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Jeremiah 29: 1, 10 – 14

I Know the Plans I Have for You


As we move toward the end of the book of Jeremiah we discover that everything Jeremiah predicted for the people is now taking place.  The people chose to ignore Jeremiah’s warnings and went on living as they did before, and soon enough his dire warnings became reality.  It only took a moment for the armies of Babylonian empire to sweep across the land and overpower the people of Judah.  The great city of Jerusalem was destroyed and the temple of God, the center of the people’s religious life, was burned to the ground.  Many of Jeremiah’s people were killed and thousands more were carried off into exile in Babylon.  In short, Jeremiah was exactly right, everything he predicted came true.  If ever there was a time for a big fat ‘I told you so’ this is it.  All the other prophets were telling the people there was nothing to worry about, that God would protect them.  God would never let the pagan Babylonians enter the holy city and the holy temple.  But they were all wrong and Jeremiah was right.  In the prophet game Jeremiah was the big winner.  His victory was apparent from the fact that he remained safely in Jerusalem and all his opponents were carried off to exile in Babylon.  Jeremiah managed to outwit, outlast, and outplay all the other prophets.  So how does Jeremiah enjoy his victory?  What does he do to celebrate being the last prophet standing?

If Jeremiah were living in our day and age we know what we would expect him to do.  We live in a culture that is dominated by a ‘winning is everything’ mentality.  And what is the point of winning if you can’t lord it over the people who lost.  Winners in out day like to gloat.  Whether it is business or politics, professional sports or little league, winning is what it’s all about.  In our culture we start teaching this philosophy to our kids at an early age.  I was at a meeting the other day where a gentleman was explaining that he is the coach of his six year old son’s football team.  He said “the league we play in doesn’t keep score or record wins and loses for kids that young they just want the kids to have fun.  But right now our team is two and two and we think we can beat the team we play this week.”  Apparently the coaches think it is never too early to lean that winning is good and losing is bad.  This perspective that begins in little league stretches all the way up to the very highest levels of our public life.  A few years ago a liberal political strategist named James Carville wrote a book called “We’re Right, They’re Wrong.”  This title accurately sums up the nature of political discourse in our country for the last few years.  The party in power does everything it can to embarrass the losing party.  I find it hilarious that whichever party controls the Congress uses the same tricks and tactics to win votes that they decried as unfair when they were the minority.  Winners get what they want, losers get nothing.  President Bush apparently believes that winning the White House means every single government employee should think exactly like him.  This is what it means to win in our day and age.  Winning means ‘to the victor go the spoils’, winning is about ‘making a statement’ it’s about ‘bragging rights.’
So if Jeremiah were living in our culture we would expect to see him celebrating his victory and rubbing it in the faces of all the prophets who doubted him.  We would expect to see Jeremiah doing one of those victory dances football players do when they score a touchdown.  We would expect Jeremiah to wave to the other prophets as they march off into exile and sing a chorus of “Na, Na, Na, Na – Na, Na, Na, Na – Hey, Hey, Hey – Goodbye.”  That is what we would expect, but what we find in this text is something very different.  Even after the stunning triumph of his prophetic words Jeremiah does not even seem to have a hint of gloating.  He does not seem to enjoy winning very much at all.  In fact, as soon as Jeremiah’s enemies are defeated and taken in to exile, he seems to change his tone completely.  Almost overnight Jeremiah moves from crying out threats against the people to trying to soothe and comfort them with words of hope.  The passage we read this morning comes from the text of a letter Jeremiah sent to his people in exile.  The letter is addressed to “the priests, the prophets and all the other people . . . who were carried from Jerusalem to Babylon.”  Immediately after the people are taken into exile, Jeremiah writes to tell them that God will bring them home.  He even addresses the letter specifically to the ‘prophets’ the same prophets who laughed at him and accused him of disloyalty when he predicted this would happen.  But still Jeremiah does not give a hint of an ‘I told you so.’  This letter is filled hope and reassurance.

Being a prophet is often about going against the flow.  When everything seemed to be going great in the nation, God sent Jeremiah to predict destruction.  Now that everything has fallen apart, God sends Jeremiah with words of comfort and love.  In this letter Jeremiah tells the people in exile that God loves them.  He assures them that God has plans for them and a future laid out for them, that God wants to them to prosper and not be harmed.  Jeremiah tells the people they will seek God and find God and they will be brought back from the place where they have been taken.  He assures them that even in a far away land God is listening to them, God hears their prayers.  In this letter Jeremiah finally gets to deliver some good news.  All that had to happen first was the total destruction of everything the people held dear.


Jeremiah’s people have lost everything that is familiar to them; all their religious institutions and practices are lost.  Their means of accessing their God has been destroyed.  Without the temple they have no way to offer their sacrifices or burnt offerings.  They cannot perform any of the religious rituals that they have used for hundreds of years.  And yet, in this time when the world has been turned upside down, when the people are struggling in exile, suddenly they discover that their God is closer to them than ever.  Even though they are in a far away land, with no way to worship God as they did before, still their God is with them.  This tender letter from Jeremiah speaks to the people of promises God is making to them.  Just as God made a covenant with their ancestors in the days of Moses, so now God will make a new covenant with the people.  God is going to restore them to their land and be with them in new ways.  Things will never go back to the way they were before the exile, but God is doing a new thing with the people.  God has a future prepared for them.  The time of exile is a time of preparation for the new thing God is creating in their midst.

A few weeks ago we talked about how many Biblical scholars see parallels between the time of Jeremiah and our own time.  These scholars suggest that the metaphor of exile is a good one to describe where we are as a church today.  Clearly Christians in the West have not been conquered or carried off to a foreign land, but the suggestion is that we have experienced a similar loss of our religious center.  The church no longer stands at the center of the culture the way it once did.  Christians, particularly Mainline Protestants, have been pushed to the margins.  Where once we had authority and commanded attention, now we are mostly ignored.  This reality may be less visible to us because we live in the ‘Bible Belt.’  In this area of the country the church is still hanging on to the last vestiges of privilege.  But in all of Europe and much of the American West, Midwest, and North the church has been moved fully to the margins.  This causes a radical shift in what it means to be a Christian in our time.   Many in the church are experiencing this change as a kind of exile.  They feel they have been taken away from what is familiar and safe.  They are discovering that the old ways of accessing God no longer seem to work.  They are finding themselves in unfamiliar territory and are unsure how to live in this new land.  

Maybe some of us can identify with this feeling of being in exile.  Maybe we too feel distanced from the church we once knew.  Maybe we are beginning to realize that the ways we once connected with God are no longer effective, that the familiar ways of doing things don’t seem to work anymore.  Maybe we in the ‘Bible Belt’ are also beginning to get a hint of what exile is like.  For us exile is not so much a place at it is a feeling, a feeling that our way of being the church doesn’t work anymore.  A feeling that the church will never again be as it once was.  These feelings can be extremely upsetting and disillusioning.  Exile can be very painful.  In the time of exile we may even find ourselves wondering whether God has abandoned us.  Maybe some of us in this church are beginning to feel like exiles ourselves.  Maybe we feel we have left behind the religious traditions we have counted on for years.  Maybe we feel disconnected from the church we used to know.  Maybe we are coming to terms with the fact that things in the church will never go back to the way they used to be.

This is what it means to be in exile.  We may feel like we are in exile just as much as those who were carried away to Babylon.  And we may wonder, as they did, whether God has forgotten us.  But as soon as we begin to wonder, just then the word of the Lord comes to us.  The same word that came to the exiles in Babylon all those years ago, “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.  Then you will call on me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you.”  These are the words of a loving God to a people in exile.  They are words of reassurance.  These words remind us that no matter how confused we are about how to be the church God still has plans for us.  And God’s plans are good plans.  They are plans to prosper us and not to harm us.  God is already at work to bring about a new plan, a plan that will allow us to prosper as God’s people in this time and place.  And God is giving us hope and a future.  Surely there are no greater gifts than these.  Hope is essential for life.  If we do not have hope we cannot accomplish anything.  It is easy to lose hope during the exile, but this text reminds us there is always hope because our God is not just the God of the present or the past, God is also Lord of the future.  There is a future laid out for us, for each of us as individuals, for our church here in College Park and for our whole denomination.  God has a future for us.  We will not ever go back to the way things were before, but God is going to do a new thing with us.  Through this text God also assures us that our prayers are heard.  When we call out, the Lord listens to us.  We are not abandoned, not forgotten.  When we pour out our anger and frustration over all that has been lost, God hears us.  And when we confess our deep fear and anxiety over what is to come, God listens.  The Lord is present to us in exile in a way that is immediate and direct.  In exile all the pretense has been stripped away and we can just be ourselves before God.

It is interesting that the time of the exile was one of the most deeply spiritual times in the history of God’s people.  In exile the people learned to worship God in new and more powerful ways.  For instance, with the temple gone the people had to find a new way to connect with God.  What they discovered was a rich heritage of texts that told the story of their faith.  What we call the Old Testament of the Bible largely came into existence in the time of the exile.  The people began to move from being a people of the temple to a people of the Text.  Also, some of the most beautiful songs and poems the people had ever written came about during the exile.  In their longing to return home the people discovered a wealth of spiritual resources they never knew they had.  Exile can be a difficult time, but it can also be a time of great spiritual awakening and excitement.  
If we in the modern Western church are indeed entering a time of exile, there are certainly many new things God is going to teach us in this time.  We may learn a whole new way to be the church together.  We may be given new insight and understanding into God’s word, we may even create beautiful art and poetry and song.  Exile does not mean separation from God, in fact quite the opposite.  In the exile God often seems to be even more present than usual.  God is removed from the temple and can walk with us in our daily lives.  The exile can be a time of renewal and a time to get excited about the plans God has for our future.  We may not know when this future will arrive, but we have the opportunity to live in a time of hope and expectation.  God has assured us there is a plan for us to prosper.  We get to live in the excitement of waiting for that future to become reality.  Exile is not really a bad place to be.  It can be a time of wonderful spiritual renewal and redirection.  If the church today is entering a time of exile, may God help us to live fully into this time and trust in the promises of God’s word.  May the Lord renew our spirits and fill us with hope for the new things that are to come.  Amen.
