
A SEASON OF GRIEF

Jeremiah 8:18-9:1; 30:12-17

A SEASON OF GRIEF


Jeremiah wants to talk about your grief. Jeremiah lived in a time of turmoil--a time of dying. He watched his world come unglued in 587 BCE as the Babylonian army held Jerusalem in a siege that lasted eighteen months. In August, 587, the army breached the walls of Jerusalem; destroyed the city; slaughtered men, women and children; and marched leaders back with them to Babylon (modern Iraq). The date 587 is a metaphor for endings and is still powerful today. 


As Walter Brueggemann has said, the Book of Jeremiah is a meditation on 587 as a tortured, dramatic statement that, first, there really are endings that we don't expect; and second, if you look for endings, you can see them coming. No word of comfort, no offer of help will make much difference if we don't realize that there are endings. We cannot be helped through our experience of endings if we take no responsibility about how we deal with them. 


I once led a grief group as we studied the book, A Grace Disguised: How the Soul Grows Through Loss by  Jerry Sittser. I first heard Sittser speak at Willowcreek Community Church outside of Chicago. He told how he and his family were in a tragic auto accident when his mother, his wife and his daughter were killed. In an instant he lost three generations of his family. In his season of grief Sittser is learning that it is not the experience of loss that becomes the defining moment of our lives but how we respond to loss that matters. Our response will largely determine the quality, the direction, and the impact of our lives (page 9; see 36).

I am dealing with grief and loss. Our family has moved from a familiar place we knew for 12 years. This past Wednesday I went to Oakton High School’s Open House. Here is a school of 2400 students, and I did not see one familiar face Wednesday night except for Anne’s guidance counselor. I am very glad to be here in Vienna, but my familiar world has come unglued.

Jeremiah preached as clearly as he could that Jerusalem's world was coming unglued. He felt pain and loss and grief. What pained him most was the failure of his contemporaries to notice, to care, to acknowledge, or to admit that their world was ending. The end did come. The grand construct that was Jerusalem did crumble in 587. Jeremiah, like Jesus after him, weeps over his beloved Jerusalem: "My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick. . . . For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt, I mourn, and dismay has taken hold of me. Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? Why then has the health of my poor people not been restored? O that my head were a spring of water, and my eyes a fountain of tears, so that I might weep day and night for the slain of my poor people!” (8:18, 21-22; 9:1).

Jeremiah is known as “The Weeping Prophet” because he enters painfully into a season of grief. All around him it is a season of cover-up and denial of a need to grieve. Unlike Hananiah (See 28:10-11, 15-15) and other preachers who insist that the disturbing events of 587 BCE are mere bumps in the road, mere detours to life as normal, Jeremiah asserts that they are a terrible ending to life as usual. The worst response we can have with deep grief is to deny it, to pretend that we are not in a season of grief and that we are “fine.” We all spend some time in that grand river called “DeNile.” The Weeping Prophet Jeremiah acknowledges his deep grief over his city and presumed world and laments, "My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick. . . . For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt, I mourn, and dismay has taken hold of me. Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there? 

But what if these are not just Jeremiah's words of grief? What if Jeremiah has journeyed so deeply into the heart of God that these are also the Lord's words? Listen again as this time the Lord speaks: "My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick. . . . For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt, I mourn, and dismay has taken hold of me. Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there?" Yahweh weeps for Jerusalem in 587 BCE. Jesus weeps for Jerusalem in 30 CE  And in 2007 CE Yahweh, Jesus, and we weep for Jerusalem as it stands for the terror, the violence, the hatred, the enmity that still exist in our world.  

Not only in chapter 8, but also in chapter 30 we are invited to participate in Jeremiah's and Yahweh's season of grief. Chapters 30-31 contain much of the hope material in the book of Jeremiah; thus, they are appropriately called The Book of Comfort. The key argument that Jeremiah has made against his people is summarized with powerful pathos in 30:12-13. The premise for the entire poem is the diagnosis of v. 12: "Your hurt is incurable, your wound is grievous (your injury is beyond healing).” Indeed the case is hopeless, and you are left alone, because all those that had hoped for you have given up their hope: "There is none to uphold your cause, no medicine for your wound, no healing for you" (v. 13). The poet says that there is a sickness in the land and there is no medicine for it and no hope for healing.  

NEWNESS


We are not surprised when v. 16 begins with “therefore.”  The word "therefore" is such a heavy and ominous word for prophets. Look at the first occurrence of "therefore" in 2:9--"Therefore once more I accuse you, says the Lord, and I accuse your children's children.”  Whenever prophets of the Lord say "therefore," we anticipate yet another threat--more bad news about our presumed world. 


You know the way your parents have used "therefore" on you. You came in later than they anticipated. Or you did not do what you said you were going to do. Your parents begin with a long list of how you have disappointed them. You hear just a long stream of words. But that is not what catches your attention. You are keenly aware when your parents say, "therefore." Here is crunch time. "Nag, nag, nag; therefore, you will be in every night by 10:00. . . .therefore, you can't go with those friends to that place again. . . therefore, you are grounded for the rest of your life, or until you have grandchildren--whichever comes first." We hate "therefore" because it is such a bother, whether you are a child, a teenager, or an adult.


So as we read this poem by Jeremiah, we know what "therefore" means. We know what has always come after every "therefore" in Jeremiah. Endings always follow "therefore." After every "therefore" comes the prediction of the ending of our presumed world because of the high standard that the Lord has for us. Punishment always follows “therefore.”


And in 30:16, "therefore" is again followed by the destruction of our presumed world. Yet as the poet continues, we experience a complete reversal. Here in 30:16, Jeremiah does not say, "Therefore Judah will be devoured," but rather another word: "Therefore, all who devour you shall be devoured, and all your foes, every one of them, shall go into captivity." The "therefore" of intense judgment has changed into an act of protection and relationship. The voice of harsh threat has become the sound of assurance. The God of indignation has become a powerful advocate and help. The contrast is clear in the parallel of verses 12-13 and verse 17: "Your pain is incurable (v. 12) . . . . I will restore you (v. 17)." "There is no healing for you (v. 13) . . . . I will heal your wound (v. 17)."

What has happened to bring this surprise following "therefore"? Jeremiah has revealed something about the Lord that we did not expect, and I hope you do not miss it. We expect to hear in the book of Jeremiah and the rest of the Bible the story about a God who sends punishment on us because of divine anger. Jeremiah journeys so deeply into the very heart of the Divine that the Weeping Prophet finds not anger but grief. The Lord’s response is not to disobeyed commandments but to rejected love.


Does your theology have room for a God who grieves, who yearns for a close relationship with you, the beloved? Jeremiah teaches us that only grief permits newness. It is God's grief that permits the "therefore" of v.16. If God had not grieved, there would have been no healing. Likewise, if we do not grieve, we will not have healing. 

 A church member once told me, "When my father told me to dig a hole, he said to dig it six feet deep. He didn't say dig until the ground was hard." My friend said that proverb has helped him throughout his life and especially in the tough times. I believe that it is true also in our season of grief. Grief work is digging through the hard stuff until you get to the bottom. It’s crying with Jeremiah and with the Lord: "O that my head were a spring of water, and my eyes a fountain of tears, so that I might weep day and night . . . .” (9:1). 

The "therefore" of newness and new beginnings comes only when we have dug through the hard dirt of life and have reached the bottom of our grief. Pain felt and articulated in God's heart permits new possibilities in the historical process. The call is for Jerusalem and for Vienna Baptist Church to participate in God's grief about the terminal illness, to participate so deeply that newness has a chance. Without a season of grief, the dreaded "therefore" might be only judgment. But God grieves and the "therefore" introduces an odd, unexpected newness. In our season of grief, only if we dig through the hard and get to the bottom of our grief, then, and only then, will we find newness, beginnings, and peace with God. There really is a balm in Gilead.
Solo: If This is Not the Place
Hymn:  There Is a Balm in Gilead
Blessing
May the footprints of God guide each of your journeys;

may the echo of laughter always fill your soul with light;

may heaven’s saints tend you in every resting place;

and may the love of the universe endlessly bend towards you.

(from Seasons of the Spirit, Fall, 2007) 

(Thanks to Walter Brueggemann, Because No One Cares (Jeremiah 30:12-17), in Hopeful Imagination: Prophetic Voices in Exile, 1986, pages 32-47)
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