
7700 North Meridian Street •  Indianapolis, Indiana 46260 • SecondChurch.org • 317-253-6461

“Bearing Words of Hope”
Jeremiah 29:1-14; Jeremiah 32:1-15 April 2, 2017

Things cannot get any worse. Jerusalem is under siege at 
the hand of Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon. Jeremiah is 
under house arrest because of his seditious talk. Jeremiah 
says that no matter how hard King Zedekiah fights against 
the siege, Jerusalem will be taken and the King will be 
hauled off into exile. What else can you do to silence a loud 
mouth prophet? If Jeremiah is a real prophet who speaks 
the word of God, then what the prophet says will come 
true. You have to contain the bad news. 

Even in a prison cell, God speaks to Jeremiah. God lets 
Jeremiah know in advance that his cousin is coming to him 
to make a deal. His cousin Hanamel wants to sell Jeremiah 
a field that belongs to their family in their home town of 
Anathoth. As a cousin, Jeremiah has the right of refusal.  

Less than ten years ago the American economy tanked. 
It began with the crisis of sub-prime mortgages and 
spread from there. The stock market plummeted; the 
unemployment rate skyrocketed. Members of our own 
congregation were suffering with unpaid bills, underwater 
mortgages, and no jobs. With the uncertain future, it was 
not a time to buy or sell real estate. 

With Jerusalem under siege and the survival of the 
country in doubt, it is not a time for anyone to buy an all 
but worthless field. We don’t know why Hanamel wants 
to sell the family property. Maybe he knows that the future 
of farming is dead; maybe he wants a little cash so that 
he and his family can escape before disaster strikes. He 
is determined to sell. From a business point of view, it is 
anything but a sound investment for Jeremiah. Jeremiah 
does not consult his financial advisor. He listens to what 
God wants him to do. They execute the deeds according to 
form with witnesses to sign them. While a host of people 
are standing about, Jeremiah hands the deeds over to his 
scribe Baruch with some unusual instructions. He tells 
him to seal the deeds in a clay jar to preserve them for a 
long, long time. Jeremiah declares, “Thus says the LORD 
of hosts, the God of Israel: Houses and fields and vineyards 
shall again be bought in this land” (32:15). Buying the field 
at Anathoth is not about a shrewd business deal; it is an act 
of prophetic symbolism. The divine eye is on the future that 

God has in store for the people. It may be a long way off, 
but it is a future filled with hope.  

When life is at its lowest ebb and disaster strikes, it is 
hard to find any reason to hope. When Jerusalem is taken, 
the Temple destroyed and the people hauled off into exile, 
all hope is dead. In exile, the Psalmist laments: 

“By the rivers of Babylon—there we sat down and 
there we wept when we remembered Zion. On the 
willows there we hung up our harps... How could we 
sing the LORD’s song in a foreign land?” (Psalm 137)

This is why Jeremiah writes a letter to the exiles. False 
prophets are telling them not to unpack their suitcases, 
get a post office box or settle down for they will soon be 
returning home. Jeremiah breaks the news that they will 
be in exile for seventy years. They are to settle down, build 
houses, plant vineyards, marry and have children. More 
than that, they are to pray for the welfare of the city in 
which they live. Their wellbeing is tied up in the wellbeing 
of Babylon. For God says, “For surely I know the plans I 
have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and 
not for harm, to give you a future with hope” (29:11).

In a similar way, Jeremiah’s letter to the exiles spoke 
words of hope to many churches that were suffering under 
the Communist regime in Eastern Europe. Years ago, I 
heard European pastors say that as the church prays for the 
nation in which it finds itself in exile, the task of the church 
is to hold the government accountable to its own best 
promises for peace, freedom and justice in the land. Some 
say that the church is always in exile, that is, we live as aliens 
and strangers on this earth. Our true home is heaven. Our 
prayers in these troubled times are for the wellbeing of our 
nation and our world as we hold our leaders accountable to 
the ideals of our country.   

God calls Jeremiah to tell the disobedient nation of the 
disaster that will fall upon the nations unless the people 
repent of their sins. Yet, judgment is not the final word that 
God gives the prophet to speak. The final word is the word 
of hope – the hope beyond the coming troubles. This hope 
is based on the future that God is planning for the people. 
In our call to worship, we heard the words of Paul to the 
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Christians in Rome. Paul speaks about the peace we have 
with God through Jesus Christ and the grace that God 
pours out on us. This assurance of peace allows Paul to say 
these words in the midst of trouble:  

“We also boast in our sufferings, knowing that 
suffering produces endurance, endurance produces 
character, and character produces hope, and hope 
does not disappoint us, because God’s love has been 
poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit”  
(Romans 5:3-5).

The hope we have in God rises in the midst of difficult 
times, in suffering and in tragedy. It can even rise from the 
ashes of life. In one church, the father of a young boy died.  
The boy was an only child. An elder in the church whose 
own children were grown took this young boy under his 
wing. He took him to Cub Scouts and worked with him 
on his Pinewood Derby car; he went to his baseball games; 
they went places together and talked together. Mostly, he 
was just a presence in his life. He wanted to instill in this 
young boy a sense of hope and assure him of a future.  

The power of hope can surprise us. The poet Emily 
Dickinson pictures hope as a tiny bird with feathers that 
nests in the soul. She writes: 

“Hope is the thing with feathers
That perches in the soul,
And sings the tune without the words,
And never stops—at all—”

She goes on to say that hope is with us in the hardest 
times; it endures the strongest winds, the wild seas and the 
coldest times. Hope is a gift that asks nothing of us. It is 
there as a gift of God.

As a sign of hope, Jeremiah offers a clay jar with deeds to a 
field that is about to be overrun by invaders; as a sign of the 
future, Jeremiah writes a letter full of hope to his people in 
exile. We are to live as a people of hope and offer that hope 
to others. We may speak a word of hope to a troubled soul; 
we may offer a cup of water, provide a basket of food or pay 
the rent. We present our children for baptism because we 
believe in the future God has for them as beloved children 
of God. We may sit with a grieving friend; we may provide 
a home for refugees or work to protect the environment 
for generations yet to come.  

So much of what we do is symbolic. We put a stake in 
the ground for hope. In a former congregation, there was 
an attorney who quietly decided to buy a home for a family 
from the Sudan. They had escaped the slaughter of many 
of their family members in their home village. The father 
of the family had become a minister who spent months 
at a time in Kenya working with the Sudanese church in 

exile.  They had five children and were not in the position 
to buy a home for themselves. They were making regular 
payments at no interest to buy the home from our friend. I 
found out that he had done this before for a woman in the 
church whose husband had divorced her and left her with 
two young children. One day, I asked him why he did these 
things. His response, “I guess I just wanted them to have a 
little bit of hope for the future.”  

For God says, “For surely I know the plans I have for you, 
says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to 
give you a future with hope” (29:11).


