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Does anyone know what this is? How about this?
That’s right: An avocado seed taken from the center of
an avocado. When I was little growing up in Los
Angeles my aunt and uncle had an avocado tree in their
backyard. When avocados were in season, we would
pick them and make guacamole. Yum!
But rather than throwing out the seed, we put
toothpicks in the seed, put it on top of a glass of water
and then watched it grow. We planted the seedling
when roots had formed and filled up the glass- and
there were shoots coming from the top as well as roots
from the bottom. With good sunshine and water, that
seed would grow to become an avocado tree- with new
and more fruit for us to share as the years went by.
In our reading from Jeremiah, we overhear the prophet
in conversation with the Lord. Jeremiah was, as were
many of the prophets before him, reluctant to be a
prophet. God persists, however and reminds Jeremiah
that “Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you
and before you were born I consecrated you” (Jer. 1:5).
Jeremiah persists in his reluctance: “Ah, Lord God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am
only a boy” (Jer. 1: 6).
God is having none of this excuse: But the Lord said to me, “Do not say ‘I am only a boy’; for
you shall go to all whom I send you, and you shall speak whatever I command you. Do not be
afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you” (Jer. 1: 7-8). Jeremiah finally said, ok, I give up.
I will be your prophet, speaking your words to the people of God.
It was a rough time to be a prophet. Jeremiah lived at the hinge of time when Israel went from
being an independent state to most of the people and particularly the leaders being taken in exile
to Babylon. Some of the people went not to Babylon but to Egypt. The bottom line was that the
people of God were scattered and were no longer, by and large, living in what they believed God
had set aside as their homeland.
The people of God had strayed far from their covenant with God: you shall be my people and I
shall be your God (Lev. 26:12). The people had broken their covenant with God. The people had
forgotten the words that were to be spoken each day: “Hear O Israel, The Lord is our God, the
Lord alone. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with
all your might” (Det. 6:4-5). Words spoken aloud were no longer enough for the people to keep
their part of the covenant with God. And so the people were scattered and sent into exile.
Even in exile, though, the Lord watches over the people and uses the prophets to beg the people
to return to the covenant. “The days are surely coming” says the Lord, “When I will make a new
covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made
with their ancestors… I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will
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be their God and they shall be my people” (Jer. 31: 31-32, 34). Once again, despite repeated
disappointments and sorrows, God reaches out to God’s people. Come back.
Come and be my people once again. This time will be different.
This time God’s Word will be written on our hearts – not without us but within us. Part and
parcel of who we are as God’s people. So integral to whom we are that God’s Word is
indistinguishable from how we live our lives – from who we are. Without God’s Word as the
driving force and understanding of what it means to be a human being, we are not fully alive. We
are not fully human.
You may have read or heard about fairly recent polls asking about our relationship to and with
religion. Many people now call themselves “spiritual but not religious” or “none” (N-O-N-E).
The institution of the church has failed to meet the needs of many, including many younger
persons. The reasons for that failure are myriad and won’t be solved by simply bringing in a
praise band or printing the service entirely in the bulletin. We need to offer both purpose and
meaning to those already here and those who might be interested in joining us if only they knew
about us and how we live out the Gospel in our everyday lives. They might be interested in
exploring this (and other) communities of faith if the Word of God was so inscribed in our hearts
that all that we do and are shows the light of God, the love of God, for each one of us.
At Vestry on Wednesday evening, we discussed an article titled “When Churches Want a Pastor
Who Can ‘Bring in Young Families’”.1 The author challenges us to become a place where our
purpose is about feeding souls and sharing authentic community. To be such a community, the
author suggests several things that the Vestry will be considering as we move forward. Those
include, but are not limited to refraining from expecting everyone to be the church like we have
always been the church. We need to make it easy to participate; the days of committees who met
every month whether they really needed to or not are gone. People don’t have the time or energy
or interest. If we don’t have a leader for something we’ve done in the past, maybe we need to
look at new ways of accomplishing those tasks or maybe we- gasp- need to acknowledge those
goals have been met and it’s time to move onto something new. This is unchartered ground. If
we don’t even consider the questions, though, we will die- maybe not today or tomorrow, but
over the long term we will not be sustainable.
Hearing the questions and attempting to respond to them, as best as each of us is able, will
strengthen and deepen our our faith. If the Word of God is written on our hearts, when we
respond to those questions we will respond in ways faithful and true to God. We can do no other.
Each of us has the opportunity, though, to live out the Gospel in what we do and how we do what
we do. “Preach the Gospel at all times. Use words if necessary.” St. Francis of Assisi speaks
much the same as the words of God spoken to the prophet Jeremiah. For me, being Episcopalian
and somewhat congenitally challenged when it comes to traditionally defined evangelism, I find
the words of St. Francis comforting. It can be easier for me to live the life of the Gospel than it
can be to speak the Word of God. Who am I to say what the Word of God is to you? The answer
is why not me – and why not you?
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One of the characteristics we generally use to evaluate someone is whether they have “integrity”
or whether they are “authentic.” Integrity has been defined as being whole, being honest, being
true to expressed moral convictions. Being honorable. Authentic is similar in that someone or
something is authentic when there is consistency – for a person, when there is consistency
between what a person says and what a person does. I may not agree with the positions taken by
that person – but I can respect them if there is consistency between what they say and what they
do. I may not agree with them but if they have taken the time to think and to question what they
believe and if they act consistently with the answers they have come to, I can respect them –
and perhaps even learn from them as their questions and answers rub up against the answers I
have come to. My faith can become stronger from being challenged.
Having the Word of God written on your heart is the primary driver to being authentic and
having integrity. If I believe the Word of God, then I must act in ways that support what I believe
if I am not to tear myself up inside.
Paul puts the issue and the hope this way when speaking to the crowd gathered at the
marketplace in Athens and speaking about the altar to an unknown God: “The God who made the
world and everything in it, he who is Lord or heaven and earth, does not live in shrines made by
human hands…. He made all nations to inhabit the whole earth… so that they would search for
God and perhaps grope for him and find him – though indeed he is not far from each one of us.
For ‘in him we live and move and have our being’” (Acts 17:24-28). The Word of God is to be
written on the human heart so that the organ that makes life possible in a physical sense is also
the organ that makes life meaningful in a spiritual sense.
Remember the avocado seed? If I place it in a glass of water without doing anything, it is likely
to rot. A hard shell protects the inner core that is capable of life- but if the hard shell remains
intact, it may never become all that is possible. If I insert toothpicks so that the seed is in the
water but not drowned, the inner life can spring forth into a seedling and ultimately into a tree
that itself bears fruit when the time is right.
The Word of the Lord is a bit like the toothpicks- it must reach into our hardened core in order to
bear fruit. The toothpicks stuck into our core become the means by which we navigate the world.
They hold us up – they give us structure- and in time are absorbed into the seed as it grows and
develops until you can’t tell the seed from the toothpicks. We see this in nature in other places:
the sapling planted close to the fence line until the point comes where the tree completely
surrounds the fence line.
God’s Word becomes so embedded in who we are that we can’t live without it. It nourishes us
just like that avocado seedling planted that grows until it, too, bears fruit. A sweet fruit that
nourishes our bodies with fiber and vitamins and becomes a symbol of God’s love for us.
Be like the avocado seed. Be pricked by God’s Word so that it becomes embedded in your very
being. Then grow and bear fruit so that all who see you know that the Word of God lives in your
heart. Amen.
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