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I’'ve never been in exile, never been forcibly moved from my homeland to a strange and
foreign place. | think I'm fairly safe assuming that most of you have not been sent into exile
either, but actually, who knows? Your stories are varied and deep. And anyway, we don’t have to
have experienced the trauma of a forced march away from what we love to know how it feels to
wake up in a strange and foreign landscape, to know how it feels to be estranged, split apart.
Those long-ago Israelites are different from us in a thousand ways, and their lives and histories
veer in different directions than ours. Yet, | too have been bewildered by my surroundings more
than once, haven’t you?

Sometimes exile comes to us. A diagnosis that seems to alienate you from the body
you’ve happily occupied for years. A relationship that seemed solid and trustworthy, but slowly
almost imperceptibly shifts and with it so does the ground beneath your feet. A community
whose values you prize and celebrate that starts to feel very unfamiliar. A change of fortune that
brings with it the loss of a known homestead and the security that allowed you once to sleep
peacefully through the night. There are so many ways that we can find ourselves looking around
and feeling like we’ve moved into a strange and foreign world.

When it happened to those long-ago folks who were taken into exile from Jerusalem to
Babylon, they felt all their feelings, as we now say. Read through the Psalms - many of which
were composed in this moment - and you’ll hear the grief and the anger and the sense of
abandonment that we might expect from a people whose world was turned upside down. Their
lives were fractured, and they became disconnected from their own stories.

They were thrust into a place they never asked for and now have to figure out how to live, what
to do, what to think about the strangeness. In that moment they look around for people who
can guide them through the unfamiliar landscape. And many people rose up to offer theories,
predictions, solutions. It makes sense that the people were drawn to those who promised that
“this won't last long,” “we’ll be home before you know it,” “soon things will go back to normal.”

But that is not the message of God to the people, not the message that Jeremiah brings
to those exiles. No, Jeremiah sends word that the exiles should settle in, many of them will live
in this alien land for the rest of their days. This is, again as we say now, the new normal. “Build
houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce... Seek the welfare of the
city where | have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lorp on its behalf, for in its welfare you will
find your welfare.”

The wishful thinking of those shallow promises of a quick stay will get them nowhere.
Instead of living in denial, pretending this will be over soon, God makes a different suggestion,
and it’s a hard pill to swallow. Make ourselves at home here? Accept this? Start putting these
new pieces back together? Plant gardens here? | don’t even know what grows in this soil. And
moreover, pray for this place? “Seek the welfare of the city where | have sent you into exile, and
pray to the Lorp on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.” Are you kidding me?
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You're essentially asking us to pray for our enemies; oh, right, long before Jesus comes along to
suggest this wild idea we find the seed planted here.

But then, how do we pray that, what words will we craft that will capture the struggle
and the surrender of being in Babylon? There are those psalms, and alongside those of lament,
there are others that offer praise and thanksgiving for the faithful presence of God no matter
the land or circumstance. And what happens to us when we pray in and for this strange, new
world? We remember that our lives are bound up with each other, no matter how we feel about
those “others.” And we are reminded that in even this awful place where we don’t want to stay,
our fates and fortunes are intertwined. “In its welfare you will find your welfare.”

What they begin to learn is that amid all that has been broken into pieces, they have to
seek wholeness. Because they cannot live with their hearts locked in the wishful thinking of
Jerusalem - in the past or in the future, while their bodies abide in Babylon in the present. No
one can survive in such a divided kingdom. To survive, they must be whole and wholly inhabit in
mind, body, and spirit in this very, uncomfortable place. They cannot bifurcate their lives,
lopping off the parts they don’t appreciate. Settle in, make yourself at home here, fully. Pray not
just for deliverance but for the very community, the city, the people here, the world you find
yourself in.

This learning to care for the welfare of the strange city is learning how to be whole
again. When things are fractured and divided, whether those are individual hearts or whole
communities, everything is so much more fragile, so much more easily broken. But when we
have whole human beings and whole institutions and whole neighborhoods, we discover
strength and resilience. When | am in denial about my circumstances or feel cut off even from
the streets | must travel on, then everything is much more brittle and | am more anxious. But
when | fully inhabit the land, then | am more fully able to find my way.

And so this little moment of counsel from twenty-five-some-odd centuries ago helps me
learn how to do that. What to do when | find myself waking up in a strange place that | don’t
recognize and can only mutter: | don’t understand this world, | don’t want this, | don’t know
what to do with all this. “Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they
produce... Seek the welfare of the city where | have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lorb on
its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.” Which is to say: do what you always do,
live your life now, here, invest and care for this place. And pray for this place, for in its welfare
you find your welfare. In its wholeness you can find your own wholeness.

If you’re like me though, or anything like those Israelites, | want more, | need more
direction on how, how to pray. When | don’t know what to do or say or even hope for, | turn to
two trusted resources: silence and the prayer book. Silence first, for as long as | can muster. And
then maybe the wisdom of our people, on page 825, A Prayer for Cities... And when our exiles
are of a smaller nature, private and personal, we’ll find prayers here too, And also, may |
recommend silence?

One of the hardest and most extraordinary things we can learn even on an unwanted
sojourn through a cruel place, is that God is here in the strangeness and dis-ease. And that we
will be whole again once we survey the new landscape, and see all over again that we are
enmeshed and entwined with each other, no matter who the other is. “Build houses and live in
them; plant gardens and eat what they produce... Seek the welfare of the city where | have
sent you into exile, and pray to the Lorp on its behalf, for in its welfare we will find our welfare.”
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33. For Cities

Heavenly Father, in your Word you have given us a vision of
that holy City to which the nations of the world bring their
glory: Behold and visit, we pray, the cities of the earth.
Renew the ties of mutual regard which form our civic life.
Send us honest and able leaders. Enable us to eliminate
poverty, prejudice, and oppression, that peace may prevail
with righteousness, and justice with order, and that men and
women from different cultures and with differing talents may
find with one another the fulfillment of their humanity;
through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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