
1 
 

Rev. Timothy B. Tutt, Senior Minister  
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Sunday, November 20, 2016 

Thanksgiving Sunday 

10:00 AM 

 

“An Old New Deal” 
 

Jeremiah 23:1-4 and 31:31-34 

 

Woe to the shepherds who destroy and scatter the sheep of my pasture! says our God. Therefore, thus says God, 

concerning the shepherds who shepherd my people:  

It is you who have scattered my flock, and have driven them away, and you have not attended to them. So I will 

attend to you for your evil doings, says God. 

Then I myself will gather the remnant of my flock out of all the lands where I have driven them, and I will bring them 

back to their fold, and they shall be fruitful and multiply.   

I will raise up shepherds over them who will shepherd them, and they shall not fear any longer, or be dismayed, nor 

shall any be missing, says God.  

 

The days are surely coming, says our God, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of 

Judah. It 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 faithful spouse, says our God.  

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says our God: 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. 

No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, “Know our God,” for they shall all know me, from the 

least of them to the greatest, says our God.  

For I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more. 

  

  

 

As I’ve watched the leaves on the trees turn from green to yellow and to orange 

and to red and to brown during this rather late autumn of ours, I’ve been reminded of 

the miracles of life and of the wonder of trees. On this Thanksgiving Sunday, I give tanks 

for trees. Trees ask for very little from us, but there they stand offering shade from the 

sun and shelter from the rain. The leaves do their part for photosynthesis and filter the 

air we breathe. Trees offer homes for squirrels and birds and adventuresome children. 

Trees are remarkably patient with us; they let us prune them and move them and saw 

them apart. And mostly, they go on living. 
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Then something happens. Lightning strikes. Or the dirt erodes. Or disease takes 

hold. Or time simply has its way with them. And trees fade and fall. The rain may not be 

enough or maybe it’s too much. Maybe the temperatures rise. But for some reason, and 

some time, the roots give way. 

A couple of weeks ago, a tree from our neighbor’s yard, fell into our backyard 

knocking down the fence and stabbing a hole in my kayak. Certainly not the worst 

damage a tree can do. Trees have power.  

Paradoxically, even a dead tree can live in new ways. 

Some of you may know that Brad Case grew up in Hawaii. Brad’s parents had a 

beautiful koa tree in their back yard.  Picture in bulletin. That tree provided the 

background for family weddings and picnics and parties. And then, as happens with 

trees, that koa tree died. The tree grew old, and a strong wind brought it to the ground. 

Brad’s parents set aside the wood. And Brad had an idea – to use some of that koa tree’s 

wood for a new purpose.  And so Brad found a woodworker in Hawaii, Craig Mason, and 

Brad and Leigh commissioned a new communion set for us to use at Westmoreland. 

Silver, Pottery. Now this. On table.  On this Sunday before thanksgiving, I give thanks 

for that thoughtful, beautiful gift. 

 

As I’ve thought about trees and leaves turning colors. And as I’ve thought trees 

dying and becoming communion sets, it seems to me that societies and nations are 

sometimes like trees. Societies and nations and communities are planted and they grow 

and flourish. And sometimes, it seems as if the roots won’t hold and the society or 

nation or community that once was proud and good and just becomes diseased or it 

splinters or breaks apart or even topples to the dirt. 
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Two Fridays ago at Westland Middle School – this excellent school just down the 

street – two Fridays ago someone drew several swastikas on the wall of a restroom.  You 

may have seen that on the news. 

And on the night of Election Day, two Tuesday ago, on the night after the voting,  

someone went into the yard of our friends over at Christ Congregational UCC in Silver 

Spring. They have Black Lives Matter.  And on Election night, someone cut out the 

phrase Black from that sign. 

And two Saturdays ago, a banner advertising the Spanish-language service at Our 

Savior Episcopal Church was slashed. A banner that invited people to worship God. The 

words, “Trump nation. Whites only,” were painted on the banner. 

Swastikas. Cutting out Black Lives. Slashing a Spanish language welcome sign. All 

right here in our county, in our hometown in the past few days. 

Those things grieve me terribly.  And they make me wonder about the roots of 

our civil society. Makes me wonder about the health of our nation. The health of our 

souls. 

Not new.  Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius said, the times are “again the same.”  

The prophet Jeremiah lived in a complicated, unrooted time.  2600 years ago. Called the 

weeping prophet because he saw a world, a society, a community around, unraveled, 

unrooted, unhappy. He described it in the poetic language of the prophets: scattered 

sheep, unattendent shepherds, a remnant in fear and dismay. 

But the days are surely coming, Jeramiah says, quoting God, when I shall make a 

new covenant my people. This is the covenant that I will make with them, says our God: I 
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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. 

A new covenant. 

When I read that passage from Jeremiah I thought of Franklin Roosevelt and 

New Deal. Not because God was copying from Pres. Roosevelt, but because Roosevelt, in 

laying out his New Deal, borrowed from the prophets. 

In 1932 as he accepted nomination for Pres in the middle of the GD, Roosevelt 

said, “On the farms, in the large metropolitan areas, in the smaller cities and in the 

villages, millions of our citizens cherish the hope that their old standards of living and of 

thought have not gone forever. Those millions cannot and shall not hope in vain. 

“I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a new deal for the American people. Let us all 

here assembled constitute ourselves prophets of a new order of competence and of 

courage….. Give me your help, not to win votes alone, but to win in this crusade [work] 

to restore America to its own people.” 

When read Jeremiah I see an old new deal.  That is a new order, a new promise, 

new way of being. 

I am more firmly convinced, more convinced than ever before, we as Christians, 

must live differently. It pains me to know that swastikas are scribbled on bathroom 

walls, that the signs affirming black lives are cut out, that hate speech is painted over 

banner of welcome.  It pains me. But at the same time it is clarifying. I am as convinced 

as never before that the church is called to be the church. 

Last week, I preached about that in big broad terms. And you stood and clapped. 

It’s easy to preach. It’s easy to stand and clap.  
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But it may be painful to have God write a new covenant on our hearts. Open heart 

surgery is painful business. Enacting a new deal, a new way of being is hard work. 

Living as people newly committed to God’s justice means we must not be 

complacent. Do you know what word is the enemy of God’s new covenant?  “Busy.  So 

busy.”  We’ve got to stop using that word. We’ve got to stop being too “busy” to live into 

this new covenant. We must find ways to prioritize out living so that we may be the 

hands and feet of God in the world.   

Most of us know that is not right, to be too busy.  We feel guilty.  So we assuage 

our guilt by writing a check. Checks are good. Checks with lots of zeros are even better. 

The world needs your money, if you have it to give.  But the world, this world, this 

day, this community needs you. Your hands, your feet, your heart, your time,  your love. 

The world needs you to show up, to be present. 

 

You will see tucked into your bulletin today, a brochure.  This brochure describes 

all of the organizations our church partners with. It describes our Social Justice Grant 

recipients, our Volunteer Corps placement sites, our congregational initiatives toward 

justice, our denominational agencies that are caring for the world.  So many good 

avenues to care for the world.  On this Sunday before thanksgiving, I am grateful for 

each of these places and groups and ideas and the work they do. 

I also want to extend invitation: Be engaged. To use Jeremiah’s language, 

“scattered flocks needs attentive shepherds.” Fractured lives and an unrooted world 

need compassionate seekers and doers of justice. 

So read through this brochure. 
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It tutoring children is your thing, take part at Shaw Community Center or Marie 

Reed School.  But know, this is not just math and science work. This is about learning 

about the lives of those children and learning new things about your life as well. 

If you feel called to address homelessness, contact Bethesda cares. Maybe you can 

volunteer with their “point in time” survey that is a census of homeless people in the 

County.  Again, know that this is not about just providing services, not about just 

counting people. It is about seeing how and where they live and thinking about how and 

where you live and about how and where our lives may be changed. 

If advocacy is your call, be in touch with the UCC Justice and Witness Office on 

Capitol Hill. 

If you want to work for racial justice, take part in the Potomac Association’s 

Racial Justice Task Force. 

If you feel called to speak and work for world peace, connect with Global 

Ministries. 

Whatever it is. Bake a casserole.  Sign a petition. Volunteer with kids.  

 

Last week, after my sermon, Glenn Oakley offere3d me a Latin phrase: “Age Quod 

Agis.” “Do what you do.” Or, “Do what you are doing.”   

That is, we don’t have to re-invent ourselves. Even when the world seems 

uprooted, our call is clear. We are called to be the church. We are called to live with love, 

grace, forgiveness, justice, peace, compassion.   

We don’t have to wonder how to put those grand themes into action. We know 

how to do that. We have relationships with these organization. The Systems, 

connections, possibilities are there.  We just have to connect, to do the work, to show up. 
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“Age Qqod Agis.” Do what you do. In these troubled times, we may have to do more.  

But our call, our purpose is clear. 

 

When that tree fell in Brad’s parents’ back yard and the woodworker turned it 

into a communion set, the tree did not stop being koa wood, it just found a different 

purpose. Instead of shade for parties, or offering a branch for a swing, it is now a paten 

for bread, or a chalice of juice. It is the same old wood, with a new purpose. We are the 

same people. God offers us a New Deal, a New Covenant.  And God invites us into that 

covenant. 

We do not have to recreate the world. We simply live out our call. We do our 

work. And we live in the wonder that God is re-creating the world through us. 

On this Sunday before thanksgiving, for God’s new covenant with us, I am 

grateful. For the wok we do with each other and with God, I am grateful. 

Thanks be to God. Amen. 


