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Letters to Liam, No. 3: Speaking Truth to Power 
by Rev. Lance Armstrong O’Donnell, Senior Pastor 

St. Paul’s Lutheran Church 
Oconomowoc, Wisconsin 

 

The 2nd Sunday in Lent 

13 March, A.D. 2022 
Jer 26.8-15; Ps 4; Phil 3.17-4.1; Lk 13.31-35 

 
CCT: Jesus Christ finished His course in Jerusalem, that we might be 

reconciled to god, forsake our lies, and learn to live in truth.  

 
Jeremiah would rather die than reject God’s Word, and told people so (cf. Jer 

26.8-15). So also St. Paul, who was compelled to speak and live in the light 
of the glory of the crucified Son of God, Jesus Christ (Phil 3.17-4.1). It is far 

better to suffer in truth for a time than die eternally for a lie... but people do 
this all the time. Afraid to face the truth about themselves, about the world, 

or about God, they choose to live a lie and even persecute truth. As Liam 
grows in power, he will need to face this head-on. As such, I hope to help 

him see Jesus, who comes “in the name of the Lord,” speaking the truth in 
love to the common and the great, “finishing His course” in Jerusalem, (cf. 

Lk 13.31-35) that we might be reconciled to God, forsake our lies, and learn 
to live in truth.  

 
“Liam” is a literary creation, a conflation of many young people I know. The name means 

“warrior,” “of strong will.” He is a college student, 21, intelligent, hard-working, charismatic, 

experimenting in many ways. He was raised in Christ, but there was a lot of trouble and 

some dysfunction in his family. He is challenged by the Word of Christ and by the influence 

of his peers and the world. Most of the names and events described in these pastoral 

letter/sermons for the Sundays in Lent are either fictionalized, a conflation, or have been 

significantly revised to protect the identities of those involved. —Rev. Lance A. O’Donnell 

___________________________________________ 

 
Based on the following readings: Jer 26.8-15; Ps 4; Phil 3.17-4.1; Lk 13.31-35 

 
“. . . Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ.” (Romans 1:7b, ESV) 
 

Dear Liam,  
 

Remember when you discovered lacrosse? I didn’t know beans about the 
game—and still don’t—but I know athleticism when I see it, and I remember 

watching you, the economy of your movements, your intelligence as you 

directed your team. Even as a young boy you were a leader. I watched on 
the sideline as you consoled the team mate who allowed the game-losing 

goal. Other times I saw you confront team mates who weren’t prepared and 
didn’t help the team. I remember conversations with your Mom and Dad as 

we tried to help you speak to your coach—as a team leader—about concerns 
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you had about how he managed the game. I especially remember the 
conversations about how to talk to your coach who was being too hard on 

his son. 
 

One of the great challenges of becoming an adult is learning how to speak 
truth to power. In chapter four of his letter to the Ephesians, St. Paul speaks 

of this, calling “maturity” the goal of the Christian life. We are to “grow up 
into Him who is the Head, into Christ,” by “speaking the truth in love.” 

(Ephesians 4:15, ESV) We see stunning and memorable examples of this in 
the readings for this week, especially Jeremiah 26 and Luke 13.  

 
It’s hard not to admire Jeremiah, who “in the beginning of the reign of 

Jehoikim, the King of Judah” (Jer 26.1) was called by God: “. . . stand in the 
court of the LORD’s house, and speak to all the cities of Judah that come to 

worship in the house of the LORD all the words that I command you to speak 

to them; do not hold back a word.” (Jeremiah 26:2, ESV) “It may be they 
will listen,” The LORD said, “and every one turn from his evil way, that I 

may relent of the disaster that I intend to do to them because of their evil 
deeds.” (Jeremiah 26:3, ESV) 

 
Clearly, God wanted them to repent of their evil, to turn away from it and 

trust in Him for their life and salvation, but the LORD also knew their hearts. 
He knew many were committed to their own way, the way (as I wrote of in 

my previous letter) of self-righteousness, for we humans prefer to reject 
God and make ourselves gods in His place.   

 
So, Jeremiah went, which is itself stunning. He confronted kings and nobles 

and religious leaders with God’s threat that because they did not listen to 
the prophets whom God had sent, that God would bring judgement upon 

them.  

 
And those leaders did not like what they heard. They said, “. . . This man 

deserves the sentence of death, because he has prophesied against this city. 
. . ” (Jeremiah 26:11, ESV) They had God-appointed positions of authority 

and of place, but to them the Word of challenge, the Word calling for their 
repentance in the conduct of their offices, demanded the death penalty. 

They believed their place and their persons were inherently good. 
 

“The more things change, the more they stay the same.” If one disagrees 
with a decision of the Supreme Court, for example, the verdict of many in 

our culture is death. If not that, then banishment, ruin, destruction. Now, 
we’re talking about American political differences at the moment. 

(Jeremiah’s situation was different and we’ll address that shortly.) When I 
was your age I was a college intern at the Republican National Committee 
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headquarters. (I know that may concern you, but hear me out.) I was in 
Washington, D.C. when Sadaam Hussein’s Iraqi army invaded Kuwait, and 

our President, George H.W. Bush, made the case for an international 
coalition to intervene. Though the vote in congress ended up largely along 

partisan lines, my recollection is of a debate over the substance of the 
issues. I don’t remember any effort to personally ruin the careers or 

reputations among those who disagreed; nor do I remember corporations 
getting involved to destroy the economies of states or localities of those with 

minority or differing positions.  
 

But that is what happens now. If you’re like Jeremiah, a Bible-believing, 
God-fearing person and you simply say to a fellow citizen or group, “What 

you want to normalize or legalize is not healthy; further, it is against God’s 
will,” the response is not to debate the merits of the argument or to consider 

what God might actually have to say. Instead, our dominant cultural forces 

have the same attitude as Jehoiakim and his court: “Death to the dissenter.” 
“I don’t want to hear from God.” “God wouldn’t say that.” 

 
Consider how Jeremiah faces this situation: 

 
“Then Jeremiah spoke to all the officials and all the people, saying, 

“The LORD sent me to prophesy against this house and this city all the 
words you have heard. Now therefore mend your ways and your 

deeds, and obey the voice of the LORD your God, and the LORD will 
relent of the disaster that he has pronounced against you. But as for 

me, behold, I am in your hands. Do with me as seems good and right 
to you. Only know for certain that if you put me to death, you will 

bring innocent blood upon yourselves and upon this city and its 
inhabitants, for in truth the LORD sent me to you to speak all these 

words in your ears.”” (Jeremiah 26:12–15, ESV) 

 
Liam, you are a leader. I beg you, in Christ, to be part of a movement in 

your generation to have the courage to stand in the gap for dissenters and 
the God-fearing minority. The Christian baker, for example, who upholds  

the ancient and Biblical understanding that marriage can only be between a 
man and a woman is not an “enemy of the state,” a traitor who needs to be 

ruined. 
 

Liam, I have watched you stand up for the kid who is getting bullied. I’ve 
watched you advocate for those who get ignored or whose needs are 

misunderstood.  You are a leader. As you grow in power and position, can 
you have the quiet conversations among the “court of Jehoiakim” (as it 

were) and defend the cause of the minority? Can you stand in for them when 
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the crowd calls for destruction or death? We need those kinds of people if we 
are going to have a civic life and a country. 

 
But even more deeply, Liam, I appeal to you—and I am praying for you—

that you do not repeat the sins of my youth, that you do not accept the 
philosophy of personal pleasure, the worship of self that leads to death.  

 
You see, at some point it is likely that Jehoiakim’s courtiers came to realize 

that what they had once mocked and condemned was, in fact, true; that 
Jeremiah was not a jerk. He was doing his job, and he was right. When they 

realized that they realized they had participated in a lie and had destroyed 
the good. 

 
I am not better than them. That was me. That is me, part of me anyway. 

What I’ve learned to call the “old Adam” in me. And that “old Adam” needs 

to be confronted.  
 

St. Paul learned that too. He was born “Saul” in what today is south-eastern 
Turkey, but he was trained in Jerusalem under the greatest Jewish teacher 

of the age, a man named Gamaliel. And young Saul was a total zealot for 
pharisaical Judaism; thus, he hated and persecuted Christians. But in the 

early 30s A.D. Saul was on his way from Jerusalem to Damascus in his 
attempt to destroy the Christians. On that road to Damascus he was 

confronted by the resurrected Jesus Christ, the same Jesus, the God-Man 
and Savior for whom the prophet Jeremiah had been preparing some 600 

years earlier, the One who King Herod had threatened with death (Lk 
13.31), the One who—in fulfillment of Jeremiah’s ministry—went to 

Jerusalem to accept the Divine punishment on behalf of persecutors like 
Saul; on behalf of people like me who mocked Him and belittled the thought 

and lives of those who believed in Him; and on behalf of extraordinary young 

men like you, Liam. 
 

To us He speaks in a way that calls us to come to terms with who He is. He 
confronts us like he did Herod:  

 
“. . . Go and tell that fox, ‘Behold, I cast out demons and perform 

cures today and tomorrow, and the third day I finish my course.” 
(Luke 13:32, ESV) 

 
The “third day” is an allusion to His resurrection from the dead. That 

resurrection means that Jesus is the Promised One, the Word of God, the 
authority, “the Way, the Truth, and the Life.” (John 14.6) 
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If He is the Promised One, then we better be careful because we are dealing 
with Holy Fire. If Jesus is raised from the dead, if He did “finish His course” 

on “the third day,” then St. Paul is right that destruction awaits those who 
reject Christ. 

 
So, here we are, Liam, and the Word is before us like it was in the court of 

Jehoiakim and of Herod. Will we stand with Christ, repenting of our sins and 
follow Him, even through suffering, until that time when we “lie down in 

peace,” (Ps 4.8) awaiting the promised resurrection and transformation of 
our bodies? (Phil 3.21) 

 
Or will we be stiff-necked and stubborn and destroy ourselves for the sake of 

our own will or pleasure?  
 

He’s calling to you, Liam, like He called to me and He called to Saul. Through 

His Word, the Scriptures—which are the only reliable account of His life and 
teaching—Jesus calls to us. He finished His course in Jerusalem, that we 

might be reconciled to God, forsake our lies, and learn to live in truth.  
 

“Therefore, my brothers, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand 
firm thus in the Lord, my beloved.” (Philippians 4:1, ESV) 

 
Your Cousin, 

Pastor Lance O’Donnell_+ 


