
Pentecost 21 

The survival of the Jewish people and the Jewish faith is one of great cultural wonders of the world. 

Perhaps it is only matched by the achievement of our indigenous brothers and sisters in our own 

land.  From earliest recorded history the Jewish people have existed in the contexts of other 

civilizations which have come, dominated and then promptly disappeared. The Egyptians, Assyrians, 

the people of Ninevah, Babylon, Persia, Rome and Greece – and many, many other lesser tribes and 

groupings. These have come and gone.  . .  and that is just up until the time of Christ. It is truly 

inspirational that the covenant made with Abraham that his descendants would be light to the 

nations rings so true. The Jewish people are a tangible sign of God’s faithfulness and love.  

However, at various points in this long, long history, it has been a near run thing. And it is natural 

that a major focus of your sacred scriptures would be on those near run things. How did this 

catastrophe happen, how did they survive, what did they learn?  For this reason the whole issue of 

the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile in Babylon occupies such a huge amount of focus for 

Jewish people. Literally much of the Old Testament has this period leading up to exile and what then 

happened in Babylon, as its focus. How and why did the situation arise; what were the signs; who 

was saying and doing what; and how did they then survive.  But not only is there the literature that 

explains the catastrophe – such as the words of the prophets; but that this period of exile becomes 

the impetus for generating other literature. In fact, it becomes a maelstrom of great imagination and 

creativity – in discerning who God actually is and how we may speak of God. And the message is 

clear – never again.  Never again should they fail to understand Yahweh and the covenants. 

Generations of Jews following that time of exile can hear again, and again the story of that survival, 

and rejoice in the literature and writings of that time. 

Of course it could have been otherwise.  Indeed, prior to the Babylonian captivity beginning in 586 

BC, there was the destruction of the Northern Kingdom, perhaps confusingly known as Israel. The 

Southern Kingdom, around Jerusalem was known as Judah.  However, the ten Northern tribes were 

attacked and taken into exile in very substantial numbers by the Assyrians in 722 BC. The Assyrians 

were a particularly gruesome bunch – and no one survived, no Northern tribe remained. Only those 

who were not carted off from their land – who in time became known as Samaritans, survived. And 

as we know, they were not really regarded as true Jews and were later hated. The descendants of 

Israel’s sons – old Jacobs boys - in fact disappeared - except for the descendants of Judah.   They 

became the lost tribes of Israel – and ever since good well meaning, if not slightly crazy folk – have 

sought to find and re-establish those lost tribes. They might be as British Israelites (there is church 

hall in Fitzroy Street, Fitzroy where British Israelites have gathered, if you are interested) or 

according to some, they became North American Indians, or if you like Mormons, and many other 

groups besides. 

So later when destruction and exile came on the other Jewish nation, now correctly known as Judah, 

this time at the hand the Babylonians – the ending of a people and their faith was a very real 

possibility. In fact, almost a foregone conclusion. But they didn’t.  

For this reason – this is why someone like gloomy Jeremiah is so important, and as we reflected last 

week – why a lamentation is so significant.  And particularly, why our few short verses today are also 

crucial. By the mercy of God, the Jews survived their ordeal in Babylon. Many Jews, descendants of 

the original exiles of 597 and 586/7 B.C., would ultimately find their way back to Judea in the years 



following their release from captivity around 538 B.C. Others would elect to stay in Babylon (think 

contemporary Baghdad, Iraq) and perpetuate a vital Jewish presence there; a presence that 

continued unbroken until anti-Jewish sentiment virtually destroyed the Jewish community in the 

Mesopotamian valley just a few years ago. 

Perhaps it is idle to raise the question of why the Jews survived, while other communities just 
vanished.  But it is an important question. One we are now perhaps asking even in our contemporary 
context of the Uniting Church – selling off churches and the like  - and very much feeling threatened 
as if we are in a hostile context. So the short answer to the question why the Jews survived, and 
perhaps the pious answer, is that such was the will of God; the faithfulness of God. The prophets 
certainly emphasised that understanding of who God is. But in human terms, much of the credit for 
the survival of the Jewish exiles can be laid at the feet of Jeremiah. For it was Jeremiah who, more 
than any other contemporary spokesperson for God, provided those words by which the people 
could come to terms with the tragedy of their nation and, thus, could rise above it.  
 
So at some time after the initial capitulation of Jerusalem in 597 B.C., but before the terrible 
destruction of the city in 586 B.C., Jeremiah wrote a letter to those Jews who had been forced to go 
to Babylon in the company of King Jehoiachin (King Jeconiah of 29:2). The questions with which 
those captives wrestled were haunting. Many back in Jerusalem, who had heard the prophetic 
promise of judgment from Jeremiah and others, announced with satisfaction, more correctly 
schadenfreude, that these exiles of 597 had been chosen to receive God’s wrath because they were 
more evil than those who had been spared.  What should these poor souls over in Babylon do? 
Should they resist their captors; or perhaps just take the punishment of their captors; or 
alternatively, somehow live as if there was no tomorrow.   
 
Into their confusion Jeremiah injects his coolly reasoned advice – our reading for this morning. To 
begin with the captivity of the people comes from Yahweh, the God of Israel, and, as such, should 
not be resisted by God’s people. That is just the way it is. It will not end soon, and any who promise 
that it is ending soon, are deluding the people. Instead, the people in exile should “build” and 
“plant,” two verbs you may recall that form part of Yahweh’s original commission to Jeremiah to 
become a prophet. They must expand their families, so as to ensure the survival (29:6). However, 
most surprising of all, the exiles should so identify themselves with their captors’ community that 
they should look upon themselves as its citizens (v. 7). And then come the core advice “In its welfare 
you will find your welfare”. This is the climax of his astonishing advice. In Babylon’s welfare, you will 
find your welfare.” 
 
Well they survived. . .  and are still with us.  
 

Christianity is not a race of people, but a group of followers from many races. And that is also true of 

Islam. However, the issues facing the church at least in our context are very similar. Selling churches 

of existing congregations would seem like the barbarians are already at the gates. However, I would 

suggest the situation is a little more complex, but no less perplexing. 

In 1989 the immensely significant book Resident Aliens: Life in the Christian Colony  authored by 

theologians Stanley Hauerwas and William Willimon, was published. It directly appealed to this 

image of the exile, and asked how are we as Christians to sing the Lord’s song in a strange land. . .  

like what the Jews face. (A reference to psalm 137) The advice however, was different to that of 

Jeremiah.   

The book, and it needs to be said we are talking about a US context here, discusses the nature of the 

church and its relationship to surrounding culture. It argues that churches should focus on 
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developing Christian life and community, rather than attempting to reform the secular surrounding 

culture. Hauerwas and Willimon reject the idea that America, or any other country for that matter, is 

a Christian nation. Christians rather should see themselves as "resident aliens" in a foreign land, 

using the metaphor of a colony to describe the church. Instead of trying to conform the world to the 

gospel, or the gospel to the world, Christians should just focus on conforming to the gospel 

themselves. 

Hauerwas and Willimon proceed to discuss ethics and the relationship between Christianity and 

politics, critiquing the notion that Christians, or the church as a whole, should attempt to transform 

secular governments or get overly involved in politics in an attempt to change society. Instead, the 

role of Christians is to live lives which model the love of Christ. Rather than trying to convince others 

to change their ethics or redefine their ethics, Christians should model a new set of ethics which is 

grounded in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. Churches, therefore, should be primarily just 

places which help cultivate and grow disciples.  

As I said the book is very much set in a US context where there had been an increasingly powerful 

politicisation of religion. A very conservative Christianity has, at least until Donald Trump has come 

along, captured the US public square. If that was the case, I too would be pulling back into my little 

colony and be a resident alien. But then it does not sound very much like that colony seeks the 

welfare of the city – which Jeremiah instructed the exiles to do. Crudely put, do we as the church 

withdraw from the world and “help grow disciples” - to use the Willimon and Hauerwas idea; or do 

we engage with those around us and “seek the welfare of the City”.  

At the end of the day, it surely cannot be “either, or”; surely it has to be “both and”. Both growing 

disciples and seeking the welfare of the city.  I cannot imagine Jeremiah seeing that it is only about 

engagement, and seeking the welfare of the city, and not being faithful to Yahweh.  Singing the lords 

song in a strange land, as psalm 137 suggests, is difficult. But we do not cease singing the song, only 

to find ourselves advancing the city’s welfare. And Willimon and Hauerwas are right to caution us 

that being the church is not just the same as being a political party, say like what the Republican 

Party in the US used to be like; or on the other hand, simply a social welfare organisation 

implementing a government program. 

These are critical questions for this congregation at this point in its life, as it ponders its future, and 

looks to possibilities within the ASP process. We want this region of West Hawthorn to experience 

“the welfare of the city”, to use Jeremiah’s phrase: to know the fullness of life, to be respectful of 

diversity in all of its forms, to care for the marginalised, to be vibrant and engaging, to appreciate 

beauty and grace, and enjoy all of those good things of life. It is true, to adapt Jeremiah a little “for in 

West Hawthorn’s welfare, West Hawthorn Uniting Church will find its welfare”. Even if we at times 

feel we are a little on the margin, and the Christian church is not taken seriously, I hope we will recall 

Jeremiah and his simple but profound message, and also keep the faith.  

What could that mean? What should we be doing to seek the welfare where we live? 
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