
Reflection 
We’ve just heard or read a passage written somewhere around 700-500 BC, To the people 
of Judah, who have lost their country and temple to an opposing force the Babylonians, who 
have been exiled to live in Babylon, and who want to go home. This letter, written by the 
prophet Jeremiah, got him into trouble because he had a tendency to disagree with other 
prophets about what was going to happen to God’s people. Other prophets wanted to talk 
about how they’d all be home pretty soon, or perhaps how the people should resist their 
captors, and also didn’t enjoy the idea that Jeremiah was happy to talk about, that being the 
notion that the temple was not the most important thing when it came to worshipping or 
being with God.  
Jeremiah had a pretty different take on everything that was going on. He here tells the 
people that they should get comfortable. That they should settle in and make lives for 
themselves, in Babylon, because they will likely be there a long long time, away from their 
familiar surrounds, and away from the temple.  
 
Now, straight out of the gate we need to acknowledge out loud that we, the church in 
Ballarat South and we the church in Australia, are not in exile. Though passages like this and 
many others seem like a balm for the church at the best of times (oh we are strangers in the 
world, we’re so misunderstood, we are surrounded by enemies so this must be what exile is 
like) and certainly a balm at times such as the recent months (we too are separated from 
the places we worship and meet God, we too feel lost and uncertain), we have to be so so 
careful about appropriating biblical texts that are written about a people who lived long ago 
and whose lives and lived experiences are vastly different to our own. For these people, 
separation from their centre of worship was almost unthinkable. It tied them to God, it 
grounded them, provided a focal point for their understanding of themselves and their 
relationships to God. We, though many of us are pretty tied to our church buildings, have 
never laboured under the misapprehension (I sincerely hope) that these buildings are 
anything but handy, historical places we can gather to worship.  
We are not separated from one another by force, we have not been taken away against our 
will by an enemy to a land that is not our own, we have been separated from one another 
by an impersonal virus, or rather the threat thereof. We are not being victimised, we are 
being protected, and we are fortunate, privileged enough to be able to comply. The 
experience of the exile probably applies more migrants or tourists trapped here away from 
family and without somewhere to call home, if it does to anyone in our nation.  
 
Anyway. Though this text doesn’t refer to our experience exactly, it does raise some 
beautiful and challenging questions about loss, about expectations, about joy and about our 
understanding of God.  
In their situation, the people, getting ready to hear a word of hope from God’s appointed 
messenger would have assumed they would hear a promise of rescue, a bid to hold on a bit 
longer, defy the Babylonians and remain true to who they were, and soon they would be 
home.  
Even if the message held the dire fact that they were indeed to be here a while, surely God 
would bid them to resist, to fiercely guard their hearts and heritage, to spit on the ground 
their enemies walked upon while they waited.  
 



This is not what happened. They’re not given “just bide your time’ advice, they’re given ‘so, 
this is your life now’ advice. They’re not given “hold off your enemies  
and I’ll be right there”, but “live well amongst your enemies and bless them”. 
Again, we likely can’t understand what this would have done to these people internally.  
This is long term advice. These aren’t instructions for just the moment. They are long term 
plans.  
You don’t plant a garden if you’re leaving next week. you don’t settle down. And you 
certainly don’t marry. 
 
This is not the place they want to be. It’s not a vacation spot, it’s a place that is not their 
place, filled with people who worship the wrong gods and act the wrong ways. They are 
thinking, we need to get out of here! Can you imagine it? Taken to a place where everyone 
is unfamiliar and feels a little threatening, simply by being so different to you, and because 
they do not understand you or your faith. Imagine instead of being told God was coming to 
get you, being told to just live and be well there, to marry one of the foreigners, to long for 
the best for this place.  
How would you feel? How were they to understand this? It’s no stretch to say that God had 
failed them, because what they expected of God was not what they received.  
 
First question: have you ever felt utterly failed by, abandoned by God?  
 
 
It’s fascinating contemplating how long these words would have taken to take root in 
people. Who was the first one, who perhaps after years, and after slowly slowly warming to 
and getting to know the locals, actually married one of them? You see, God’s people had 
learnt from an early age not to associate with and certainly not to marry someone who 
worshipped false Gods, as the Babylonians certainly did. But here came counter 
instructions; it’s ok, marry well, raise some kids.  
 
Later in this same passage, the conclusion to this passage actually, are the famous words 
which a lot of Christians know by heart, which have been used in sermon after sermon, 
stuck on fridges and recited fervently; “for I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, 
plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you a hope and a future” 
This little section has been unwound a little and wrapped up again as a platitude we can 
offer ourselves as proof that we will be ok, that with God on our side all things will work out. 
But here these words are addressed to a people who are being told that their immediate 
rescue is not coming, that it may be as many as 70 years before they or their families get to 
leave, that this is their home now, amongst strangers, idolators, enemies. God’s plans to 
prosper them either were about a prospering here, or referring to the eventual return of 
perhaps some of the younger ones back to where they were from.  
This could not have been good news.  
 
But what if God was rescuing them? What if here they are rescued from a life of perpetually 
expecting something better while ignoring what was immediately in front of them? what if 
they are rescued by these words from the piety that would see them make all their 
neighbours into enemies, and their new home into a prison? After all, they had not been 



abandoned, they were still to pray to Yahweh, who was with them, even so far from what 
they thought was their spiritual home.  
This passage shows us a God who here provides God’s people rescue from the trap of their 
own grief, their own understandings of loyalty and the fervour which would see them live 
out their lives in Babylon in solitude and anger, seeing only hostility and danger.  
 
What if their prospering looked like them living well, loving well, seeking the holy and being 
present in the lives they were in now, rather than the lives they envisaged for themselves, 
even if that meant living in a way they had never thought possible or permissible?  
 
I’m not trying to make light of a situation of actual exile, which would have been the source 
of individual and generational trauma, and deserves to be treated with respect and caution, 
but I think these verses are a jumping off point for us to examine how often we do think we 
can predict how things will end for us, or how God would have us live, because we are safely 
wrapped in our tradition, our theology, or safely having memorised the verses that tell us 
we think how God will react to any given situation.  
 
It’s possible that we think we can get a handle on what God wants, and I mean, 
coincidentally, it’s often what we want.  
 
Question number 2: 
How often do we assume we know what God will think is best in any situation, or think we 
can predict the one who controls the wind and the waves?  
 
What happens when we can’t control the things around us, and we have to simply abide?  
 
What do we need to unravel about our misconceptions about our control? 
 
Because surely as the Israelites did, we have to ask ourselves, what if life won’t go back to 
normal?  
What if there is a new normal, and it involves seeking the good for and in the place we are 
in now?  
What if the way life works and the way God operates aren’t what we always thought?  
What if worshipping, living, loving God and those around us have a different shape to what 
we expected?  
I certainly don’t think any bad situation can be gotten through by simply choosing to see the 
best in what’s around us, and I certainly don’t think that’s what is being suggested to God’s 
people. Did they, as they started to build lives for themselves, forget who they were, or 
where they came from? Did they stop hoping they would see their land again? I would say 
no. but they had been given permission to not let that stop them living, loving, worshipping 
now.  
 
We are not in exile. And we are not being told that simply having a good attitude will help 
things get better. We would do well to remember the people groups who have actually 
been exiled, the indigenous peoples forced off their lands all those years ago, the people 
who still languish in detention facilities, removed from family, comfort, places of ease and 



faith and given a slowly degrading sense of self and sanity, simply because they sought 
refuge. 
 
What does our faith say about them?  
 
This reading doesn’t just outline a recipe for successful migratory integration. What we have 
here in part is a revelatory passage outlining God’s view of how God’s favour might be 
stirred throughout a land, even one where God has previously not been in favour. It offers a 
view of a land where people abide, and plant things deep, and love one another and join 
each other in bonds of loyalty and family. Where religious differences are set aside and 
people work together to make their land, the place where they are, a prosperous, or 
peaceful place.  
 
So, what is this saying to us, in our situations, in our land, now?  
In what ways do we let our assumptions about how God operates stop us from living fully 
where and how we are? In what ways do we hold ourselves aloof, waiting for God to save 
us, or waiting for that other group to be pleasing to us?  
 
Perhaps the Israelites who heard this proclamation did go on to live full and joyful lives, and 
by doing this, honoured the God they thought they had left behind.  
Perhaps we hearing it now can thank God for our lives, and work to dig deep in the soil of 
our lives to plant things that will grow healthy and green where we are now, without 
waiting for things to return to what they were, or when we finally get a handle on things, or 
work out how to do that one thing right, or have all our ducks in a row.  
Perhaps we hearing it now can remember that God is not found in our temples, that we in 
fact are the carriers of God, as well as all people we meet including and perhaps more so 
those who feel out of place and as if they are not at home.  
 
I’d like to offer you know some time to pray.  
You might like to weave something into your Unravelled art work, or, if possible, you might 
like to go outside, or at least look out a window, and just look around. See where you are, 
spend some time praying that you can be blessed and a blessing in the time and place you 
find yourself now. If you’ve found some dirt, pray a prayer over it, or write a prayer down 
and dig it into the dirt.  
Something like 
God, let me not save my roots for a time I feel safe 
Let me not save myself and my heart for only that which is familiar 
Let me not hold myself back, waiting for that which I remember 
Let me love and live and joyfully find you all around me 
In the quiet, the loud, the colourful, the dry. 
Unravel all which prompts me to wait for old patterns 
Unravel my assumptions about you, God of the wild 
Unravel my views of my neighbours, let me love them with open eyes 
May all who feel exiled find a home, and let us help them make it God, and may we all seek 
the welfare of the cities we share.  
Amen.  
 



So take your prayer and bury it in some soil, praying that it might grow and bear greenery 
and fruit in your life. 
 


