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Five years ago, in early summer, my husband and I took our four kids 

and went to Europe. One day we were in a park in Norway, and the kids 
were running around and playing games. At one point Maisie and I were 
walking along a path when out of the corner of my eye I saw my son, 
Stanley, dressed in black, sneaking quietly up behind us. I knew he was 
going to try to scare us, and I thought about turning around so that his gig 
would be up, but I decided it would be way more fun to scare him instead! 
Isn’t that what all good nurturing mothers would decide to do?? So I let him 
get really close to me ... and then at the last second I jumped around with 
my hands in the claws-out-pounce position and shouted: “ROAR!!”  

Only ... it wasn’t Stanley...! It was a sweet and small Norwegian 
jogger dressed in black, as Stanley was. She screamed in horror and kept 
running. I called after her that I was sorry, but she was gone too fast for me 
to explain my outburst. (It should be noted that the first word we learned in 
other languages was “sorry”. Every Canadian needs to learn that word, our 
favourite word, before all others!) 

I couldn’t help but think of my father’s wisdom before we left. Anna, 
our oldest, was talking about sewing a Canadian Flag on a backpack so 
that people would know that we were Canadian and not American. (After 
saying sorry and drinking a Tim Horton’s Double-Double, not being 
mistaken for American is the big Canadian obsession!) Anyway my dad 
jokingly said: “Oh don’t do that! Inevitably you’ll do something embarrassing 
and it would be just as well at that point if they don’t know you’re 
Canadian!”  

There’s nothing quite like being in another country. In today’s story 
from the Old Testament, the Jewish people find themselves in a foreign 
country, and they are not there by choice. 

 When we think about the history of the Jews, two big events come to 
mind: First is the exodus, when Moses led the Israelites from slavery in 
Egypt, across the Red Sea, through the wilderness and eventually many, 
many years later into the land of Canaan. The second event that is central 
to Jewish history and to understanding the Old Testament is the 
Babylonian exile.   



Israel was a little state with large nations all around who continually 
threatened its existence. To the north there was Assyria and Babylon and 
to the south was Egypt. Babylon, their neighbour to the northeast, was 
becoming very powerful in the 5th century BC. Under King 
Nebuchadnezzar, Babylon managed to conquer Assyria and had even 
defeated Egypt in a crucial battle. Along the way, he also conquered little 
Judah. As he captured an area, the practice of King Nebuchadnezzar was 
to force the finest, strongest, most skilled and most intelligent young men to 
move to Babylon to serve the empire. So, after the destruction of the 
temple in Jerusalem, most of the craftsmen, smiths, chief officials and 
princes from the city were seized and taken to Babylon. 

What was life like for those exiled to Babylon? Well, many had to 
submit to hard labour. They were removed from their homes, from their 
families, and from their place of worship, the temple. And probably worst of 
all they were removed, it seemed, from their God.  

The exile was a huge challenge to the faith of the people of Israel. It 
seemed that God wasn’t there. Their God lived in the temple in Jerusalem, 
and if they couldn’t offer sacrifices to God, then they couldn’t be with or 
worship God. 

I love traveling, but always there is a certain longing for home – a 
certain longing for the place where you grew up. I think of how difficult it 
must be for refugees living here. I recently read a wonderful book called 
‘Homes’. It was written by a teenaged Syrian refugee living in Edmonton 
named Abu Bakr Al Rabeeah with the help of his English Teacher Winnie 
Yeung. 

It’s a wonderful and 
easy read — even my 
daughter Petra read and 
enjoyed it. It gives you 
such a sense of the beauty 
of Syria and the wonderful 
smells and rich culture, but 
also of course of the 
absolute terror from the 
war which broke out when 
the writer was 10 years 

old. It tells how he, along with his family and millions of others, were forced 
to leave.  

Though their father worked very hard to get them to Canada, for 
years it looked like it wouldn’t happen. One day, the call came that they 



were getting out and going to Canada — they felt they had won the lottery. 
They are and were so grateful for Canada, and for settling in Edmonton, 
Alberta, but the longing they have for home will never really go away. It’s 
not easy to call a new place home. 

That feeling can happen in big ways when we are in a new country, 
but we can also get that longing when we are forced to make difficult 
decisions like selling our home and moving for work, or so that we can 
have more care and support in a retirement or nursing home. Have you 
ever felt yourself longing for what used to be and wishing you could go 
back? 

In the Old Testament lesson we read today, the prophet Jeremiah 
sends a letter to the people in Babylon. But this was no ordinary letter. You 
see, the letter was written by Jeremiah, but it was signed by God. This was 
a letter from God. Let’s hear again what God had to say: “Thus says the 
Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile 
from Jerusalem to Babylon…”. Can’t you just picture the elder reading the 
letter to a crowd of exiles gathered around, as he read the salutation, and 
the people realized it was from their God? They must have started to get 
very excited. You can almost hear them mumble --“Finally, God 
remembered us! God knows how hard this exile is. He knows how much 
we hate it here, how lonely and afraid we are in Babylon. Finally, God is 
going to get us out of here!” They must have been thinking “this is going to 
be the Exodus part II. God is going to lead us out of here the same way he 
led our ancestors out of Egypt! We weren’t sure if he could hear our 
prayers from here, but now we know God has come to answer our prayers 
and today, we’re goin’ home!”  

You can understand their surprise as the elder continued to read the 
letter. “Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles 
whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and 
live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and 
have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your 
daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply 
there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I sent 
you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will 
find your welfare”. And just in case they started questioning whether the 
letter was really from who the elder said it was from, it concludes with “for 
thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel”. 

Can you imagine their surprise? Can you imagine the shock? God 
had no intention of getting them out of Babylon anytime soon. Not only did 
God have no intention of getting them out of there at that moment — it 



looked like they might be there for decades. God wanted them to get 
settled in Babylon. God wanted them to get married, arrange a mortgage, 
buy a house, and plant a cute little garden in the backyard. He wanted 
them to have a few kids, raise the kids, and put them in little league 
hockey. He wanted them to see the kids get married in Babylon and start 
their own families. God wanted them to settle down and get comfortable in 
Babylon.  

Sometimes God sends us that same letter when we are in our 
Babylon – when we are longing for what was. But instead of taking us back 
to the way things were, God wants us to endure it, accept it and even find 
reasons to give thanks for it. Remember that the apostle Paul had a thorn 
in the flesh and he prayed often that God would remove it. But instead of 
removing it, God sent Paul a similar letter to the one he sent to the 
Babylonian exiles. God may be trying to send you a similar letter too. We 
can be assured that no matter how far removed we are from what we wish 
for or for where we wish we were, nevertheless, God is with us.  

The most important thing that the Israelites learned from the exile 
was that no matter where they were, God was always with them. The faith 
of the Jewish people was greatly challenged by the experience of the exile, 
but it was strengthened just as much. They knew that God would be with 
them and would not forget them no matter where they were. Like the words 
the Psalmist proclaims: “Where can I go from your spirit? Or where can I 
flee from your presence? If I ascend to heaven, you are there; If I make my 
bed in Sheol, you are there. If I take the wings of the morning and settle on 
the farthest limits of the sea, even there your hand shall lead me and your 
right hand shall hold me fast”(Ps.139). The other very important thing that 
the Israelites learned was that they had much to be thankful for, even in 
Babylon. 

I am proud of Canada. I’m especially proud that this is a country 
made up of people who have chosen or have had to leave their home 
countries to make this new place their home. I don’t want to overly 
romanticize it, because our Canadian history is far from perfect, especially 
in how we chose to forget about and even push to the margins the 
Indigenous peoples who were here and called this place home for millennia 
before the rest immigrated here — and even in the way we sometimes 
continue to fail as we welcome strangers and accept differences. 

It seems to me, even on Canada Day, that we are called to hold onto 
our ‘homes’ lightly. This is not ‘our’ land. This is God’s land: from sea to sea 
and from the river to the ends of the earth. No matter where we live, we 
have been given our place as a temporary gift and one that we are to 



treasure and respect and work hard to better. Every once in a while, you 
hear people going on about being a taxpayer with rights, but when you are 
a Christian you need to see yourself more as a Citizen with responsibilities. 
What are you doing to make this beautiful and diverse country a better and 
more welcoming place? 
 
Earlier we sang the song “Like a Rock”. 

Like a rock, like a rock, 
God is under our feet. 

Like the starry night sky, 
God is over our head. 

Like the sun on the horizon, 
God is ever before, 

Like a river runs to ocean, 
Our home is in God evermore. 

 
Our home is in God evermore. Wherever you live, whatever you 

treasure; respect it, work and pray for its well-being, but hold it lightly ... 
because in the end we are all strangers in a strange land, just passing 
through. In the end our home and native land is not here in Canada or 
anywhere on earth, but eternally with God in heaven. 

If you find your home in God and root yourself deeply in faith, then 
the changes and losses of life will not be so hard to live through, and the 
beauty of the blessings you are given this day will so much deeper and 
richer. Thanks be to God.  
 
 

 
 


