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29 These are the words of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent from Jerusalem to the remaining elders among the 
exiles and to the priests, the prophets, and all the people whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from Jerusalem to 
Babylon. 
 
4 Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to 
Babylon: 5 Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. 6 Take wives and have sons and 
daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply 
there, and do not decrease. 7 But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its 
behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. 
 
 During the fall of 2012, the minister of the church where we worshiped in Scotland went on sabbatical, 

pilgrimaging for 6 weeks on the entirety of the pilgrimage route to Santiago de Compostela, beginning in Le Puy, France, 

and going all 500 plus miles to the destination at the Santiago de Compostela Cathedral, the shrine to St. James. In his 

absence, he asked me to cover some of the worship, preaching, and pastoral duties, and took me out to lunch and gave me 

a quick overview and assured me that not much would probably come up and he was sure all would go quite smoothly. 

And for the most part it did. But I want to say, in those six weeks, I averaged a funeral a week, one Sunday an overzealous 

church warden looked the ancient gates that walled off the churchyard from the rest of the city and I couldn’t get by car 

out of there; in the process of frantically backing up and trying to steer around the churchyard and escape, I very so 

slightly scraped the car against the 400 plus year old historic church building leaving a very small mark of blue paint that 

I checked to see if I could find the last time I was in town. The church administrator, what they called business manager, 

was a retired naval officer, and was very organized and good at his work, but many of the staff were made of left-handed 

thinkers, creative types, bohemians, artists, and some of the fly by the seat nature of ministry and Christian community 

really drove him up the wall. In one heightened moment of frustration, I remember him slightly red-faced and exasperated 

about the questionable efficiency of the ecclesial operation he was a part of and the let’s just wing it nature of some of the 

folks he worked with and he turned to me and exclaimed: ‘we are all just living hand-to-mouth here.’  

 We are all just living hand-to-mouth here…this past week I thought about what he had to say when we 

celebrated friends who came from all over the country to be a part of the RHINO efforts after Katrina and heard how the 

city was in tatters and the church was barely functioning and yet some of the most creative and significant work this 

church was involved with occurred in a time of living hand to mouth. I thought about that as I searched for coats and 

slacks and items in my closet that could be usable for some of the men who need dress clothes at program for hope. I 

thought about it as I at sandwiches and hammered nails with people from many generations of this congregation 



 

 

overwhelming the expectations of the Habitat staff that they had to go and get more lumber for the work we were 

committed to see to completion. I thought about ‘living hand to mouth’ as I rushed out the door on a Friday afternoon 

because a member of my family was waiting for help on the side of the interstate. He was safe, but his tire was in tatters 

and so we waited watching the rest of the world whiz by until an angel named Joe from AAA pulled up and helped us 

change the tire and get back on our way. I really don’t go searching for them, but some of the most amazing days in 

ministry happen when your entire schedule gets absolutely upended and torn to shreds. I have changed many tires, but 

there was something about lying under the car on the shoulder right next to the interstate with my head sticking out 

trying to take off lugnuts that had my reaching for my cell phone and asking for help. After an hour or so wondering what 

wild life might be lurking in the swampy woods right behind us, Joe showed up and like a person with a death wish 

walked right on the white line of the interstate looking directly at oncoming traffic and semis coming full speed at us and 

he stared them down and simply pointed them to the either lane with his piece of pipe for the tire jack. I honestly 

thought he was going to fix our situation and then that would be the end of him, but he didn’t look worried at all. After 

what seemed like five minutes, he put on the spare and packed up and had us back on the road, ready for the next hand-

to-mouth adventure.  

 Our passage from Jeremiah is a letter to the exiles, captives who in 594 B.C. were conquered by the Babylonians 

and taken into captivity under foreign occupation and forced to live under house arrest as exiles in Babylon. Some of the 

exihilic and prophetic leadership sought to incite an immediate rebellion and try to force an immediate return home at 

the advent of the exile, but the prophet Jeremiah offers the exiles a slightly different message than one of complete 

defiance and open rebellion. Again, he says to the exiles in Babylon: ‘build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat 

what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters…multiply there, do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the 

city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.’ Just 

like the disciples and the first century messianic hopes for a political Savior, the people of the exile wanted immediate 

solutions, they did not want to invest one second of their time, energy, or resources in the enemy territory of Babylon. The 

words of the prophet must have felt upsetting to people who wanted to reverse the situation immediately; it must have 

felt like a concession or just giving up; it must have been despairing to those exiles who may have gone to Babylon never 

to see their homes and communities and country again. But the prophet does not see this calamity just as a tragedy, but 

another moment where we are called to seek the will of God, to see where God is in the mess, to say to ourselves, I cannot 

solve the world’s problems, but what is God calling me to do, how is God calling me to live, in the midst of a turbulent 



 

 

national crisis, in the midst of foreign occupation and exile, what is God calling us to do while we are in Babylon? Burn it 

down from the inside? Exact revenge on our captors? Hate on the Babylonians and bide our time in enemy territory.  

 Through the prophet, the Lord says none of those things, but instead says, to people who probably did not want 

to hear it, ‘bloom where you are planted, invest in and put down roots and love the community where you are, ‘seek the 

welfare of the city where I have sent you, pray to the Lord on the city’s behalf, and in its welfare you will find your 

welfare.’ Ouch. I don’t that is what they wanted to hear or do or commit the rest of their lives to in these circumstances. 

This past week I read an insight shared by a clergy colleague that was shared with him by the Episcopal priest and 

theologian Paul Zahl: ‘he best advice I ever got, he recounts, Zahl told him ‘people don’t change, and once you realize that 

people don’t change, you might be able to love them, and by loving them, they might actually change. That was freeing.’ 

Loving people in all their complicated nuanced ideogically challenged contradictory selves was liberating and the only 

real power that ever leads to transformation. Lecturing people on why they are wrong does not; making them watch the 

right cable news channel does not; calling them names does not; only loving the like-mindedly righteous does not. Several 

weeks ago Harvard professor and New York Times author Arthur Brooks spoke at Utah Valley University, the very same 

campus where just a few weeks earlier, Charlie Kirk was assassinated. Sounding like the prophet Jeremiah, Brooks told 

the audience that the only solution to our national crisis and our own heightened polarity, is to love our enemies. Brooks 

told the very same community that witnessed the horrific murder ‘you have been chosen for a great and vital journey. You 

have been called to respond to this murder by following the most countercultural teaching in the history of humanity: to 

love our enemies.’ Brooks cited motive attribution symmetry or the technique that has defined modern politics and our 

larger culture for the last ten to twenty years, that basically assumes that my side ‘loves this country, but you hate 

everything this nation stands for,’ as how both sides define their enemies and opposition. Brooks spoke up against his 

colleagues in a setting saying ‘you have been hearing from previous speakers that your opponents don’t love America. But 

I want you to remember something. Those opponents of yours. They are relatives of yours. They’re not stupid or evil. 

They’re simply Americans who don’t agree with you on politics. Nobody has been persuaded with insults. Nobody has 

been hated into agreement. But you have one tool that will work: love.’1 Brooks makes the point that the prophetic thing 

to do is not just to speak truth to those in power at any given moment, but to stand up to those on our side who are full of 

contempt and ‘say we must hate each other.’ Sounding a lot like the Rabbi from Nazareth, Brooks says anywhere we 

 
1 Arthur Brooks, How to Heal Your Country? Love Your Enemies,’ in The Free Press 



 

 

encounter contempt, our reptile brain may react to respond in kind or avoid it all together, but we are called to ‘run 

toward it with love.’ For the prophet Jeremiah, the prophetic word to the exiles is to run toward the exile with love, to 

build houses, to seek the welfare of their captors, and to seek the welfare of the city that holds them captive. And for 

Brooks, to lift the prophetic mantle is not to point out the flaws of our enemies, but ‘moral courage is standing up to the 

people with whom we agree, on behalf of those with whom we disagree.’  

Seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile. Run toward contempt with love. Deploy prophetic 

courage with those on your side on behalf of those on the other. And all the while, open wide your hands, even if it feels 

like we are often living hand-t0-mouth. . One might think that the best way to live long and prosper or be faithful to our 

calling to Jesus Christ in the world, is to preserve ourselves at all costs, to avoid pain or anything hard, to stay put 

together and pristine, but Jeremiah, Jesus, and the calling of this community offers us all something different, something 

more, something beyond self-preservation. Standing here with scaffolding behind me and feeling like we area work in 

progress and an unfinished project is the most natural state of Christian community. It would be more fitting if the 

Sagrada Familia cathedral in Barcelona, begun in the late 1880s and still under construction today, would never get 

finished, but would just keep adding spires and turrets and more beauty into the world generation after generation. That 

is what we are contributing to as we dedicate our pledges and gifts and lives. Not to a static thing that will always look 

complete. But to a dynamic community that is unafraid to live hand-to-mouth, that is unafraid to run toward contempt 

with love, that is unafraid to open wide our hands and ask for help, a community unafraid to stand up to our friends on 

behalf of our enemies, a community that seeks the welfare of the city where God has sent us, not just to bide our time at 

the surface level, but to plunge ourselves into its life with everything we’ve got. Whatever the challenges, whatever the 

future holds, whatever may be demanded of those who follow where Christ leads, I cannot imagine a more worthwhile 

endeavor. Amen. 

   


