[image: image1.jpg]MYERS/PARK

UNITED METHODIST CHURCH



Dr. James C. Howell, Senior Minister

Jeremiah 32: 1-15

July 12, 2009


God is looking for contrarian investors. God is looking for contrarian investors. In the story that Randy just read, the year is 587 B.C., and everybody who owns property in Jerusalem has it up for sale.  There are no buyers.  All properties are up for sale.  We could understand why, because the Babylonian army has ringed the city.  They already have their battering rams banging on the walls; the city soon will crumble and go down to defeat.  People are desperate.  They would flee if they could, but they would only be killed.  It was so bad, as a matter of fact, that in Lachish, one of the outposts about 30 miles from Jerusalem, somebody wrote a note right before the Babylonians came in and reduced Lachish to ruble.  What they wrote is, “We cannot see the signal fires any longer.”  You see what they did in those days is that atop each hill, they would light big torches that could be seen on the next hill, and that could be seen in the next village, and that could be seen in the next city.  It was a way of saying, "We are still here.  We are still together.  All is well.  We are still together at Lachish."  They said, "We cannot see the signal fires any longer."  Everyone is desperate.  God was looking for one contrarian investor and he found one in the person of Jeremiah, the prophet.  We expect Jeremiah at this point to be in “I told you so” mode because he had warned the people about the consequences of their sin, but now that the city is about to be reduced to ruble, Jeremiah is buying property.  He is a contrarian investor.  


It is hard, isn't it, to find the market's bottom, if you will?  I talked to a guy a few months ago.  He took a good bit of money that he had and he invested it in Wachovia stock at $15 a share, and what he said at the time was, "It can't go any lower."  It is not really funny, if you think about this.  How do you find the bottom?  When I first got out of school, my father had always invested in the stock market.  He said, "Son, you need to get involved in the market.  It is the way to get ahead."  So I began to study the stock market and investing, and I was told that an important principle is to be a contrarian, and that appealed to me because I can be a contrary person at times.  I was told that contrarian investing is a good idea.  If everybody thinks the stock market is going up, it is probably going to go down.  If everybody thinks it is going to go down, that's a good time to buy and it is going up.  Contrary – contrary investing.  Jeremiah is a contrarian investor, but it is not because he is shrewd with money and knew how to buy the property and make a lot of money later.  Jeremiah actually is not a very optimistic person.  Jeremiah actually is somebody who was given to bouts of depression.  The reason that he buys the land is because God told him to.  The reason that he buys the land is a great act of hope when everyone else had no hope.  Everyone else was selling.  Jeremiah was the one contrarian who was buying.  It reminds me of a great moment in The Lord of the Rings.  The battles of Helms Deep and of Minas Tirith had gone very, very poorly indeed. The hobbit Pippin, trembling in fear, comes to the wise wizard Gandalf and says, "Is there any hope?"  And Gandalf responds by saying, "There never was much hope, only a fool's hope.  There never was much hope, only a fool's hope."  That is what Jeremiah has.  He has a fool's hope.  


We are, as Christians, called to be contrarian investors.  What could be more contrarian than the Gospel of Jesus Christ?  Everybody else was fawning over the high and the mighty, and God invested himself in a piece of real estate that nobody else wanted.  The inn was full.  All was well on planet earth, but God invested himself in a cow-feeding stall, a manger where nobody else wanted to be.  That is where God came down.  During all of Jesus' ministry, he did not glad-hand with the high and mightiest, that he would be connected with great people. No, no.  Jesus came to the people that nobody else would talk to.  Jesus touched the people that nobody else would touch.  Jesus was the ultimate contrarian. What could be more contrarian than Easter itself?  Evil men have executed the Holy Son of God and he is dead.  He is in a grave.  They have sealed the tomb and they have put a guard outside it, but God is the ultimate contrarian.  He raised his son up from the dead.  


We are called to be contrarians and we are, and we can be.  Every time you stand by the grave of a loved one, but you are able to lift up your head and move on, you are being a contrarian investor in hope.  Every time you have a relationship that has gone cold, a marriage that seems to be on the rocks but you hang in there.  You say, "Let's work to make it better."  You are a contrarian investor in hope.  Every time you look at your own body and it is in demise, but you offer it up to God in prayer, you are being a contrarian investor in hope.  You are saying that despite the way everything looks, God still has a plan.  God still has a future.  


The question I am trying to think about this week is, How do you become a contrarian investor?  When I first got involved in the stock market, I had to ask my dad, "How do you do this, how do you do that?"  How do you become a contrarian investor?  The first step, I think, is in recognizing what should be obvious but it is not, and it is this.  We have not constructed the Kingdom of God down here on earth.  We have not constructed the Kingdom of God down here on earth.  We are very attached to the lives that we have created, but this is not the Kingdom of God.  


We had a program the other night.  It was a great program.  George Ragsdale and Ellen Robison, a couple of other folks, led this gathering, and we heard the voices of ancient biblical prophets and then of modern prophets, and we heard them castigating society for its flaws, exposing the charade that modern culture can be, the way that we drift away from God.  Someone after it said, "You know, hey James, you are one of those prophets.  You know, you could offer the critique of society."  And I walked away and I thought, That is the easiest thing in the world to do.  It does not take much of a brain, does it, to look at our world and say it is sophomoric. It is foolish.  It is superficial.  It is just not what God meant it to be.  We do not mirror the glory of God in our world well at all.  We have grieved God's heart.  We have hurt each other.  We have turned a deaf ear to the very people that Jesus reached out to and touched.


The beginning of being contrarian investors in hope is in confession.  You know, once upon a time, for centuries, when Christians came to church, they had one problem on their mind.  They came into the church and they said, "I have been a great sinner.  I have offended against God and I need the mercy of God desperately, and I am going to ask for it."  Nowadays, we have replaced a sense of sin with a sense of entitlement.  Now, instead of coming into church and saying, "Oh Lord, we have grieved your heart.  We have hurt each other."  Instead, now we come into church and say, "God, give me what I have got coming to me.  God, give me what I have got coming to me.  God, give me what I have got coming to me."  But the beginning of hope is when we recognize that we have not constructed the Kingdom of God down here.  We are in desperate need of something beyond ourselves, of the mercy and the grace and the power of God.  We begin with confession.  


The next step in moving toward being contrarian investors in hope is to let God's word have its way with us.  All of this year we have been nagging about you about reading the Bible and I know some of you are and some of you aren't, and you probably get tired of us harping on it. But what we have to think about is that we are all the time being shaped by something, and the question is, what is it that shapes your mind and your heart?  What is it that gets you excited?  What draws your attention?  What are you really about in the depths of your soul?


You know, the other night, I hate to confess this to you – it is really embarrassing.  Lisa and I were at home and we were both kind of tired and didn't have much to do, and we made a huge mistake.  We turned on the television, and we did not know what was on. I started going through the channels and it became a quest for us.  It started off just something to do, and then it became a quest.  We kept going through the channels.  We thought surely there was some channel that is not doing Michael Jackson.  But no, we got to ESPN, the sports announcer, and he is talking about Michael Jackson.  It is just everywhere.  And I do not have any critique on Michael Jackson.  I mean the way that the guy could dance and sing, he is amazing.  But what we have to recognize is the way our society fawns over celebrities and stars, and somebody like Michael Jackson dies and we are just so grief-struck. We do this, and at the same time we are doing it, there are children who are sleeping under bridges and children who are going hungry, and children who do not have any medicine.  We do not care much about that, but we just fawn over celebrities and over stars.  


Do we ever find people who are wise, people who are good saints, holy people, and just fawn over them and we want this world to see them, that they are going to be on every channel?  What is it that is shaping us?  Is it God's word, or is it some vapid media culture. Jeremiah is in jail.  I love it because the passage says that the king shut up Jeremiah.  There are always forces in our culture that want to shut up the word of God.  The question is, Do we hear the word of God?  Do we want to be shaped by the word of God?  


To become contrarian investors in hope, we pray.  I cannot think of anything more contrarian than praying.  I mean what the world tells you to do is keep your eyes open and go out there and make it happen.  Keep eyes open and go out there and make it happen, but when you pray you do not do that.  You stop moving.  You kneel, fold your hands, and close your eyes, and you do not make anything happen.  You say to God, "God, it is all up to you.  It is all in your hands."  How contrarian can we get?  The way to become a contrarian investor in hope depends on how we pay attention to what is going on in the world.  


I had an incredible week last week.  I am kind of depressed about the next week coming up because it is not going to match last week.  Last week was so cool.  Every day I had something just really mind-boggling that happened.  One day a guy called me. I don't know very well.  He has been visiting our church, and he had traveled to the Congo and had had such a profound experience, he wanted to decompress with me, so I said, "OK."  He has gone – get this – he has gone with our Presbyterian neighbors across the alley to the Congo with a medical mission.  I suffered denominational envy when I heard this story.  I said, Tell me about it, and he is trying to make a DVD about this, and he had never been to such a place in his life and he had that deer-in-the-headlights look.  He said to me, "You cannot believe the poverty."  And then he said, "And you can’t believe how happy the people are."  What is that about?  You can't believe the poverty and you can't believe how happy the people are.  


I had lunch with somebody who had been on our team that went to Brazil and came back recently – had been in Rio, the mission down there, and I asked this person, "What was it like being in Rio?"  Do you know what she said?  She said, "We got together with some children one afternoon and we blew bubbles."  You know how you do this – you have the little plastic thing with some kind of liquid in there and you pull this thing out and you blow and little bubbles come flying out.  She said, "We did bubbles for five hours and the kids were just giddy with delight.  They could have done it all day and into the night."  And then you know what she said?  She said, "Those kids were happy doing bubbles for five hours."  She said, "Children in Myers Park have everything and they get bored in five minutes."  Children in Brazil have nothing and they can be delighted with bubbles for five hours, but children in Charlotte, North Carolina, have everything and they get bored in five minutes.  What is that about?  If you want a contrarian, go look at a child in Brazil.  What is that about?  We have got so much, but we are just in this tangle, we are bored, we are not sure of our meaning and purpose and we are just all covered with this angst, and there is the child in Brazil who can just blow bubbles for five hours and this is great, and they have got nothing.  It is contrarian.  What is that about?...I have got to think about money.  What do we do with our money that we think is going to give us the fullness of life?  What I love about Jeremiah’s purchase is that he buys this piece of property but there is nothing in Jeremiah that thinks, I will buy this property and then when property values go back up, I will be loaded.  There is nothing in him that does that.  He buys the property for one reason only.  He believes that is what God wants him to do, and he believes that that purchase will glorify God.  He believes that purchase is what God wants him to do, and he believes that that purchase will glorify God.


What if you and I, instead of taking our money and saying, "Hey what can I buy that I would like?"  Or, "Hey, what can I buy that will make me comfortable?"  Or, "Hey, what can I buy that will help me to get richer?"  Instead we said, "God, all my money is yours.  What do you want me to do with it?  What can I do with my money that might glorify you?"  If you can't think of anything, I will give you an idea.  I had lunch another day this week – it was a great week of eating lunch, let me tell you.  I had lunch with a missionary to Cambodia and his family.  I said, "Tell me about Christianity in Cambodia."  I knew what the answer was going to be.  It was great to hear it from somebody who was on the ground there.  Christianity in Cambodia is booming.  They are on fire.  They are having hundreds of converts every week.  They are planting new churches.  It is just going like gangbusters.  Christianity is spreading across this Buddhist nation.  It is just so cool.  Christianity is – it is embarrassing, isn't it?  Because what is Christianity like in America? In America, Christianity is kind of like, "We are old and tired.  Church attendance is lagging and enthusiasm is lagging."  This is the American church, and you go to Cambodia and people are ignited.  They are on fire.  They love Jesus Christ and they can’t wait to tell the next person about it.  I said, "If you could wave a magic wand, what would you do?"  Because the people who are Christians in Cambodia are dirt poor.  They have got nothing, and the church is doing amazing stuff.  He said, "What I need is a truck.  I need a truck that can haul people and it can haul stuff because we are trying to go to all these outpost communities with bad roads going back.  We are trying to take medicine.  We are trying to go out and haul people to worship services.  We need a truck."  I thought about that.  What do you and I spend our money on that we think is going to give us the fullness of life?  Doesn't God call us to be contrarian investors in hope?  Can you think of a better use of your money than buying a truck for this missionary in Cambodia to go out and find people who are going to be excited about Jesus Christ while we are sitting here kind of, Well I guess I will go to church today…


To be a contrarian investor in hope, you do what you have done this morning.  You get up and you get dressed and you show up for worship.  Now some of you know I get really grouchy in the summertime when it comes to church attendance.  I whine, I groan.  You know that about me.  I can't get over it.  I have been doing this 30 years.  I am going to do it until the day I retire.  I whine in the summertime about church attendance.  I have learned something interesting, though, about church attendance.  The other Sunday  – See, I work on Sunday morning so I don't know what is going on out there – I was out there because Lisa was out of town and no one needed a ride to church after I had come over and started working, so I left church, got in my car, drove home, picked up Noah and came back.  You guys haven't told me what it's like out there, although I suspected it.  You know what?  You know, it is not the case, is it, that everybody in Charlotte, North Carolina, gets up on Sunday morning and puts on their nice clothes and drives to church?  In fact, if you do get up on Sunday morning and put on your nice clothes and drive to church, you are so weird.  You just are.  It is contrarian.  It is a contrarian investment in hope to get up and come to church.  Make no mistake about it.  Your neighbors see whether you get up and come to church, and it is a contrarian witnesses to them that there is a God, that there is hope.  Everybody else is selling, but we are contrarian investors in hope.


God calls the stewardship here, God calls us to be contrarian investors in hope to trying to lead holy lives, by trying to lead clean lives, by trying to lead pure lives.  I love that moment, by the way, in The Lord of the Rings where everything is going bad.  They have just lost the Battle of Osgiliath and things just could not look any worse, and Gandalf and Pippin sneak off and they go up to one of those places where there is a signal tower, and they sneak past the officials there and they light the fire and the fire is ignited and on the mountain far away they see the fire and they light their fire, and it goes to the next mountain and they see it and they light their fire, and it goes to the next and the next, and the next, and finally hundreds of miles away it comes to Edoras and there is Aragorn who is the king-to-be, and he sees the fire and he knows that it is a plea for help and he immediately rushes to his horse and he gathers soldiers around him and he says, "We must go, we must help them, we must fight."  He comes to the king of Rohan and tells them what is there and the king of Rohan says, "We will answer.  We will answer."  


Every time you and I do one of these contrarian investments in hope, every time we pray, every time we go to church, every time we give money to help somebody who is in need, every time we think about a child in Brazil who is happy and we can't manage to pull it off, every time we read God's word, every time we bow in prayer and say, "Lord, I have grieved your heart and we have ignored the cries of others."  Every time we do this, we are lighting a great torch.  We are lighting a great series of signal fires, and God at a great distance sees those fires burning and God says, "I will answer.  I will come.  I will deliver you."  God is looking for contrarian investors.

Amen. 

