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Jeremiah 31:31-34 

31The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.32It will not be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt-a covenant that they broke, though I was their husband, says the LORD.33But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.34No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, "Know the LORD," for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more. 

John 12:20-33 

20Now among those who went up to worship at the festival were some Greeks. 21They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, and said to him, "Sir, we wish to see Jesus." 22Philip went and told Andrew; then Andrew and Philip went and told Jesus. 23Jesus answered them, "The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. 24Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. 25Those who love their life lose it, and those who hate their life in this world will keep it for eternal life. 26Whoever serves me must follow me, and where I am, there will my servant be also. Whoever serves me, the Father will honor. 

27"Now my soul is troubled. And what should I say-"Father, save me from this hour"? No, it is for this reason that I have come to this hour. 28Father, glorify your name." Then a voice came from heaven, "I have glorified it, and I will glorify it again." 29The crowd standing there heard it and said that it was thunder. Others said, "An angel has spoken to him." 30Jesus answered, "This voice has come for your sake, not for mine. 31Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. 32And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself." 33He said this to indicate the kind of death he was to die. 

I don’t believe in the devil.  I don’t believe that there is a man or a being dressed in red trying desperately to make me or you do bad stuff.  I believe that is a myth.  Last week I outlined the difference between a myth and an untruth.  An untruth holds no truth whatsoever a myth may not be factual but it can convey a great truth.  The myth of the devil may not be factual, or I couldn’t prove it factual or not but there is truth in the idea.  There does seem to be some force or inclination toward doing that which is evil almost as if a guy in a red suit is pushing us into something that we wouldn’t otherwise even consider.  That is the truth in the myth.  I believe that evil does have a compelling quality but not because of the devil.  I think evil comes from bad choices.  We may realize they are bad choices but usually we don’t.  Bad choices create havoc, anxiety, and trouble and they do so in a way that it seems as if only more bad choices can make it right.

Last year I read the book No Country for Old Men by Cormac McCarthy.  He is really a terrific writer.  If you saw the movie without reading the book you missed something.  The movie is ok but that book is amazing as many other books I have read by him.  In that story a regular old human being comes across something hideous.  He is out hunting in outback Texas and finds the remains of a shootout, a drug shootout.  Everyone is killed or close to death and left behind is a satchel with millions of dollars in it.  Having seen the movie a few times now and having read the book it is at this moment that I almost always say to the TV screen….walk away….just walk away but he never does.  He makes a very bad choice and takes the money.  That choice leads to a whole succession of very bad choices.  He returns to the scene later that night but the people who are looking for the money returned too….he has to leave his truck and so the bad guys figure out who is.  He runs away but he can’t escape this really bad man who is following him.  He does get one chance to save his family.  The man stalking him tells him if he just gives up the money he will not harm his wife.  He thinks he can still get away and so he says no.  Eventually he is killed and so is his wife.  A lot of really bad choices…choices he would have never have made except for the first bad choice and then the rest became more and more compelling.  That is how evil works.

There was another book with the same kind of premise called A Simple Plan.  In that book a regular guy finds a whole bunch of money in a plane crash but to protect the money and his secret he has to do some things he would have never considered otherwise.  The end of the book comes and he is contemplating killing his brother who is in on the scheme but about to ruin it.  This man would have never considered such a thing except for that first bad decision.  Bad choices have their own energy that push us into really bad choices.
We have all seen this.  We have all cringed as we have watched really good people make some terrible choices and then cringed again when those choices lead to even worse choices.  It is the negative side of free will.  I believe God gives us free will and protects our free will even if God knows how far a foul we can go.  And we go far a foul.  The paper is filled with stories of regular people making really bad decisions and then making even worse decisions because of the first really bad decision.  A perfect example of this is Bernie Madoff.  Read his story.  His initial poor choice was not so heinous but it leads to a whole series of worse choices and then a way of life.

All this talk of bad choices came up in my head because of the reading from Jeremiah.

The prophet Jeremiah lived at a time when it seemed to him that all the people around him were making really poor decisions.  He knew that all these decisions would lead to even worse decisions and that they would lead eventually to terrible consequences.  He had lived during a time of hope and reform during the kingship of Josiah.  During that time the Mosaic Law was rediscovered and reinstituted in Judah which brought great hope to a person like Jeremiah.  After the death of Josiah the country seemed to slide away from God and God’s law.  So much was this the case that Jeremiah could see that it would inevitably lead to destruction and he said so.  He was not a popular figure in Jerusalem.  In fact I am sure he was thought of as crazy and who needs someone like him around?  It is like the kid in the Emperor’s New Clothes.  No one likes to hear when they are making really bad choices.  That is another thing about bad choices they compel a kind of acquiescence from those around.  Jeremiah did not acquiesce. 

Jeremiah was not completely a prophet of gloom and doom though.  He was certain that calamity would come but at the same time he believed that there was still a future for Jerusalem.  Someday.  This is one way Jeremiah expresses that hope.  Jeremiah’s hope is that there will come a day when the covenant God makes will not be an agreement or a contract but something else.  Jeremiah writes: after those days, says the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people. (Jeremiah 31:33)

This is Jeremiah’s hope.  Jeremiah wants the covenant of God written on the hearts of the people so that there will be no more bad choices.  Jeremiah wants nothing in the way between the law and the people’s following the law.  His hope is that it won’t take faith to follow God it will just be absolutely natural and everyone will.

I am afraid that as far as I can tell God does not have this in mind.  It is a nice idea, it might even be a fantasy of Jeremiah’s but it seems pretty clear to me that God will never do anything to abrogate our free will.  God gives us complete free will so that we can choose faith.  The problem is that faith is not faith and can do us no good unless it is a choice and so God makes sure nothing gets in the way.  And God lets some pretty terrible things happen just to maintain freedom of choice.  So I don’t agree with Jeremiah.  I don’t think God is ever going to write the law of God right on our very hearts.  That is not God’s way but God has done something else far more effective I think.

You know how I just said about evil that it seems to come alive with bad choices and so compels worse choices?  It seems to be this inevitable funneling down into more and more evil because the logic of bad choices seems to encourage more bad choices so it seems as if once we have made that first bad choice there is no way out.  However, everyone here has made plenty of bad choices…nothing against all of you but it is just the way the world is.  It is impossible not to make a bad choice or two or a million.  By my theory of evil then we would have all been sucked into hell a long time ago.  It would be hopeless.  Except our God gives us a gift of grace that is almost as astounding as the law written upon our hearts but I think it is better.  God gives us in Christ another choice, a better choice always.  It may not seem as good of a solution as writing the law upon our hearts but I think it is every bit as effective and it does allow for faith.

The other choice the better choice that God always provides is love.  Love negates every bad choice.  Love is the road to reconciliation.  Love is the way to make a better choice.  Love is what God banks onto save us from our own bad choices because anything done in love cannot be wrong.

One example that I use all the time is that of the disciples.  In the end they made a very selfish and bad choice.  I can only imagine the darkness that was upon their hearts as they realized that every one of them had sold out the one who loved them exceedingly.  It really was all that Jesus had given them in the end.  The gospel of John says he loved them until the end and yet they decided to abandon him, betray him, leave him alone with his fate.  Jesus deserved much better.  I am sure that the most compelling feeling in them was fear and a wanting to never return.  Their bad choice would almost compel them to go back to their lives and forget all of it as quickly as possible if not join the throngs who condemned Jesus as Peter did.  They made some terrible choices that would almost inevitably lead to other terrible decisions.  Certainly this is what happened to Judas.  His bad decision lead him almost inevitably to his suicide.  What else could he do?  He could do what the other disciples did.

You see Jesus gave them another choice.  It says in our reading that his passion, his lifting up, would draw all people to him.  I think the word draw is very important.  He does not compel us to do something different but always gives another choice because he loves us.  We always have the chance to follow God no matter the choices we have made.  The story of Christ draws people into considering that there might be another choice because in his story it is not evil or bad choices that determine the outcome it is rather the grace and love of God.  In even considering that the story might not end with Jesus’ death the disciples had another choice.  Their faith did not have to end with darkness and fear. They did not have to let fear rule them they could let the love of God rule them.  Yes, it was a challenge to each of them to return and face the others and really face God and admit they had failed.  How could they?  If God’s love could overcome death maybe God’s love could reclaim them.  Love you see gives another choice.  All is not lost when there is love.  Love confounds the logic of bad choices and provides another possibility.  Love is that much of a drawing card.  God loves us all so much that we do have choices….wonderful life giving choices always.  In Christ.  Amen.
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