
A Meditation for March 21/21, ‘the 5th Sunday of Lent’ – pg. 1 
By the Rev. Warren Ball of Mt. Albert United Church 

 

Hello, and welcome!  After having spent 2 weeks in John’s gospel, today I’ve chosen the Old 

Testament lection as our scriptural focus.  It’s a reading from the wild and woolly Old 

Testament prophet Jeremiah who, I believe, has got something truly distinctive to contribute 

for our Lenten journeys this year – a sense of covenant!  Come, let us open ourselves now to 

the ‘covenant of the heart’ that God is offering us this very moment; come, let us pray:  

Eternal God: as we remember Jeremiah in this time, write your covenant upon our 

hearts, that we are better able to be your people, and live with a daily relationship to 

you.  For the sake of your love this we pray, amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion:  MV79 ‘Spirit, Open My Heart’ 

 

‘A New Covenant,’ from Jeremiah 31 (NRSV) 

The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will sow the house of Israel, and the 

house of Judah, with the seed of humans and the seed of animals.  And just as I have watched 

over them to pluck up and break down, to overthrow, destroy, and bring evil, so I will watch 

over them to build and to plant.  The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I will 

make a new covenant with my people.  It will not be like the covenant that I made with their 

ancestors when I brought them out of the land of Egypt, a covenant that they broke, even 

though I was as faithful to them as a loyal husband.  This is the covenant that I will make:  I 

will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they 

shall be my people.  No longer will it be said, ‘Know the Lord,’ for all shall know me, from 

the least to the greatest.  And I will forgive their wickedness and remember their sin no 

more.” 

 

 

Sermon:  ‘Doing the Hokey Pokey!’ 

Ever faithful God – open your Way to us now and school us in faithfulness that we may walk 

in your Way and come to feel your covenant deep within, amen. 

 

Today’s bible reading is NOT what it seems!  It is from a section of Jeremiah that’s been 

dubbed ‘The Little Book of Comfort,’ but the so-called ‘Little Book of Comfort’ is but 2 

chapters in Jeremiah, and there are 50 other chapters that aren’t nearly so comforting!  And is 

it any wonder?  I mean, just think of the life that Jeremiah lived.  Jeremiah was born about 

600 years before Jesus in a time of pervasive war, famine, and profound hardship.  Think 

about what life today is like in places like Somalia, or Afghanistan – well, life in Jeremiah’s 

day would have also had violent warlords, widespread starvation, devastating unemployment, 

and civil chaos.  What’s more, let’s face it, God gave Jeremiah a simply awful job to do: 

Jeremiah was supposed to call the leaders of his age to account for their actions.  Therefore, 

it won’t surprize you to learn, Jeremiah got into real trouble – he was beaten, jailed, and 

starved!  But then, just as Jeremiah had forecast, the leaders of his age got their just rewards 

when a Babylonian army arrived and marched a bunch of them off to captivity in Babylon.  

(Historically speaking, it wasn’t the entire nation of Israel that was marched off to Babylon; 

it was just the educated, upper classes who had that delight!)  Meanwhile, Jeremiah chose to 
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march in the opposite direction:  he marched off to Egypt where, legend has it, he was stoned 

to death for criticizing the leaders there.  Clearly enough, it was not good for one’s health to 

be a prophet in Antiquity!  

  

And, yet, right in the middle of all that hardship, we have this ever so short, yet ever so 

beautiful section, called ‘The Little Book of Comfort.’  And is it not filled with comfort?  

‘The days are surely coming, says the LORD, when I shall write a covenant upon human 

hearts and remember their sin no more!’  Now then, with our finely honed Lenten discipline 

of looking long, hard, and carefully, let’s ‘see’ some things.  First of all, let’s ‘see’ that 

Jeremiah’s covenant of the heart still came from God’s love, just as Moses’ Law had already 

come from that love.  Then, let’s ‘see’ that it’s part of the same vision that lit Jesus up like a 

bonfire in the spiritual darkness of his time, and it’s the very same love that’s ours for the 

asking in the course of this meditation!  But let’s also ‘see’ that it’s God who is the prime 

mover in all of this – let’s ‘see’ that so we don’t become duped into thinking that we can 

control this process!  Oh, how we humans love to control things, but we can’t control this 

because the power behind it belongs to God, and God alone.  And we also have to be careful 

that we don’t become smug:  as people of a covenant, we do have a legacy of hope and 

meaning, yes; but that legacy comes along with obligations and responsibilities.  You see, 

God’s covenant is not a matter of those long, boring, lists of rules that we can find in many 

places throughout the Hebrew scriptures. No, God’s covenant is written on our hearts, and is 

based upon ongoing relationship.  Therefore, as with any relationship, we have to work at it – 

we have to do that every single day, IF it’s ever going to be real for us! 

 

Look, it’s pretty obvious that God’s covenant has not brought the sort of perfection for which 

we yearn.  I mean, just look around – are we surrounded by perfection?  In this world of the 

COVID pandemic, hardly!  But the discrepancy between biblical hope and our current reality 

is not God’s failing.  No, it’s not that God’s covenant doesn’t work, it’s that we haven’t 

worked it!  And that’s because, well, that’s because of the hokey pokey!  You know what I 

mean, don’t you?  You put your right hand in, you take your right hand out; you put your 

right hand in, and you shake it all about.  You do the hokey pokey, and you turn yourself 

around, and that’s what it’s all about!   

 

We humans have been doing the hokey pokey for centuries, and, ironically, it all starts with a 

glimpse of heaven.  It could be as we worship in church; it could be as we worship on our 

own in the mystical wonder of nature.  It could be in one of those moments that takes our 

breath away, as, for example, when we have a dream, or when we see something like the 

Rocky Mountains, or the Grand Canyon.  It could be in one of those stark, soul-baring 

moments when death touches us.  Or, as the flipside of that same coin, it could be when we 

get to hold a new-born and experience the miracle of life.  Regardless of the specific context 

for our glimpse of heaven, the fact is that those moments allow us to glimpse something 

that’s so much larger than us, something that says, ‘PROFOUND MEANING IS CLOSE AT 

HAND!’  God touches us in those glimpses, and we glimpse the divine.  And that experience 

tells us that we’re loved, not because we deserve it, but because God is love!  In that glimpse, 



A Meditation for March 21/21, ‘the 5th Sunday of Lent’ – pg. 3 
By the Rev. Warren Ball of Mt. Albert United Church 

 

we can become aware of a rhyme and a reason that we can never really own, but that sure as 

heck can own us!   

 

Okay, so we have that glorious, sustaining, hope-filled glimpse, and, well, you know what 

happens next, don’t you?  Yeah!  The hokey pokey happens next!  Monday morning 

happens, or a big bill arrives, or we lose our jobs, or the car breaks down (again), or that 

horrible thing happens (you know JUST what I’m talking about, don’t you?) and, in a 

heartbeat, all the limits, weaknesses, and stains of our human condition rear their ugly heads, 

and our glimpse of heaven is snuffed out in an instant!  ‘You put your right hand in, you take 

your right hand out; you glimpse God one moment then you’re scared to death the next!’  

Scared to death because fear is on the right and fear is on the left.  Scared to death because 

there are so many things to fear:  the fear of failing; the fear of losing control; the fear of 

pain; the fear of being rejected; the fear of being wrong; the fear of the unknown; the fear of 

loosing things, like friends or status or respect; the fear of catching COVID-19!  We can 

become so afraid in life that, sometimes, we become afraid when we find that there’s actually 

nothing left to fear!   

 

Now, there’s only one thing in all of life that works against fear, and that is faith!  But, 

before faith can work for us, before God can write a covenant on our hearts, we have to 

prepare the ground of our spiritual being.  That’s what Lent is all about!  First of all, we have 

to develop a spiritual awareness:  we are not the things that happen to us; what we are is 

potential for God to grow something new in life!  Then, secondly, and at the same time, we 

have to develop spiritual knowledge – the knowledge of what it is that our faith tells us life 

is, not what the world tells us life is.  Thirdly, in and around that awareness and knowledge, 

we have to fill our minds with positive affirmations to counterbalance all the negativity that’s 

(sure as shooting!) going to come our way.  Affirmations like, ‘God loves me; God accepts 

me; God’s got a job that I alone can do!’  Fourthly, and finally, as we go about the previous 

three things, we have to find harmony between all those activities.  You see, happiness goes 

hand in glove with health, and meaning goes hand in glove with knowledge, but we need 

harmony in order to balance those things!  Harmony, now THAT’S what it’s all about! 

 

As the Traveller arrived at the city, he paused by an old woman at the side of the road, and 

asked, “What are the people like in this city?”  “Well,” the old woman replied, “what were 

they like in the place where you just came from?”  “Oh, they were mean and nasty and 

cruel!” the Traveller replied.  “Ah, I’m afraid that you’re going to find them much the same 

in this place” replied the old woman.  Well, scarcely had that first traveller left when a 

second Traveller came along who also stopped by the old woman and posed the very same 

question, “What are the people like in this city?”  “Well,” the old woman responded, “what 

they were like in the place where you just came from?”  “Oh, they were fine people – honest, 

fun to be with, helpful and kind!”  “That’s just how you will find them here!” the old woman 

said.   
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Oh, may we spend the time, and take the effort, to walk our Lenten roads with purpose this 

year:  may we develop spiritual awareness, may we develop spiritual knowledge, may we fill 

our minds with positive affirmations, and may we harmonize our bodies, minds, and spirits.  

May we do all of that so that we’ll stop doing the hokey-pokey and let God write a covenant 

upon our hearts!  Then God’s love will guide all that we do, amen! 

 

  

Come, let us turn back to God now in prayer; come, let us pray!  We come to you now in 

prayer, O God of Lent, sensing that somehow our prayers echo in your heart, sensing that 

somehow our very human words to you can become your Word of life back to us.  God, we 

pray that this season of Lent may bring a return to the covenant of your love, the love in 

which we strive to love our neighbour even as we love ourselves.  God, we pray this season 

of Lent may be a time for the values of truth, justice, and peace to become supreme in the 

decisions of the governments of the world.  God, we pray that this season of Lent may be a 

time for each household to strengthen the bonds of love, respect, and communication – to do 

all the things that need to be done in order for your law of love to reign supreme in our 

thoughts, priorities, and decisions.  Grant us the grace to lead a disciplined life as we walk 

this Lenten road of Forty Days and Six:  may we walk with faithfulness and with joy; may 

we feel the new covenant that you would write on our hearts right now; may its joy come to 

light in all that we say, and do, even as our fears fade away and our lives reflect the 

brightness of your morning sun! 

 

Now, O God, we pray for all the people who are facing hardship, and all the places where 

there’s strife and tension … may our prayers in some way become real forms of support for 

them!  We also continue to pray for our human struggle with the COVID virus, that this 

pandemic may soon start to become an ugly chapter of history, and that we may soon start to 

return to our much-loved routines.  In the silence of the next moments, O God, receive the 

deep burdens that we carry today ... moment of silence.  All that I have named with my 

words, all that lies yet too deep for words to touch, we bring to you, God, as we take now the 

words that Jesus once taught us, and pray the version of Christ’s Prayer at VU921: 

 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be 

done, on earth as it is in heaven.  Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our 

trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  And lead us not into temptation 

but deliver us from evil for thine is the Kingdom, and the power, and the glory, forever 

and ever, amen. 

 

 Hymn suggestion: VU372 ‘Though I May Speak’ 

 

Go back to your lives now with brave, yet gentle, hearts, for you have God’s eternal covenant 

written upon your heart, and that covenant will enable you to do all that needs to be done this 

Lent, and forever.  Amen. 

 


