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On 12 January, the lectionary for morning prayer began its journey through the book of
Jeremiah.? Yesterday morning it had got as far as Chapter 39. By Holy Week, we will have
reached Chapter 45. That’s a lot of Jeremiah and, to be honest, I’'ve had some problems in
making sense of the whole. Reading just one bit per day doesn’t help either. And Jeremiah’s
turned up again this morning in the different lectionary that we use for Choral Matins.

I’ve been thinking of Jeremiah as a kind of commentator on international political affairs,
somewhat like Peter Hartcher in the Sydney Morning Herald, or Greg Sheridan in The
Australian. Jeremiah is very well informed about the gathering threats to Jerusalem and the
Jewish state from the north, specifically from Babylon, an empire that included parts of modern
Iran. We cannot overlook the resonance to today.

Of course, Jeremiah comments from his own perspective, which is different from those of
Hartcher and Sheridan, but I imagine all three of them in a similar role, bringing their respective
perspectives to the present problems.

Of course, that is a simplistic view of a complex book that contains poetry, theology, and events
in the prophet’s own history. It is important to acknowledge that Jeremiah does not contain a
single voice. It covers a time span well beyond the lifetime of the person called Jeremiah. As
Walter Brueggemann says:

. we see that the traditions of Jeremiah—mno doubt rooted in the person of Jeremiah and
eventuating in the final form of the Book of Jeremiah—are immensely generative; as a result,
the dynamism of the tradition kept producing more words and eventually more texts, so that
the book grew with “many similar words™?

These “words” or “voices” represent, Brueggemann argues,

an ongoing conversation among zealous advocates concerning the crisis faced by the
community of Israel at the demise of Jerusalem.*

The political and military developments behind the eventual destruction of Jerusalem can be
understood in their own geopolitical terms, just as we can understand today’s developments in
their own terms. My reading of the text suggests that the various contributors to Jeremiah also
understood the events directly. But Brueggemann argues:

In Judah, however, in the environment of Jeremiah, the great crisis could not be adequately
understood simply as a geopolitical event. The reason it could not be so treated is because Judah
was, at least in principle, completely committed to the rule of the one God, YHWH.?

! Readings: Psalm 86; Jeremiah 31:27-37; John 12:20-33
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Jeremiah is an attempt to make “theological sense out of a geopolitical crisis”.¢

Our perspective does not encompass the rule of God in such a direct way as Jeremiah does. We
may be aware that, in the USA, some Christians have interpreted the rise of President Trump
in exactly that way and we are aware of the dangers arising from such an approach. We are
most unlikely to regard God as clockmaker who has set the machine running and watches from
a distance, but neither are we likely to see God as the sole director of a great production. We
are more likely to take a middle position that is neither theocratic nor secular.

Today’s reading is from a part of the text that looks beyond the crisis of destruction and exile
to the hope of return and recovery. This text suggests that nothing lasts forever, that
reconstruction is always possible. Our experience of natural disasters shows us that this is true.
Communities can rebuild, even in the face of horror.

The central part of today’s text highlights how the world in which we live differs from what
God desires.

In those days they shall no longer say:

“The parents have eaten sour grapes,
and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”

But all shall die for their own sins; the teeth of the one who eats sour grapes shall be set on
edge.

This is an argument against collective punishment, and I have no doubt that we all see God’s
judgements in that way. But we can be in no doubt that, in the world we know, the sins of the
parents are visited upon the children. In all the conflicts of our world, children are the innocent
victims. I do not need to set this out in detail.

Today, on this Fifth Sunday in Lent, Jeremiah challenges us to consider the abyss into which
we, and our children, are cast. The abyss takes many forms, personal, familial, communal,
national, and international. They are minor only if they happen to someone else.’

Brueggemann reminds us that:

Read in the ongoing arena of faith, the Book of Jeremiah is about every such abyss, later as
well as original, personal as well as public. Every such loss requires the acknowledgment of
what has in fact happened. Every such loss invites hope for newness beyond. Jeremiah as
Scripture has not lingered over sixth-century BCE Jerusalem but has moved on apace, offering
itself as a script for recurring deep losses and recurring wondrous newnesses.®

Finally, our Lenten progress reminds us that the eyes through we must see events are not those
of Jeremiah, no matter how helpful they are. Our perspective, our response to the abyss, lies
between Good Friday and Easter Day, between the abyss of the death of Jesus and the newness
of Easter.’
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Jesus is laid in the tomb Malcolm Guite

Here at the centre everything is still,

Before the stir and movement of our grief
Which bears its pain with rhythm, ritual,
Beautiful useless gestures of relief.

So they anoint the skin that cannot feel

And soothe his ruined flesh with tender care,
Kissing the wounds they know they cannot heal,
With incense scenting only empty air.

He blesses every love that weeps and grieves,
And makes our grief the pangs of a new birth.
The love that’s poured in silence at old graves
Renewing flowers, tending the bare earth,

Is never lost. In him all love is found

And sown with him, a seed in the rich ground.'®
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