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ÒLament and PraiseÓ 
Jeremiah 31:27-34 

Rev. Amanda Hendler-Voss 
 
 Marian Wright Edleman, founder of the ChildrenÕs Defense Fund, grew 
up being told that black girls like her werenÕt worth very much.  And yet she 
says, ÒI didnÕt believe it, because my parents said it wasnÕt so, my teachers said it 
wasnÕt so, and my preacher said it wasnÕt so.Ó  Her preacher, as it turns out, was 
her daddy, a second generation Baptist minister.  And so she learned well that as 
GodÕs child, no man or woman could look down on her and she could look 
down on no man or woman.1   
 When her father died, he left a will and testament to his family.  He didnÕt 
have, as Martin Luther King Jr. once said, Òthe fine and luxurious things of life to 
leave behind.Ó2 Instead, his will entrusted his children to their Creator, and he 
left them with the words: Òyou are never alone.Ó  He didnÕt have much money, 
but he left behind a committed life, a rich legacy for his children and 
grandchildren.   
 Every October as the trees fall apart around us, we honor ChildrenÕs 
Sabbath Sunday so that we too can consider the legacies weÕre leaving to our 
children.  Many religious traditions join us in this special Sabbath, because we can 
all agree that children around the world, in our cities, and in our neighborhoods 
are worthy of a rich legacy.   
 Please pray with me.  Creator God, we enter into your gates with 
thanksgiving this morning.  We offer you our praise for the children you have 
created.  And we give thanks that we are all your children.  Trouble the waters of 
our faith this morning as we consider the welfare of the littlest and the least 
among us.  Awaken us to what you would have us do as companions to our 
children on the journey home.  Amen.   
 You heard our text for this morning read so beautifully by Ben, and I 
want to thank all the children and youth contributing to our service today.  Your 
voices are so important to us.   
 The lectionary readings in recent weeks have led us through the aching 
laments of the poet-prophet Jeremiah.  As Joe noted last week, JeremiahÕs words 
come from Òa grim time in the history of Israel.Ó  A time when an enemy nation 
conquered Jerusalem, razed and ransacked the temple, and deported IsraelÕs best 
and brightest to Babylon. 
 In this grim time, an unquiet fire burned in JeremiahÕs soul.  His words 
possessed an imaginative urgency that pricked the most apathetic spirit.  His 
calling was to speak the truth to a community that refused to see its self 
destructive ways.  And you know thereÕs always a price the messenger pays.  
Jeremiah, though sought after to counsel kings in distress, was also put on trial 
for his life because of his radical message.   
 When I was a child, I learned the unhelpful rhyme Òsticks and stones may 
break my bones but words will never hurt me.Ó  Well, if we ever doubted the 
power of words, simply paging through the poignant book of Jeremiah packs a 
punch.  JeremiahÕs words were not formulated to foster friendly dialogue.  His 
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words hang on your soul, pulling at every heartstring and sounding every 
alarm. 
 Jeremiah alternates between proclamations of disaster and utterances of 
hope.  He vacillates between lament and praise.  In one breath he indicts Israel 
saying, ÒDisaster overtakes disaster, the whole land is laid wasteÉ your doings 
have brought this upon youÉ therefore once more I accuse youÉ and I accuse 
your childrenÕs children.Ó3  In another breath he utters GodÕs message to Israel, 
ÒI have loved you with an everlasting loveÉy our children shall come back to 
their own country.Ó4     
 Jeremiah was more poet than philosopher.  He didnÕt purport to shift 
public opinion through drawn out arguments.  He created art with his words.  
And imaginative art has always had the capacity to lift us out of circumstance 
and take us to new places.   
 In JeremiahÕs day, the people had not been living faithfully.  They clung to 
the temple as a guarantee of their security, for they believed God would never 
abandon the temple.  And yet the temple had abandoned God.  The temple 
establishment served only to numb the community to its self destructive nature.  
God would not save them from themselves.   
 Today we long for a similar guarantee of our security.  We imagine that 
thinking and believing the right way makes us safe.  In fact, weÕd rather be right 
than be happy.  The task of the human brain is to make meaning, to assemble a 
cohesive narrative, which some folks call a worldview.  We frame new 
information to fit what we already believe.  Sheer reason rarely transforms our 
thinking.  But the beauty and lament of art can astound our senses and confound 
our minds.  Art moves us to a new place, ushers us into a new realm.  And this is 
exactly what JeremiahÕs imaginative theology offered to an exiled people.  In 
rash and dramatic terms, Jeremiah articulated a message that woke Israel from 
its slumber and demanded a response.     
 JeremiahÕs take on history was not simply that Israel was forced into 
submission by volatile neighbor nations.  JeremiahÕs take on history insisted 
upon placing Yhwh at the very center.  And so the questions Jeremiah asked in 
exile were some of the same questions that people of faith ask in desperate times 
today.  Questions like what does it mean for our faith that God’s beloved children are so 
vulnerable to tragedy?  Questions like how do we sing the songs of our faith in a 
strange land?  How do we hope in exile?  And where is God in the midst of suffering? 
 Exile is an intimate reality for some of us.  There are exiles of our own 
making, the times when we have not been living in a way that gives life to 
ourselves or to those around us.  We succumb to our addictions.  Or we betray 
those we love.  We break our covenant with God by refusing to see the divine 
reflection in another human being.  Exile a lonely place.  When we live like this, 
as Joe observed last week, it is not enough to say that God will save us.  Being in 
covenant with God means that we must try to live faithfully.   
 And then there are times when exile is forced upon us.  We face disease 
and death.  We live in the ruins of broken relationships into which we had 
poured our lives and hopes.  We are tempted by the anxiety that runs rampant 
in our culture, disrupted by a depression that dulls the flavor of life.  Tragedy 
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intrudes into our homes, Òupending families and downsizing dreams.Ó5  We are 
cast into exile, and we can never go back to home as we once knew it.     
 On a day like today, I wonder how IsraelÕs children weathered the 
collapse of their community and the deportation of their families.  I imagine little 
ones romping in the ruins of the temple, scavenging for food, walking the trail of 
tears to Babylon.  They had done nothing wrong.  And yet the sins of adults set 
the scene of their lives.         
 Our world today is not so different.  Many live in exile.  One scholar notes, 
ÒIn our time, we witnessÉ an endless parade of displaced personsÑ unwelcome 
immigrants, fugitives, refugees, and a permanent underclass.Ó6  Of the 
permanent underclass in our nation, 13 million children constitute the poorest 
age group in America at a time when the gap between the rich and the poor has 
never been wider.7   
 German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a resistor who died at the hands 
of the Nazis, declared that the test of a nationÕs morality lies in its treatment of 
children.8  In our nation, we currently have 9 million children without health 
coverage, and President Bush just vetoed a bipartisan health care bill that would 
have provided coverage for a third of these children.  Attempts to override his 
veto failed by a small margin.  DonÕt let anyone tell you we canÕt afford to care 
for our nationÕs children (cite).  We have spent $455 billion taxpayer dollars on 
war, money that could have instead provided health coverage to every 
uninsured child in America ten times over.9  The choices we make in our national 
spending priorities flunk BonhoefferÕs morality test every day.   
 Children around the world are deserted and displaced, dispossessed and 
disregarded.  They live as exiles in a world that will not offer shelter.  Sometimes 
we wonder what this has to do with us.  Perhaps our children are healthy and 
happy, round cheeked and well loved.  And yet Jesus said, Òlet the children come 
unto me and do not hinder them.Ó  Marian Wright Edelman observes that Jesus 
did not say Òlet only rich or middle-class white children come.  He did not say let 
only the strapping boys but not the girls come.  He did not say let only the able-
bodied children come.  All the children he bade come.  He did not say let only the 
well-behaved nice children come or those who conform to societyÕs norms.  He 
did not say let a few, a third, comeÑ but all.  Jesus said let the little children come 
and forbid them not, for such is the kingdom of heaven.Ó10  It doesnÕt make us 
feel good to consider the plight of children, who are our present and our future.  
ItÕs an ugly truth that we donÕt care much to talk about, like a dirty family secret 
closeted for generations.  Perhaps like Israel, we refuse to see the truth of our 
self destructiveness.  And we canÕt help but despise doom and gloom prophets 
like Jeremiah.            
 Yet the Hebrew Scriptures insist that candor about suffering makes way 
for hope.  Lament makes praise possible.  The anguish of exile did not lead to a 
loss of faith.  ÒRather, the exile became a remarkable moment in the life of the 
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Jewish community for inventive and generative faith.Ó11  The place of 
woundedness harbored a unique capacity to become the location for 
transformation.   
 We who call ourselves Christians know this to be true because of the holy 
week we live through each year.  On Good Friday we lament Òthe most 
profound loss imaginableÓ in the suffering and death of Jesus.12  Three days later 
we praise God for the butterfly resurrection of new life offered to us with 
outstretched hands.  Perhaps it is true that our capacity for pain carves into our 
spirits a deeper capacity for joy.  We canÕt get to resurrection without journeying 
through the crucifixion.  And often that means that we have to face ugly truths 
and dirty our hands in the muck of this world.  We do this because we 
remember that candor about suffering makes a way for hope.  Lament makes 
praise possible.     
 Israel survived exile because they held onto the notion that they were 
GodÕs people.  Their theological survival began with lamentation.  In prayer, the 
Jewish people called out to God, protested the neglect of their people, and 
appealed for help.13  In spite of their self destructive ways, they implored God to 
come to them again.  They fiercely clung to the notion that God heard their cries.  
And so they beckoned, cajoled, wept, pleaded, confessed.  Not a bad idea for us 
in todayÕs world.  And somehow, their confession yielded to expectation.  Their 
resignation gave way to courageous insistence that called God to act on behalf of 
their community.  Exile became the place where they found their voice.14  
 Israel survived exile because ultimately their anguish led them to hope.  
They confronted the reality of exile with great seriousness, but they did not 
accept that reality as a final outcome.15  Lament cleared the way for a buoyant 
hope.  And Jeremiah, who had issued a condemning indictment of Israel, also 
proclaimed a new covenant: ÒThis is the covenant I will make with the house of 
IsraelÉ I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will 
be their God and they shall be my people.  No longer shall they teach one 
another or say to each other, ÒKnow God,Ó for they shall all know me, from the 
least of them to the greatest, for I will forgive their iniquity and remember their 
sin no more.Ó     
 The good news, my friends, is that our God is a covenant-making God.  
The new covenant Jeremiah proclaims is both rooted in the former covenant and 
profoundly unique.  The covenant of old was established when God led Israel 
out of slavery in Egypt and spoke on Mt. Sinai concerning what kind of nation 
they ought to be.  The prophets portray it as a marriage covenant.  And though 
God was faithful, the people of God were not.   
 The old covenant was imposed through law.  The new covenant is a 
covenant of the heart.  In the new covenant, we donÕt live faithfully because we 
must abide by legalistic rules and regulations.  The new covenant is an inward 
covenant.  We live faithfully because it is our heartÕs desire to do so.  No longer, 
says Jeremiah, will our relationship with God be mediated through a teacher, but 
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each one of us has the power to claim relationship with God, from the least to 
the greatest.   
 Our God covenants with kings and lepers, with immigrants and exiles, 
with elders and children, with Americans and Iraqis, with creatures and earth.  
Our God is a covenant-making God who proclaims, Òall shall know me.Ó  We 
endeavor to teach our children about God, but they have their own access to the 
divine spirit.   
 Our text for this morning ends on a note of grace.  God promises to 
forgive our iniquities and remember our sin no more.  Forgive and forget.  The 
new covenant is not a covenant of justice, but of mercy.  In a world where 
children wander as exiles in search of home, our lament must be sure and our 
anguished prayer sincere.  We must proclaim, like Jeremiah, that we are not yet 
living faithfully.  And yet GodÕs covenant of mercy promises that new life is 
among us.  God promises to be near to our children, to be known by them, and 
to extend to them the gracious forgiveness that is the mark of the new covenant.  
This is the rich legacy that is theirs.  May our praise and thanks to God rise up 
out of the strains of our lament, this ChildrenÕs Sabbath Sunday.  And may our 
final words to our children remind them: Òyou are never alone.Ó  Amen.        
            
                
   


