August 28, 2022 Not Again! Ann Burnham, CLM

What a mess things are! The drought, the storms, the floods, the violence, and people
constantly pushing God away! People just caring about themselves! So many people
are worshiping false idols like wealth, fame, power, immoral behavior, alcohol and
drugs, anything to just feel good. Everyone seems to feel so entitled, they feel like
they know best with no regard or appreciation for what God has done for us — for our
country.

How about all those in leadership roles? Government leaders who don't want God
anywhere! They have been removing God from almost everything and there are
movements afoot that would take God and his symbols away even more. Slowly, bit by
bit these things are happening.

And who teaches our children? Do we have those who are false prophets teaching our
children? Yes, there are many good teachers, but parents need to be strong and make
sure they know what is being taught to our children. Parents must take responsibility
and teach their children about God and not allow those who continue to try and sow
the seeds of doubt in our children.

And what about our history? It means nothing to people, they either want to erase it or
just feel it is not relevant. They seem to forget God brought our ancestors to this land
— a beautiful and plentiful land, a land of opportunity and freedom — a land of milk and
honey. It did not just happen!

Guess what, I am telling you what Jeremiah was saying back in 627 BC, but it is so
relevant to today, isn't it? Jeremiah was a prophet and God spoke through him. Just
before the reading today, in verses 1 — 3, listen to what God was saying through
Jeremiah:

The word of the Lord came to me: 2 "Go and proclaim in the hearing of Jerusalem.
"This is what the Lord says: "'I remember the devotion of your youth, how as a bride
you loved me and followed me through the wilderness, through a land not sown.

3 Israel was holy to the Lord, the first fruits of his harvest; all who devoured her were
held guilty, and disaster overtook them,”” declares the Lord.

Can't you hear the ache in God’s heart? God remembers how they loved him and were
devoted in their faith as they wandered through the wilderness to a land that was fertile
or not sown and when it says Israel was the first fruits of God’s harvest, it refers back
to Deuteronomy 6: “When the Lord your God brings you into the land he swore to your
fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to give you — a land with large flourishing cities
you did not build, houses filled with all kinds of good things you did not provide, wells
you did not dig, and vineyards and olive groves you did not plant — then when you eat
and are satisfied, be careful not to forget the Lord, who brought you out of Egypt out of
the land of slavery”. Just as the “first fruits of a harvest, the Israelites belonged to God
and they were set aside as a sign of larger abundance.

God goes on to remind them that anyone who tried to attack and overtake Israel were
destroyed, “all who devoured her were held guilty, and disaster overtook them”. God
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not only loved them, but he also protected them. But now they have forgotten
everything!

So, in verses 5 — 8, God is trying to figure out what happened. Through Jeremiah, he
says, “What fault did your ancestors find in me that they strayed so far from me? They
followed worthless idols and became worthless themselves. They did not ask, “Where is
the Lord who brought us up out of Egypt and led us through the barren wilderness,
through a land of deserts and ravines, a land of drought and utter darkness, a land
where no one travels, and no one lives?”. God brought them to a fertile land to eat its
fruit and rich produce but now they have defiled the land and followed worthless idols
like Baal. The Lord asks them if there has ever been a nation ever changed its gods
(small 'g"), because they were not gods at all — he is saying go west to the island of
Cyprus and send someone eastward to the land of Kedar, and you will see nothing like
this has ever happened before.

Think about the relevance here. Think about the small group of Protestants (Mayflower
Saints, as they called themselves) and Puritans, who came to this country and yes, it
was tough, it wasn't a desert, but it was horribly harsh weather and they suffered but
these Christians believed they were sent here by God. History.com tells us: “Still, the
Mayflower Saints and their descendants remained convinced that they alone
had been specially chosen by God to act as a beacon for Christians around the
world. ‘As one small candle may light a thousand,” William Bradford wrote, ‘so
the light here kindled hath shone to many, yea in some sort to our whole
nation.””

How did the Israelites go so wrong? It had been 800 years since they entered the
promised land. What about us? It has only been 400 years and how have we gone so
wrong?

The last verse — verse 13, says, "My people have committed two sins: They have
forsaken me, the spring of living water, and have dug their own cisterns, broken
cisterns that cannot hold water”. Two sins! God’s people have forsaken him — We sing
God Bless America, we say ‘God bless you’ when someone sneezes, ‘God rest their soul’
when someone dies, ‘my right hand to God’ when we are swearing that we are telling
the truth, but do we really think about God when we say or sing these things or is it
just another word — are we also guilty today of forsaking God?

And what about the cisterns? In those days, there were three means of getting water:
The best way was from a cold spring, or from a deep well and the last and least
preferable way was from a cistern. Cisterns were holes or pits cut into limestone, then
plastered to prevent leakage so that rainwater was collected. This was not great or
refreshing as it quickly became stale. Even today people use cisterns to collect
rainwater, but it is used to flush toilets or water plants. God says the second sin is
digging their own cisterns — broken ones that can hold no water. When a cistern
breaks and the water leaks out, there is nothing left but mud. In researching my
sermon, I checked to see if cisterns are in use today because Ted and I found a cistern
at our old house in Newburyport, which was built in 1889. And yes, cisterns are still



August 28, 2022 Not Again! Ann Burnham, CLM

used in arid areas where water is in short supply. They capture rainwater that is used
for irrigation or to flush toilets, wash clothes, etc. However, all water storage
cisterns that are to be used for drinking or potable water supplies are at risk
of contamination from external sources. That phrase struck me!

The Israelites had the best water, living water from the one true God but instead of
maintaining their relationship with God, they gave it up to dig their own cisterns — to
choose water that would become stale, and contaminated from external sources (false
gods) and their cisterns ultimately cracked open so they were left with nothing but
mud. Mud instead of the spring of living water that God offered them.

What about us — are we staying strong in our relationship with God or are we sure we
can do it all by ourselves? Are we letting external sources in to contaminate our
relationship with God?

That tiny, sickly group of Mayflower Saints and their descendants grew to create a great
Christian nation. They made their voices and beliefs heard. Today is a completely
different story.

A Pew study released in December 2021, shows Americans who identify as Christian
dropped 15% over the past 14 years, while those who consider themselves religiously
unaffiliated increased by 14%. The survey also found the majority of Americans --
63% -- consider themselves Christian, down from 78% in 2007, and 29% of adults
listing their religion as "none," has increased 16% since 2007. Six percent of Americans
identify with other religions, up from 5% in 2007.

With the growing shift away from Christianity and toward no particular religion,
Christians outnumber the latter by two-to-one, down from five-to-one in 2007.

Among Christians, Protestantism has had the biggest decline — 40% down from 52%.
Catholics make up 21% of Christians, down from 24%, while those who are Orthodox
Christian and Mormon remained unchanged from 2007 at 1% and 2%, respectively.

Daily prayer is on the decline, according to the poll - 45% of respondents said they pray
daily, a 13% drop from 2007. Only 32% say they pray weekly or monthly and 22% say
they pray seldom or never, so it is no surprise to learn that only 41% of Americans
consider religion "very important” in their lives, down from 56% in 2007, and only 33%
said religion isn't too, or not at all, important to them, while 26% say it's somewhat
important to them. We are a land of broken cisterns!

So, what should we do about this? We have a choice — we can rededicate our whole
selves to God and share our beliefs openly with others. Stop worrying that it is not
politically correct to say you don't agree with something because of your faith, you can
make it a point to attend church, to pray daily, to live as a true Christian example.

Even if you have raised children who have fallen away from the church, keep living the
example you want them to follow. Pray for them. Attend school committee meetings,
town meetings, and vote. I am in no way saying who you should vote for or how you
should vote but let your voice be heard and, in a few months, say “"Merry Christmas”!
Stop worrying that someone will be offended. Remember, in John 4:14, Jesus said,
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“Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, ' but whoever drinks the water |
give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water | give them will become in them a spring of
water welling up to eternal life.” Drink deeply from that spring!



