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The Truth of Exile 
15th Sunday after Pentecost – September 12, 2004 

Sermon Background Study 
Scripture Passage (NRSV) 
 

Lamentations 1:1-2 
1How lonely sits the city 

that once was full of people! 
How like a widow she has become, 

she that was great among the nations! 
She that was a princess among the provinces 

has become a vassal. 
2She weeps bitterly in the night, 

with tears on her cheeks; 
among all her lovers 

she has no one to comfort her; 
all her friends have dealt treacherously with her, 

they have become her enemies. 
 

Psalm 22:1-2 
1My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 

Why are you so far from helping me, from the 
words of my groaning? 

2O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; 
and by night, but find no rest. 

 

Today, we begin a four-week series on the reality 
of loneliness and the comfort of coming home to 

God, our own return from exile. 
 

Let’s be realistic 
 

Who among us has never been lonely? I don’t 
mean lonely for the afternoon or for the weekend. I 
mean the loneliness that crushes one’s heart, that 
pulls us down into despair and hopelessness. We 
can be lonely whether we are young or old. We can 
be lonely despite the presence of many friends. We 
can be lonely in marriage; indeed, loneliness in 
marriage is made all the worse by knowing what has 
been lost. Three Dog Night got it right: “Two can 
be as bad as one, it is the loneliest number since 
the number one.” 
 

If you have been spared such loneliness, you have 
been blessed richly. However, most of us have not 
been spared. And this is not how it ought to be. 
 

God is love (1 John 4:8). God is inherently relational1 and created us in his image so that we might 
freely love him and one another. Thus, there is no better evidence than loneliness of the 
brokenness of creation. We are made for love, not loneliness. We are made to be connected with 
others, not disconnected. We are made for attachment, not alienation or abandonment. 

                                                 
1This is probably the most profound consequence of the Christian proclamation of the Trinity, that God has 
always known himself as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, that God’s very being is a unity of three persons 
existing eternally in loving relationship. 

The Book of Lamentations 
 

Honestly. Did you even know that there is 
an Old Testament book called 
Lamentations? It is understatement to say 
that it is not read from the pulpit very 
often. Undoubtedly, it is because the book 
is aptly named. 
 

A lamentation is a profound expression of 
grief and loss. It is a wailing. A lamentation 
is despairing. The book of Lamentations 
consists of five tightly-written laments for 
the loss of Jerusalem, the temple, and the 
ark of the covenant to the Babylonians in 
587/586BC. 
 

Though often not the case in the Bible, the 
chapter divisions in Lamentations make 
sense. Each chapter is a separate lament. 
The first four are tightly written acrostics, in 
which each line of the poem (in Hebrew) 
begins with successive letters of the 
alphabet. Though the laments as a whole 
express the community’s grief and loss, the 
poems use different speakers to express 
individual weeping. Try reading the book as 
dramatized speech. For example, there is 
the voice of the poet who speaks for the 
community. There is a woman who is the 
personification of Jerusalem. She is “fair 
Zion” and has lost her husband. 
 

You may be able to get close to the 
emotional core of these poems if you can 
reconnect with the deepest, most hurtful 
loss you have ever endured. These laments 
express the profound despair of a people 
who have lost everything: their homes, 
their land, many of their loved ones, their 
temple, even the stone tablets given to 
them by God. And their grief was surely 
made all the worse by their belief that all 
this had come upon them as punishment 
for their sins. Not only had they lost 
Jerusalem, they had lost their God. If we 
bring to mind the image of a woman 
wailing and throwing herself into the dust 
at the feet of her dead child we might 
begin to grasp the emotional honesty of 
these writings. 



Exile 
 

The Bible is infinitely realistic. Scripture pulls no punches in expressing our humanity. Today’s 
passages are expressions of alienation and loss, of loneliness and separation. They get to the heart 
of the very worst of all possible separations we might endure . . . our separation from God. In the 
opening verses of Psalm 22, we hear the cries of a person who feels utterly cut off from God. As you 
probably recognize, the first verse of this psalm was spoken by Jesus as he hung on the cross 
(Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34). But Scripture not only expresses our individual emotions and 
struggles, its authors also speak for God’s people, as in the book of Lamentations. 
 

As shown in the timeline on this page, the Babylonians overran Jerusalem nearly 600 years before 
Jesus. They burned the city and the temple, destroyed the ark of the covenant, and sent thousands 
of Jews to exile in Babylon. For the poet of Lamentations, the city (v. 1) personifies the loneliness 

and despair of God’s people as they are led away into 
exile. Of course there is weeping and wailing. The Jews 
had seen their world collapse around them. Israel had 
died and the despair of grief has set in upon them all. But 
worse than losing their city or their land, they had lost 
their God. The Jews believed that the death of Israel was 
punishment for their sins, for their own abandonment of 
God and God’s ways. For them, it was as if God’s people 
had been led away to prison with the Babylonians as the 
jailers. God, who had been present with them since the 
Exodus nearly a century before, was present with them no 
longer. How difficult it must have been as they heard the 
metaphorical jail doors slam shut. 

 
In the coming weeks, we will hear uplifting words of hope 
and encouragement. We’ll hear God’s call home from 
exile and loneliness and God’s joyful welcome at our 
return. But for now, it is enough to know that in the 
pages of Scripture we can find a voice to express our 
deepest, most private feelings, those we might never share 
with others. We can find solace in the knowledge that 
even the people of God, even Jesus, can be encircled by 
darkness. And we can find hope in the knowledge that 
“What has come into being in him was life, and the life 
was the light of all people. The light shines in the 
darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (John 
1:3b-5). Praise be to God. 

Journaling from the Heart 
 

“Journaling,” as it is called, snuck up 
on me. I’m still not sure I know exactly 
what people have in mind by it, but I 
think I’m to write my thoughts and 
feelings each day. Write down my 
feelings?? . . . yeah, sure. Yet, when I 
began to work on this study, God 
surprised me again. For some 
unexplained reason, I googled 
“journaling” and was pointed to an 
entire American sub-culture. 
 

Looking through some of the links, 
such as one to the book, Journaling 
from the Heart, I was led to a deeper 
appreciation of Scripture! Let me 
explain. 
 

I will never be the sort to write down 
my feelings. Yet when I turn to the 
pages of Scripture I find that someone 
else has written them down for me. 
Joy, peace, anger, gratefulness, 
loneliness, shame . . . it is all here and 
much of it is in the Psalms. Today’s 
passages remind us that the Bible is 
not only God’s Word for the people of 
God (as we say each Sunday), it is also 
the spiritual journal of God’s people. 
As we would expect from someone 
who loves us deeply, God welcomes 
our honesty and our directness. 
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Daily Bible Readings 
(more realism from the Bible – honesty in our journal) 

Before reading each passage, take a few minutes to get a sense of the context.  Your study bible 
should help.  Jot down a few questions that come to mind from your reading of the passage. 
Day 1    Job 10  Job says that he loathes his life! Day 2    Jonah 4  In his anger, Jonah turns on 

God. 

Day 3    Psalm 137  Another lament for 
Jerusalem, but also a cold-blooded appeal for 
vengeance on the innocent. 

Day 4    Lamentations 1  The entire lament 
from which today’s passage was drawn. 

Day 5    Psalm 139  Of course, we can be 
honest with God. God knows us better than we 
know ourselves. 

Weekly Prayer Concerns 



Sermon Notes 
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Questions for Discussion and Reflection 

There are large portions of Scripture that are rarely read, taught, or preached from. When was the 
last time you opened the book of Lamentations? It is easy to dismiss such passages as too depressing 
or saddening. There is no joy in today’s two passages, no happiness, no peace. It is a lament for a 
world gone tragically wrong. Yet these passages express emotions that we’ve all felt and experiences 
that we’ve all endured. In this, the Bible is profoundly realistic. When you read the passage from 
Lamentations is it helpful to know more about the historical circumstances as outlined in today’s 
study? How might an understanding of the context enrich our appreciation of Lamentations and 
OT writings like it? In her commentary on Lamentations, Kathleen O’Conner writes that, 
“Lamentation names what is wrong, what is out of order in God’s world, what keeps human beings 
from thriving in all their creative potential.” She goes on to say that laments prepare the way for 
healing. What do you think she means? How could a lament of loneliness prepare the way for 
reconnection and reconciliation? 

Loneliness and alienation are as common in Plano as they are anywhere. When I first joined the 
staff at St. Andrew I asked what the clergy thought to be the biggest problem faced by those in our 
community. The answer I got was “loneliness.” Do you agree with this? What do you think are 
some of the causes of loneliness in our community? You might share some of your own experiences 
with loneliness. What does St. Andrew offer those who are lonely? Do we offer enough? How could 
we offer more? 

Fall Bible Academy starts tomorrow! 
It is NOT too late to register 

We are offering the largest array of morning, afternoon, and evening classes yet. Even if you’ve 
never been to a Bible study of any sort, there is something for you. 

You can register on-line at www.standrewccl.org 
 

Have you ever thought about joining a Sunday morning class but haven’t been 
sure how to begin? Mark your calendar now. The adult Sunday morning classes 

are going to host an open-house in two weeks, on September 26. ALL the classes 
will be hosting visitors. This will be a great chance to check it out! 


