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Run with the Horses, Eugene Peterson (2009)  

The most conspicuous response of the church to the 
loss of “market share” is to develop more sophisticated con-
sumer approaches and more efficient management techniques. 
The irony is that the gospel is not a consumer product. This 
approach has led to individuals who live trivial lives and en-
gage in evil acts in order to establish significance for them-
selves. No other culture has been so eager as ours to reward ei-
ther nonsense or wickedness. 

We have an unquenchable thirst for wholeness, a 
hunger for righteousness. When we turn to scripture for help, 
it strikes us that the men and women were non-heroic. Abra-
ham lied, Jacob cheated, Moses murdered and complained, 
David committed adultery, Peter blasphemed. Fan clubs en-
courage secondhand living. In the life of faith, each person 
discovers all the elements of a unique and original adventure. 
The persons we meet on the pages of Scripture are remarkable 
for the intensity with which they lived Godward, and in God’s 
action in them.   

Good people living virtuous lives mostly seem a bit 
dull. Jeremiah is a stunning exception. Goodness in Jeremiah 
was not “being nice.” It was more like prowess. The difficult 
pastoral art is to encourage people to grow in excellence and 
to live selflessly--at one and the same time to lose the self and 
find the self.   

All of the great stories of the world elaborate on one 
of 2 themes: that all life is an exploration like that of the Odys-
sey or a battle like that of the Iliad. Life is a continuous explo-
ration of ever more reality or a constant battle against all that 
corrupts or diminishes its reality.  

Naming is a way of hoping. Everyone is born a 
poet—caring and delighting in words. The real question is 
why some people stop. Jeremiah—the Lord is exalted. His 
parents saw their child as a being in which the human and di-
vine would integrate. Most names throughout Israel’s history 
were compounded with the name of God—Josiah, God heals; 
Jehoiakim, the Lord raises up; Zedekiah, the Lord is righteous. 

Priests, wise men, and prophets alike felt their profes-
sional well-being threatened by Jeremiah’s singularity. Pan-
icked, they plotted his disgrace. Everything I think and feel is 
by nature a response, and the one I respond to is God. The 
word saint is a noun form of the verb consecrate. How do we 
become important without becoming self-important, confident 
without being arrogant?  

A prophet is obsessed with God and immersed in the 
now. The present is where God meets us. There is an enor-
mous gap between what we think we can do and what God 
calls us to do. In a 40-year public ministry through the most 
confused and chaotic decades of Israel’s entire history, Jere-
miah was invincible.  

The war with Babylon would interrupt Israel’s inane 
and distracted, their soiled and silly lives and force them to at-
tend to what is essential and eternal. The subject of Jeremiah’s 
vision is negative but its messages is positive, for its effect is 

to contain evil. The great paradox of judgment is that evil be-
comes fuel in the furnace of salvation. Newspapers are foot-
notes to Scripture, not the reverse. We should be getting only 
information from journalists as the meaning of the world is 
most accurately given by God’s Word. We need to know su-
premely these 2 subjects--God and the world. We underesti-
mate God and overestimate the world. We need to face im-
mense evil, but know that it is limited and controlled evil.  

The thorough integration of strength and sensitivity is 
rare. But Jeremiah’s inward responsiveness to the personal, 
whether God or human, deepened and developed. Educated by 
the vision of the boiling pot, his outward capacity to deal with 
dehumanizing evil and to resist depersonalizing intimidation 
became invincible.   

The temple in Jerusalem was the architectural evi-
dence of the importance of God in the life of the people. Jere-
miah was the resident prophet when Josiah found the old book 
of Deuteronomy in the dust as he cleaned up the temple after 
his father Manasseh ended 55 years of misrule. Jeremiah was 
spokesman for the reform commanded by Josiah. He lived the 
truth and then he spoke it.  

Moral pollution works the same way as environmen-
tal pollution. The waste products of careless living work insid-
iously into the soil of thought and the streams of language, 
poisoning every part of society. Ploughing is a metaphor for 
the repentance that prepares the ground of our hearts to re-
ceive what God has for us. Getting rid of evil does not make 
people good.  

(Jer 7:9-10) Their religious performance was impec-
cable; their everyday life was rotten. Like many today, they 
had lived for so long on the basis of outward appearance that 
they had no feel for inward reality. We live in a culture where 
image is everything and substance nothing. I counsel couples 
in preparation for marriage. Weddings are easy; marriages are 
difficult. They want to plan a wedding; I want to plan a mar-
riage. In marriage, we work out in every detail of life the 
promises and commitments spoken at the wedding. In mar-
riage, we develop the long and rich life of faithful love that the 
wedding announces.  

Willie Ossa was an artist working as a janitor at night 
in a church on New York’s West Side to support his wife and 
infant daughter. During the day, he painted. German by birth, 
he grew up during the war years. The Christians he had known 
were responsible for the death camps and the cremation of 
6mn Jews. The Christians he had known had turned his be-
loved Germany into a pagan war machine. 

The great masters of imagination direct our attention 
to what is right before our eyes. The imagination is an essen-
tial ministry in nurturing the life of faith. The invention of pot-
tery made it possible to store and carry, to cook and transport 
merchandise. It signaled the revolution we call civilization. 
Life was extended beyond the immediate and urgent. Every 
pot is also an art form. But today we commonly separate the 
useful and the beautiful.  Each human is an inseparable union 
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of necessity and freedom. We are containers in which love and 
salvation and mercy are conserved and shared.  

Believers argue with God; skeptics argue with each 
other. God feels our pain but does not indulge our self-pity. 
Priorities are reestablished in prayer. In prayer God provides 
renewal. Jeremiah showed no evidence of bored drudgery. His 
persistent faithfulness contrasts with the erratic and impulsive 
nature of the people with whom he lived. He preaches that if 
you are dominated by appetite and impulse, your lives are 
empty of commitment, purpose, continuity. You are frantic 
and busy, rushing here and there. But you have a capacity for 
faithfulness. God will not permit the people he loves to live in 
such silliness and emptiness.  

Jeremiah learned to live persistently toward God be-
cause God lived persistently toward him. With sunrise, the 
spontaneous and the certain arrive together. An original man 
must shape his life and make a schedule that allows him to re-
flect, and study, and create. The mark of genius is the ability 
and energy to keep returning to the same task relentlessly, im-
aginatively, curiously, for a lifetime.  

Words never die. They have so little matter and so 
much meaning. What other medium could have been em-
ployed to convey the divine? Jeremiah heard in the heart of 
Deuteronomy the call of God. Reading Deuteronomy, Jere-
miah developed a theology. He learned to think of God in a 
comprehensive, ordered, relational way. Deuteronomy was 
used to rebuild a society that had been shipwrecked by Manas-
seh’s evil reign. Jeremiah was used to rebuild lives that suf-
fered the shipwreck of evil. Love is the key and characteristic 
word in the Bible. The commands of God do not restrict a nat-
ural freedom; they create the conditions of freedom.  

Deuteronomy repreached the message of Moses, so 
Jeremiah repreached the message of Deuteronomy. There is 
no other institution that suffers from time so much as religion. 
The whole labor of regenerating mankind has to begin again 
every generation. Scripture is a vortex of energies constituted 
by 5 verbs: get, write, understand, turn, forgive.  

King Jehoiakin had already murdered one prophet--
Uriah--who had dared confront him (26: 20-33). In response to 
the message Jeremiah sent on a scroll, he tore it into little 
pieces and fed a fire with it in on a cold winter day. We some-
times reduce Scripture to something impersonal that we can 
use for our purposes.  

Crowds lie. Since we all have experienced the unreli-
ability of crowds to discern and reflect the truth, it is puzzling 
that the appeal to numbers continues to carry so much weight 
with us. Crowds are more often foolish than wise. The crowd 
makes spectators and consumers of us, to inertly take in what-
ever is pushed at us. The larger the crowd, the smaller our 
lives. Every time we retrieve part of our life from the crowd 
and respond to God’s call to us, we are that much more our-
selves.  

Jeremiah had been ignored for so long by his own 
people that the Babylonians did not consider him important 
enough to exile. The exiled Israelites wallowed in self-pity. In 

Jeremiah’s letter to them there is invitation and promise. 
Jarred by their exile, they embarked on the most creative pe-
riod in the entire sweep of Hebrew history. They wrote and 
copied and pondered the vast revelation that had come down 
to them from Moses and the prophets. Pushed to the edge of 
existence where they thought they were hanging on by the 
skin of their teeth, they found that in fact they had been 
pushed to the center, where God was. They experienced not 
bare survival but abundant life.  

It keeps on happening. Exile is the worst that reveals 
the best. Disaster seems to be good for people. All of us are 
given moments, days, months, years of exile. Like all Chris-
tian virtues, hope is as unreasonable as it is indispensable. 
Biblical hope acts. The missionary, not the media, gave us the 
global village. At the time of his call Jeremiah was designated 
“prophet to the nations.” 

The larger the world the less of it we can subject to 
our own control. Running life on our own terms is a miserable 
ambition and a certain prescription for boredom. Our whole-
ness comes from participating in what God is doing, not ma-
nipulating what we can manage. The Bible continually pro-
tests all forms of isolationism. 

Jeremiah composed oracles for10 different nations: 
Egypt, Philistia, Moab, Ammon, Edom, Damascus, Kedar, 
Hazor, Elam, and Babylon.  They are not lumped together as 
“pagan” or “lost sinners” and then assaulted with stereotyped 
formulas. It takes a whole world to understand a whole Christ. 
Reaching out is an act of wholeness. We cannot grow a tree in 
a barrel. Neither can we grow a human being in a narrow sect, 
a ghettoized religion. The larger the world we live in, the 
larger our lives develop in response. The Jonah complex is the 
clash between what I feel good about in myself and what I am 
under commission to do for God, the tension between coziness 
and character.   

The Egyptian alternative to faith asserted itself over 
and over again. When the monarchy was at it apogee, Solo-
mon imported Egyptian certainties into the life of faith by 
making a marriage alliance with Pharaoh’s daughter (1 Kings 
9:16). It must have seemed like a marvelous idea at the time—
to live by faith in the Promised Land but to build up a nest egg 
of Egyptian security on the side.  

Egypt was clear geographically. A line of life, animal 
and vegetable, was ordered in relation to the great Nile river. 
In the life of faith, clarity develops from within. It is not a 
matter of arranging dead things into a pattern, but of living 
forces into a great equilibrium. Faith invades the muddle; it 
does not eliminate it. Peace develops in the midst of chaos. 
Harmony is achieved slowly, quietly, unobtrusively—like the 
effects of salt and light. Such clarities result from a coura-
geous commitment to God, not from controlling or being con-
trolled by others. Just because Jeremiah was sure of God did 
not mean that he was always sure of himself. The world re-
mained a muddle. The prophet, who was either ignored or 
laughed at by his own countrymen, was held in awe and re-
spect by the Babylonians.  
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The people respected Jeremiah enough to ask for his 
prayers, but they didn’t want the risk and hazard of depending 
on an invisible God. They went to religion the way I go a 
baseball game—to escape the muddle, to have everything 
clear. Every player is clearly labeled as being on yours or the 
other side. Moral box scores are carefully penciled in; there is 
never any doubt about what is good or bad. The only problem 
with the “Egyptian” religion is that clarity lasts only as long as 
the meeting. It is not a deepening of reality but a vacation 
from it.   

 
[The word saint is a noun form of the verb conse-

crate. The great paradox of judgment is that evil becomes fuel 
in the furnace of salvation. We need to know supremely these 
2 subjects--God and the world. The imagination is an essential 
ministry in nurturing the life of faith. There is no other institu-
tion that suffers from time so much as religion. The whole la-
bor of regenerating mankind has to begin again every genera-
tion.] 

 


