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2nd Sunday after Pentecost 

 

Jeremiah 1:1,4-17 
 I appointed you a prophet to the nations.’ Then I said, ‘Ah, Lord God! 

Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a youth.’ But the Lord said to 
me, ‘Do not say,  “I am only a youth”; for you shall go to all to 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, says the Lord.’ Then the Lord put out his hand 

and touched my mouth; and the Lord said to me, ‘Now I have put my words in 

your mouth. See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to 
pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant. ’ 

 

 

 Today the Class of 2021 of Cambridge and McFarland High Schools are 
graduating. 

 
 One of the traditions at graduations is listening to the various speeches 

offered by students as they reflect on the past years of schooling while offering 
a vision to their classmates of the future before them.  

 
 Paxton Smith, the Valedictorian at Lake Highlands High School, which is 

a suburb of Dallas, Texas, had an approved speech ready to deliver at her 
recent graduation.  She was going to speak about television and the media.  

But with Texas recently passing a law, referred to as the “Heartbeat Law” 
banning all abortions after 6 weeks, she felt called to speak out against men 

once again trying to control a woman’s body.   
 

 With prophetic words similar to those God charged the young Jeremiah 

to speak, Paxton Smith challenged the political powers of Texas, while scared 
to do so, felt she had to speak out against this law passed by men.   

 
 With the words of Jeremiah’s exchange with God still fresh in our minds, 

I share this part of Paxton Smith’s three minute speech:  “I have dreams 
and hopes and ambitions. Every girl graduating today does, and we 

have spent our entire lives working towards our future, and without 
our input and without our consent our control over that future has 

been stripped away from us. I am terrified that if my contraceptives 
fail, I am terrified that if I am raped, then my hopes and aspirations 

and dreams and efforts for my future will no longer matter. I hope that 
you can feel how gut wrenching that is. I hope you can feel how 

dehumanizing it is to have the autonomy over your own body taken 
away from you. And I’m talking about this today, on a day as 

important as this, on a day honoring 12 years of hard academic work, 
on a day where we are all gathered together, on a day where you are 
most inclined to listen to a voice like mine, a woman’s voice, to tell you 

that this is a problem, and it’s a problem that cannot wait. And I 

cannot give up this platform to promote complacency and peace when 



there is a war on my body and a war on my rights, a war on the rights 
of your mothers, a war on the rights of your sisters, a war on the 

rights of your daughters. We cannot stay silent.” 
 
 Listen again to these words from Jeremiah: “‘Do not say, “I am only a 

youth”; for you shall go to all to 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, says the Lord.’”  

 

 The prophet Jeremiah grew up in a small village of Anathoth, north of the 
seat of political power - Jerusalem.  He was from a family of priests who had 

long been opposed to the move by the political leaders of the house of David 
towards the “ostentatious self-indulgence” trajectory of economic-military 

autonomy” set forth by King Solomon which took them further away from 
God’s call to love and serve God by caring for all the people, especially the 

vulnerable outsiders who had no power or voice. 
 

 Needless to say, faith and politics were discussed around the dinner table 
in Jeremiah’s house and in their place of worship.  That had an impact on 

Jeremiah’s call as a youth. 
 

 Like Paxton Smith, and I am quoting the Rev. Dr. Alphes Wines: 
“Jeremiah’s call as a youth is not ‘a job that Jeremiah neither seeks 

nor welcomes. Citing his young age, he objects. God, however, will not 
let Jeremiah’s youth stand in the way of sending a message that the 

people of Israel need to hear, even if they do not want to hear it.”  

(Rev. Dr. Alphes Wines - Working Preacher) 
 

 Jeremiah is reluctant to accept God’s call, but does so, trusting God’s 

words:  “Do not be afraid of them, for I am with you to deliver you, 
says the Lord.” 

  
 Paxton Smith felt the same way.  She said she was scared but felt she 

needed to use her voice in that moment to speak out as a young woman who 
tired of men trying to take control of her body and life.  

 
 Much like our time now, Jeremiah was living during a time of national 

upheaval and transition.  His words were necessary and urgent and not 
welcomed by those who heard them. 

 
 As noted by Louis Stulman, “Jeremiah ‘will pronounce the death of 

one world and the birth of another . . . [as he engages] the dangerous 
work of dismantling Judah’s civic, cultural, and religious life.’ 

Jeremiah’s critique will leave none unscathed.” (Professor of Religious 

Studies and Chair of the Religious Studies and Philosophy Department at the 
University of Findlay, Findlay, Ohio) 

 
 Like Jeremiah, God regularly seeks young people for sacred, prophetic 

work that reaches beyond the walls of a church building into our communities 



across the world. 
 

 Like Jeremiah, young people today are being called by God to confront 
the politic powers of our day and us here in the church, challenging our civic, 

cultural, and religious life around such urgent issues as the epidemic of gun 
violence, racism and racial justice, women’s rights, LGBTQ+ and Transgender 

rights, and global climate change.   
 

 I would like to introduce you to a few of our local youth who, like the 
young Jeremiah, have answered God’s call to be prophetic voices in our 

communities, state and nation today:   
 

 Ada Gent is 16 years old.  She just finished her Sophomore year at the 
Cambridge School - Koshkonong Trails.     

 

 As a rising Freshman, like many young people, her life was impacted by 
yet another school shooting, this one at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 

School in Parkland, Florida, where a gunman shot and killed 17 students and 
teachers.  Ada could not remain silent any longer.  Like many youth, in the 

spirit of the prophet Jeremiah, she participated in the national March For Our 
Lives event, participating in the Madison one, calling on our local, state and 

nationally elected leaders, and people like you and me to hear their voices 
calling for much needed changes to our national obsession with guns which kill 

over 30,000 children, teenagers and adults every year.  She organized the 
local March For Our Lives chapter.  Along with of her classmates, she helped 

plan and lead a community prayer vigil here in our sanctuary on the 
anniversary of the Sandy Hook Elementary School Shooting.   

 
 This past summer, she helped organize the Black Lives Matter 

community rally, which a number of you participated in Veterans Park.   

 
 When I asked her why she felt called to speak up as a young person, she 

shared with me the following:  “I am 16 and a youth activist. Before I 
could drive, I had organized marches, rallies, and seen the power of 

young people. Fighting to prevent gun violence is simply common 
sense. I’m not ‘inspiring’ or ‘brave.’ I’m doing what is right. The 

imposter syndrome of doing this work in a small town can get pretty 

severe. But I always come back to this: Small town activism may not 
always seem like it has an impact, but it does. Small protests or a few 

people signing a petition can make the difference.” 
 

 “Do not say, ‘I am only a youth’; for you shall go to all to 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, says the Lord.”   

  
 Tatiana Washington is a young woman of color.  I first got to know her 

through our common work with the Wisconsin Anti-Violence Effort (WAVE).   
 



 Tatiana was a guest in our church last summer, when she helped 
organize and lead the 50 Miles More March from Milwaukee to Madison.   

 
 In the heat of summer, they marched 65 miles to demand that our 

elected officials hear the voices of the black youth demanding change to the 
continuing epidemic of racism, racial injustices and gun violence impacting 

them.  I asked Tatiana to share a few words as to why she feels called to this 
prophetic work.  She said:   “I feel as if it was called upon me by God to 

get involved in movement work. After losing my aunt to gun violence, I 
prayed a lot and made me question my faith. I feel as if my purpose is 

to advocate for others, especially those that are no longer with us. I 
believe as a follower of Christ, we are to fight for the liberation of each 

other.”  
 
 “Do not say,  ‘I am only a youth ’; for you shall go to all to 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, says the Lord.”   
 

 Naomi Hollard is 26 years old.  She is a woman of color.  Like her 
siblings, Naomi was one of my students. She and her family are also our 

neighbors in McFarland.  Her parents are immigrants from France (father) and 
Guadeloupe (mother).  

 
 Like many young people today, Climate Change is an urgent issue that 

needs to be addressed now and isn’t being taken seriously by political leaders 
and people like us.   

 

 After graduating from Columbia University in New York City, Naomi 
became involved in the Sunrise Movement.   

 
 The Sunrise Movement was started by a diverse group of young people 

from across our nation, committed to addressing the issue of global climate 
change by working and organizing in local communities through non-violent 

means of education and activism to address “climate change (as) an urgent 
priority across America.” (Sunrise Movement - 

https://www.sunrisemovement.org/principles/?ms=Sunrise%27sPrinciples) 
 

 She has spoken on national television about the urgent need for climate 
change that needs to be addressed by our political leaders.   

 
 When I asked her why she feels called to this sacred work as a steward 

of the Creator’s world, she offered the following: “I think if not me, then 

who? If not now, then when? And that the climate crisis, which is 
fueled by greed of rich corporations who only seek to profit and don’t 

think much about the people they hurt on the way, is going to hurt the 
Caribbean that I love so much, and that I come from.  I can’t just 

stand back and watch it get destroyed. And, there’s something so 

powerful and fulfilling knowing that I’m serving a greater good.” 

 

https://www.sunrisemovement.org/principles/?ms=Sunrise%27sPrinciples


 “Do not say,  ‘I am only a youth ’; for you shall go to all to 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, says the Lord.”   

 
 Laetitia Hollard is Naomi’s sister.  She is graduating today from 

McFarland High School.  She has been active in our Black Student Union and 
the Black Lives Matter chapter.  

 
 Last summer, following the murder of George Floyd, Laetitia organized a 

community Black Lives Matter rally led by our students of color at McFarland 

High School.  But she didn’t stop there.  She brought before the village board a 
resolution demanding accountability and racial equity training for village police 

and employees.  She did the same with our school board, demanding equity in 
curriculum reflecting the honest teaching of our nation’s racial injustices 

through chattel slavery and the continuing impact of systemic racism in our 
institutions (including the Church) and economic system.  Both her proposals 

were adopted.   
 
 “Do not say,  ‘I am only a youth ’; for you shall go to all to 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, says the Lord.”   

 

 In the summer of 2019, a young middle school girl and her family joined 
us here to help educate us on Transgender Children.  It took a lot of courage 

for her to come her and share her story as it did for her parents.  We live in a 
state district where our elected Assembly Person is seeking to bar Transgender 

youth from participating in sports.   Patricia will be a rising Freshman at Lake 
Mills High School.  She joins her voice with our transgender students in 

Cambridge and McFarland and around the state in demanding acceptance for 
who God created them to fully be.  

 
 Richard Nysee, Professor Emeritus at Luther Seminary in St. Paul says: 

“…when Jeremiah says he is too inarticulate and young and God responds with 
“go,” “speak,” and  “do not be afraid.”   

 
 Like Jeremiah, each of these youth from around our area have answered 

God’s call to “go”, “speak” and “do not be afraid” for the Holy One is with them 
and speaking through their words and actions.   

 
 We may struggle and resist the message these young people are 

challenging us with, but so did the political leaders and people in Jeremiah’s 
day.   

 
 Remember the message God called Jeremiah to speak one was not an 

easy message to hear.  God told Jeremiah his message would be one of that 
would “pluck up and pull down, destroy and overthrow” the existing political, 

economic and yes, religious structures in order to bring about change. 
 



 Change, radical change, much needed change was going to happen to 
everyone in all manner of life from political structures to religious life.   

 
 But after that, God’s word is about rebuilding and new life (to build and 

to plant).    
 Remember, there can be no resurrection into new life without suffering 

and death.  That is the good news these young people are still preaching 
today. 

 
 I like the sign I saw at the Madison March For Our Lives rally that said:  

“Maybe these young people are the answers to our ‘thoughts and 
prayers’.  Are we listening?”   

 
 These words of Rabbi A. Y. Kook are also sign worthy: “I don’t speak 

because I have the power to speak; I speak because I don’t have the 

power to remain silent.” 
 

 In the last verse we read this morning, God says to Jeremiah, “But you, 
gird up your loins; stand up and tell them everything I command you.”   

 
 These young people are doing just that.  But instead of “girding their 

loins”, they are donning their t-shirts.   

 
 Are we listening?  And more importantly, are we following them?  They 

aren’t in churches anymore.  Like Jeremiah, they are out there in our 
communities and on the streets, being prophetic agents of change God is 

calling them to be.  Are we following their lead?   
 

 If so, then let us, join them, out there, “putting on your March For Our 
Lives or Black Lives Matter or Sunrise Movement or LGBTQ+ Pride or 

Transgender Pride, We Are ALL Human” t-shirt, stand up and tell the world 
everything God is commanding us to tell.” 

 
     Amen. 

 


