other person speak to my heart as clearly as he spoke that evening. And I 
haven’t ever heard anything to equal it since.  And I want to tell the story here out loud 
because retelling it always stirs something deep inside me … every time.   
 
The venue was packed.  Dr. Coles spoke to us for a good hour and a half about his own 
life.  He spoke of being part of the Doctor’s draft in 1960.  He was stationed in Biloxi, 
Mississippi and had some business that had taken him into New Orleans one morning.  
He found himself stopped by police road-blocks and saw hundreds of people 
surrounding an elementary school building.  Something called the Frantz School was 
being integrated that day.  A little girl named Ruby Bridges, six years old, was to be the 
first black student to attend that school.  She came to school that morning wearing a 
white dress, white shoes, white socks, with a white bow in her hair.  The crowd of 
people numbered 700 or 800. They jeered at her.  They said they were going to get her.  
They told her that this would be her last day alive.  A little 6 year old girl. That day was 
among the lowest days, morally speaking, our nation has ever seen.   
 
Dr. Coles had worked for four years with a lot of troubled kids.  He had dealt with 
children with polio stuck in iron lungs, and children who had leukemia.  He had been 
impressed with their capacity at even a very young age, for moral inquiry.  He wondered 
how that little girl was going to stand up to this kind of pressure for days, weeks, months, 
a year maybe.   



He knew the kind of symptoms that might be evidenced in such a child and he received 
permission to spend time with Ruby.  See if he could help her through it.   
 
Dr. Coles would visit with Ruby and her family several afternoons a week.  This went on 
for a couple of months.  Every day the mob would assemble and taunt her and every 
day she showed up for school ushered to the door by a phalanx of  federal marshals. 
She did her homework and stood up to the ordeal very well.   
 
Then one day Dr. Coles got word from Ruby’s teacher that there had been an incident 
outside the school.  Ruby had been talking to the mob assembled there, and they had 
gotten very excited and the marshals had drawn their guns and forced Ruby inside the 
building.   
 
Well, that afternoon Dr. Coles went to see her and asked what had happened that 
morning.  She said nothing had happened.  Dr. Coles said that the teacher had told him 
that Ruby had spoken to the people who were demonstrating against her and things 
had gotten pretty ugly.   
 
Ruby said she hadn’t been talking to those people.  Coles said, the teacher had seen it.  
The teacher had seen her lips moving so if she wasn’t talking to those people who was 
she talking to?  Ruby said that she was talking to God.  
 
Dr. Coles told us that he had dealt with a number of people in psychiatric hospitals who 
talked to God, but he couldn’t figure out why a little six year old girl would be doing that, 
especially outside a school in 1960.   
 
Ruby said that she often talked to God.  She said she had made a deal with the federal 
marshals to stop a couple of blocks away from the school and let her talk to God every 
morning, but this morning she had forgotten until she had seen the mob.   
 
“What about the mob made you remember?” asked Dr. Coles. She said,  
“Because I was praying for them. ‘Why,” asked Dr. Coles?   
 
Ruby said, “Don’t you think they need praying for?”  
 
 Dr. Coles said, ‘Well, maybe, but why should you be the one?”   
 
Ruby said, “Because I’m the one who hears what they say.”   
 
Dr. Coles asked Ruby what she said when she prayed for them.  She said,  
“I always say the same thing.  I always say, ‘God, please forgive those people because 
they don’t know what they’re doing’.”   
 
Dr. Coles said that that had sounded familiar to him.  He knew that sometime in the 
history of the world, someone had said those words before.   



Ruby told Dr. Coles about Jesus and the mob that he had had to face.  He only faced 
them once, but she had to face them and hear their taunting every day of her seventh 
year of life.   
 
She said that her mother and her grandmother had said that was a good prayer to pray, 
and she thought it was a good prayer to pray, too.  And in the church they went to every 
Sunday, that was the prayer that they said every week when they prayed for the mob.   
 
Dr. Cole said to us, “You know, Ruby’s parents couldn’t read or write.  Her mother left 
home after dinner every night and went downtown to an office building where she 
scrubbed floors and then came home, caught a few hours of sleep, and then was up to 
get her family off to work and school the next morning.”  Her father was a janitor. Ruby 
had never before seen a doctor until she had seen Dr. Coles.   
 
We would call them culturally disadvantaged today.  But who is disadvantaged, really?  
Ruby’s parents, though illiterate, knew much of the Bible by heart.  They knew Amos, 
and Isaiah and yes, Jeremiah.  They knew all about Jesus.  They knew that he had 
never stayed at the Ritz Carleton Hotel, never went to Harvard University.  They knew 
he had written no books and kept rather lousy company according to certain standards 
– the blind and the lame.  This Ruby knew; this Ruby and her parents took to heart.  
 
Dr. Coles asked us, “What do children need --  food, clothing, a home, love ? 
Yes, but love is not enough.  Ruby’s parents felt that she needed moral purpose; 
someone to believe in that was bigger than she was.  Someone who had gone through 
everything she had to go through in life, and more, and whose character had come 
through it intact.   
 
Robert Coles finished talking about Jesus and Ruby by saying simply, “I don’t know 
what we can do to be worthy of that, but I think we ought to try.”  
 
I imagine that most of the people who yelled and screamed at Ruby Monday through 
Friday also went to church on Sundays. I imagine their pastors knew this and if they 
didn’t approve of it, they didn’t disapprove of it either.  Imagine the kind of sermons they 
preached.  Imagine the kind of sermons they didn’t preach.   

Remember God’s question as put forward by Jeremiah … 
 
What wrong did your ancestors find in me that they went far from me, and went after 
worthless things, and became worthless themselves? 

Amen 
 


