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Speaking to the Exiles: How the Theme of Exile in
Jeremiah Addresses 21 Century Congregations
By Barry A. Jones”

ABSTRACT

The book of Jeremiah is the starting point for historical and theological investigation
of the Babylonian exile. In recent years, scholars from several theological disciplines
have identified the exilic period as a useful analogy for understanding the church’s
relationship to Western culture in a postmodern age. This article traces the theme of
exile from the poetic utterances of the prophet to the formation of the book in its
final form and demonstrates how the exile provided a framework for interpreting the
contents of the Jeremiah tradition. The article then suggests ways in which Jeremiah
can provide pastoral and theological resources for contemporary congregations that
interpret their present circumstance through the metaphor of exile.

It is possible to read the book of Jeremiah from the perspective of two
distinct audiences. The audience of Jeremiah the prophet lived in the final
decades of the kingdom of Judah, under the rule of the Davidic royal house,
centered in the royal and priestly city of Jerusalem. For this audience, the
worship of Yahweh, God of Israel, was an integral part of the national
culture of Judah and was promoted by the royal government, which
sponsored the temple of Yahweh in Jerusalem and supported the priestly
personnel and material provisions necessary to maintain the cultic functions
of a national religion. This audience heard Jeremiah’s announcement of
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impending divine judgment and witnessed the
destruction of Judean national life at the hands of the
Babylonian empire. The second perspective found
within the book of Jeremiah is the audience of the book
itself. This audience survived the collapse of the nation
of Judah; many were exiles relocated to Babylon. The
readers of the book of Jeremiah were subjects of a large,
pluralistic empire that promoted its own official religion
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and that gave no recognition, status, or privilege to the
exiles or to their religious faith or national identity. This
audience preserved, interpreted, and reapplied the message of Jeremiah
as prophetic instruction on how to live in their precarious new circumstance
as aliens in a strange and hostile society.

Within the past 30 years, many have come to see an analogy between
the circumstances of the exilic audience of the book of Jeremiah and the
cultural setting of Christian congregations in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries. Like the exiles of Judah, contemporary Christians
no longer enjoy the broad cultural support or privileged status of earlier
Christendom when Christianity was either the official state religion, or in
the case of the United States, the de facto established religion. The purpose
of this article is to explore the theme of exile in the book of Jeremiah and to
suggest ways in which the book can serve as a scriptural resource for
contemporary congregations in their present “exilic” context.

Exile as a Metaphor for Contemporary Congregations

The theme of exile has become a preferred biblical model for describing
the situation of Christian congregations in Western culture in general and
America in particular. Something of a consensus has emerged among those
who study and support the mission of the church in its social and cultural
contexts. Writings by ministers, biblical scholars, theologians, theological
educators, scholars of congregational studies, and missiologists echo a
persistent theme: the collapse of the major social and religious institutions
of Judah in the early sixth century BCE and Judean responses to that collapse
provide one of the best biblical analogies to the relationship between
Christian congregations and the post-modern, global, pluralistic culture
of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries.!

Scholars who employ the biblical exile as an analogy for the
contemporary church use the exile in one of two ways: either descriptively,
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theological interpretations of the Babylonian exile in ~Jeremah 267NRSY
selected Old Testament books. He concluded his study

with a chapter titled “Light for Our Exile,” citing

parallels between the exile of Judah and the dislocation
of the church from positions of power and influence in Western society.
Another scholar who has made significant use of exilic texts as
descriptive language for the contemporary setting of the church is Walter
Brueggemann. In his 1986 treatment of exilic prophecy, he described the
alienation experienced by Judah after 587 as an appropriate metaphor for
the church’s uneasy transition into a Post-Enlightenment era.® The church,
entering a new era devoid of earlier certainties, was in strange and
unfamiliar territory. In 1997, Brueggemann returned to the image of exile
as a way to describe both the content and the setting of Christian preaching
in an era in which the values of the gospel are out of favor with the values
of an increasingly consumeristic and militaristic American culture.* Inboth
works, Brueggemann offered exilic texts as scriptural resources for coping
with the church’s cultural marginalization.

While many scholars have used the Babylonian exile to describe the
current relationship between church and culture and to provide biblical
resources for addressing that relationship, other scholars suggest that the
church’s situation outside of cultural power centers offers an identity that
is more representative of the gospel message than was true of established
Christianity. One example of this stance is the work of John Howard Yoder.
Yoder used the biblical theme of exile to
describe the free-church tradition’s
perspective on the relationship between
church and culture.® Yoder argued that

Some scholars suggest that the
church’s situation outside of
cultural power centers offers an

identity that is more an ecclesiology based upon the biblical
representative of the gospel model of the Exodus had as its inevitable
message than was true of conclusion the biblical stories of conquest

established Christianity. and monarchy, including a drive toward

coercive force that cut against the grain
of the gospel. Yoder claimed that the exile, with its pattern of a religiously
defined community living out an alternative ethic within the dominant
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culture, was more compatible with the communal
pattern evident in later parts of the Old Testament and
throughout the New.

Yet another scholar who saw the Babylonian exile
as a biblical prescription for Christian existence in
America was George W. Webber, president emeritus of
New York Theological Seminary.¢ Webber’s context in
the inner city led him to question the successful but
uncritical pattern of church life that flourished in the
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suburbs but ignored the needs and challenges of the
urban poor. He found a more authentic model of Christian identity and
mission in Jeremiah’s instructions to the exiles of 597 BCE to “seek the
peace of the city where [the LORD] has sent you into exile.” Christians, in
Webber’s interpretation of Jer 29:7, should live as exiles in current society
and as pilgrims headed toward the emerging kingdom of God. This view
of Christian existence received renewed and popular attention, at least in
mainline Christian circles, in Stanley Hauerwas’ and William Willimon’s
1989 book Resident Aliens.” Rather than lamenting the changed status of
the church in post-modern society, Hauerwas and Willimon argued that a
church free from the trappings of cultural power would also be free to live
out certain dimensions of Christian community that had previously been
compromised or surrendered in order to share power with the state.

A scholar who combines Brueggemann’s and Klein’s theological interest
in the Old Testament with the communal, sectarian theology of Yoder and
Hauerwas is Daniel L. Smith-Christopher. In his groundbreaking, socio-
historical study Religion of the Landless, Smith-Christopher used comparative
data from modern refugee populations to study responses to the experience
of exile among the Judean exiles in Babylon in the sixth century BCE. Based
upon studies of exiled populations and his own Mennonite tradition, Smith-
Christopher argued for the possibility of a contemporary theology of exile
for modern American Christians.® In his most recent work on the
theological use of the exile, however, Smith-Christopher argues not just
for the possibility of an exilic theology but rather for its necessity. He
describes exile as “not merely a suggested paradigm, but a radically
sobering diagnosis for the present reality of Christian existence in the
world.”? In the tradition of Yoder, Smith-Christopher argued that a
contemporary exilic theology represents a recovery of the biblical witness
to the nature of the church.

Using the exile to describe and address the relationship between church
and culture in the twenty-first century has not been the sole purview of
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American theologians and biblical scholars. Peter
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authentic vocation for the church in postmodern culture.
A major result of the renewed attention to the
Exile is both an honest exile is that exilic texts, a long-neglected
diagnosis and an authentic  portion of scripture, are becoming a more
;ggtaﬂ?;; ;?"; f:r&?tﬁrimh n importiant'resource for congregationial identity
and mission. The book of Jeremiah has a
unique place within exilic literature as the
legacy of the prophet who heralded, witnessed, and responded to the exile
in the traumatic years prior to and just after 587 BCE.

The Theme of Exile in the Book of Jeremiah

The complex literary history of the book of Jeremiah makes
methodological considerations very important for the task of addressing
the theme of exile in this book. Recent critical study of the book falls loosely
into one of three distinct perspectives on the contents of this broad
“Jeremiah tradition.” One perspective, represented in the work of William
L. Holladay," treats the book as an historical source for the words and
deeds of the prophet and reconstructs an original chronology behind the
edited content of the book. A second perspective, represented by Robert P.
Carroll and William McKane, gives attention to the great complexity of
material within the book, including inner contradictions and evidence of
diverse time periods, and treats with skepticism any claim to objective
historical information about the person of Jeremiah.”? A third, mediating
approach to the book, represented by R. E. Clements, Walter Brueggemann,
and Terrence Fretheim'’s recent Smyth & Helwys commentary, focuses on
the present form of the book as a literary text and on the message it
contained for the community that received it.”®

Tracing the theme of exile within the book of Jeremiah requires adopting
some elements of each of these three approaches. First, my assumption is
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that the poetic oracles of Jeremiah provide some
measure of evidence for the prophet’s own portrayal of
the exile. Second, the prose material in Jeremiah has
the potential to show both how Jeremiah approached
the subject of exile and how the prophet’s use of this
theme was modified by those who transmitted his
teaching in the form of prose sermons and narratives.
Here, while I am aware of the issues raised by Carroll
and McKane, my approach to the prose material is closer

Lachish Letter#4

to that advocated by Ernest Nicholson in his monograph
Preaching to the Exiles."* When dealing with prose material that reused and
reinterpreted Jeremiah’s prophecy in the preaching and teaching ministry
of the community that survived the exile, I try to identify as best as possible
what the material likely meant for Jeremiah’s historical audience and then
address how it has been reused by the community that gave the material
its present form. Finally, the theme of exile
occurs very prominently in the editorial  pp its present form, the
framework of the book of Jeremiah as it exile and its aftermath are
appears in the Masoretic Tradition (MT) and  major themes of the book
shows how those who gave shape to this form ~ ©f Jeremiah.
of the book developed this theme. In its
present form, the exile and its aftermath are
major themes of the book of Jeremiah.

Exile as a General Consequence of Military Defeat

The theme of exile occurs in six variations within the book of Jeremiah.
The first variation is the most general in meaning and occurs most
frequently within the poetic oracles in Jeremiah 1-25. These poems
primarily describe, in evocative language, an impending, disastrous attack
from an unspecified “enemy from the north” as judgment for Judah’s
religious apostasy. Within this context, exile is mentioned as a general
practice of ancient warfare that accompanies other associated traumas of
being defeated by an invading army. Jeremiah 2:14-15 is first and typical
of such references:

IsIsrael aslave? Ishe ahomeborn servant? Why then has he become
plunder? The lions have roared against him, they have roared
loudly. They have made his land a waste; his cities are in ruins,
without inhabitants.
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conquering nation’s labor force are additional

explanations for the uninhabited cities and barren land.

Warfare and exile are twin political and economic tools of empires in their
quest to usurp the human and material resources of subject nations for
their own economic interests.”* In the texts cited above and elsewhere in
Jeremiah,' exile is a familiar component of the warfare threatened by
Jeremiah against Judah at the hand of an imperial force. Similar threats of
exile in Jeremiah’s oracles against the nations of Egypt (46:19), Moab (48:7),
and the Ammonites (49:3) reinforce this view of exile in Jeremiah's poetic
oracles.

One also finds the description of exile as a general consequence of defeat
in war in the prose materials in Jeremiah. Jeremiah 8:3 describes exile for
survivors of the coming war against Judah as a fate worse than that of
those who will die in that war. In 15:4, a rejected Judah is sent out from
Yahweh'’s presence to be given over to pestilence, sword, famine, and
captivity. Here exile is but one in a list of horrors to be suffered by the
defeated population of Judah. Jeremiah’s announcement of judgment to
the priest Pashhur son of Immer in 20:4-6 again reflects this general
understanding of exile: “I will give all Judah into the hand of the king of
Babylon; he shall carry them captive to Babylon, and he shall kill them
with the sword.” Even though the reference here to the king of Babylon
specifies the “enemy from the north” of Jeremiah'’s poetic oracles, the threat
of exile is still a general threat and part of the expected consequence of the
ensuing war."

Exile as Historical Experience in the Northern Kingdom

Exile as the result of defeat and domination by imperial forces was a
concrete, historical experience for the people of Judah as a result of the
annexation and destruction of the Northern Kingdom by Assyria between
the years 734 to 722 BCE. Although these events occurred roughly a century
before the time of Jeremiah, the magnitude of this historical trauma and
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of Judah. Although this prose section has most likely
been expanded from the perspective of 587 BCE, it is reasonable to conclude
that the unfavorable comparison of Judah with the exiled Northern
Kingdom had its origins in Jeremiah’s prophecies of judgment against
Judah. Another reference to the fate of the north is in the apparent
conclusion to Jeremiah’s “temple sermon” in Jer 7:15 (“I will cast you out
of my sight, just as I cast out all your kinsfolk, all the offspring of Ephraim”).
The historical experience of the exile of the Northern Kingdom provided a
chilling precedent for the general threat of exile and devastation in the

judgment speeches of Jeremiah.
Exile as Historical Experience in the Southern Kingdom: 597 BCE

The theme of exile in Jeremiah takes on a new degree of specificity in a
collection of references to the deportation of King Jehoiachin and a large
group of Judeans to Babylon in 597 BCE. The first reference to these events
appears to be Jer 13:15-17 and 18-19. Verses 15-17 appear to be something
like a last warning before disaster comes, but the immediate context
assumes that the outcome is inevitable, to the effect stated in verse 17, “the
LORD’s flock has been taken captive.”?® Verses 18-19 describe the deposing
of the king and queen mother, the fall of the southern border, and the exile
of “all of Judah completely.” Carroll emphasizes the lack of historical
specificity in the passage, as in much of Jeremiah’s poetry, and notes that
royal families of Judah were deposed and deported in 609, 597, and 587.
He concludes that the passage could refer to either event. Elsewhere in
the book, however, the only other references to the exile of king and queen
mother are to the exile of Jehoiachin in 597.2' The explicit reference to exile
in verse 19, even in hyperbolic tone, suggests the deportations of 597 as the
most likely occasion for this unit. The general threat of exile heard
elsewhere in Jeremiah has here become lived experience.

Other references to the exile of 597 occur in chapters 24-29 and form
the backdrop to Jeremiah’s confrontations with prophets as depicted in
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of the unit that, despite appearances, the Jerusalem
community that survived the events of 597 will fare
worse than the community taken into exile, makes sense in the aftermath
of 597 when those remaining in Jerusalem would naturally interpret their
plight as an escape from the judgment suffered by the deportees to Babylon.
Jeremiah’s message is just the opposite of the natural conclusion to the
events of 597 regarding the plight of the two communities.® The Babylonian
community will be spared the future destruction of Jerusalem, while the
Jerusalem community will experience ultimate destruction. Indeed, the
unit refers to two different exiles: one that is past, experienced by the
Babylonian community, and another yet to come, resulting in the
destruction and dispersion of the residents of Jerusalem (24:9-10). It is
understandable how the Babylonian community, based on this comparison
of their fate to the Jerusalem community, could develop after 587 a further
message of future hope as is found in 24:5-7.

Jeremiah 29, which is in the form of a letter of the prophet to the exiles
of 597 in Babylon, gives evidence of a lengthy history of compilation, not
the least indicator of which is the absence of verses 16-20 in the Greek text
of Jeremiah. Like Jeremiah 24, however, it is not necessary to deny the
origins of the chapter in an actual letter of the prophet to the Babylonian
community in response to events in the period following 597. The occasion
for such a letter is portrayed in Jeremiah 28, namely, the existence of
prophets who are predicting the overthrow of Babylon and the return of
exiles to Jerusalem within the near future (Jer 28:1-4). In response, Jeremiah
sent word to the Babylonian exiles that they would remain in Babylon for
a very long time. This message is consistent with the rest of Jeremiah’s
preaching, to wit, that defeat at the hands of Babylon is Judah'’s divinely
appointed punishment to which both exiles and survivors in Jerusalem
should submit. The exile of 597 gave specific content to Jeremiah'’s earlier
threats but did not exhaust the extent of judgment that the nation of Judah
would receive. To the extent that the Babylonian exiles accepted Jeremiah’s
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of Judah, as evidenced in the final form of Jeremiah 29.%

Exile in the Wake of 587

In 587, as reprisal for a revolt by Zedekiah, Nebuchadnezzar laid siege
to Jerusalem, captured and burned the city, including the temple and the
royal palace, and tore down the city’s outer walls. Another group of Judean
citizens was taken into exile in Babylon. Jeremiah 37-44 portrays Jeremiah
as a participant and witness to these events, to which Jer 52:1-27 provides
an additional summary.

A series of texts in Jeremiah describes the defeat and exile of Judah in
587 from the perspective of those who survived it and sought explanation.
Jeremiah 5:18-19 is a good example of these texts. Verse 18 provides a
qualification of the general tenor of Jeremiah’s poetic oracles, to the effect
that Yahweh will not utterly destroy Judah. Verse 19 anticipates the question
that survivors of Judah’s demise would ask. “Why has the LORD our God
done all these things to us?” The response explains exile as a direct
consequence of violations of the first commandment. “As you have forsaken
me and served foreign gods in your land, so you shall serve strangers in a
land thatis not yours.” In asimilar way, Jer 9:12-16 raises question of why
the land is laid waste like a wilderness. Again, the answer lies in Judah'’s
disregard of the law, with pride of place belonging to the first
commandment. As a result, the people will be scattered among foreign
nations and pursued by the sword. Jeremiah 16:10-13 poses similar
questions with a similar answer, including the repeated threat to “hurl”
Judah out of the land into a foreign land to serve foreign gods.

Ernest Nicholson described these three texts as a form of
Deuteronomistic instruction consisting of a question about a specific
situation, the answer to the question in relation to covenant law, and a
restatement of the situation as a result of covenant violations.” Each text
presents the prophet as foremost a preacher of the law after the manner of
Moses in Deuteronomy. Nicholson concluded that these texts represent
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theology. The exile was just punishment for covenant
violations that had been duly announced by Jeremiah.”
The preaching of Jeremiah, reused and expanded after
587, provided the exilic community with an explanation of their exile and

with instruction for continued communal life in new circumstances.

Exile as a Beginning Point for Future Recovery

The Babylonians’ war against Judah in 587 left behind a decimated
population, a defunct social and economic order, and a despoiled land.?®
Despite the terrible toll it exacted upon the survivors of Judah, the lone
positive aspect of this devastation was its finality. The divine word given

to Ebedmelech the Ethiopian in Jer 39:18 and to
The exile of 587 marked Ba.r1.1ch ben Ngriah in Jer 45:5 could apPly to th.e
not only an end but also  €Xilic community as well: they had received their
a beginning. lives as a prize of war.” Several texts in Jeremiah
reflect the belief that judgment now
accomplished could give way to hope for the

future. The exile of 587 marked not only an end but also a beginning.

The first text in the canonical order of the book to contain this message,
Jer 3:11-18, interrupts the poetic oracles of judgment in Jeremiah 2 and 3
with an unexpected word of future restoration for both the house of Judah
and the house of Israel. What was perhaps originally a call to exiles of the
Northern Kingdom has been expanded to include restoration for the exiles
of Judah as well. From the perspective of this text, exile is now a past
event and hope can at least be entertained for a future restoration. In a
similar way, Jer 16:14-15 interrupts an announcement of judgment with a
prediction that the future return to the land will not only repeat the exodus
from Egypt but will overshadow it by comparison. A parallel statement in
Jer 23:7-8 comes at the conclusion of a series of oracles promising a restored
Davidic kingdom that will preside over a restored nation. Promises of
restoration and return also appear in the report of Jeremiah’s message
concerning the exiles of 597 in Jer 24:6-7 and in the report of Jeremiah’s
letter to the exiles of 597 in Jer 29:10-14.
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return now that judgment has passed. Chapter 32is an
extended narrative of Jeremiah’s purchase of a family
plot at the height of the siege of Jerusalem as a prophetic sign that the land
soon to be despoiled will once again be settled. Chapter 33 gives a series
of prose speeches that echo the promised renewal of chapters 30 and 31.

One may add to the speeches announcing restoration of Judah after
587 the narrative reports of chapters 39-43 that describe Jeremiah'’s activities
in the immediate aftermath of the fall of Jerusalem. Jeremiah’s conscious
decision to remain in Judah after the fall of Jerusalem provides a narrative
expression of the same hope for the land that is conveyed in the oracular
reports of chapters 30-31 and the prophetic sign act of chapter 32. Rainer
Albertz, in his recent history of the exilic period, describes these chapters
as historical evidence of the prophet’s own understanding of 587 as an
opportunity for a genuine new beginning for the land of Judah, albeit one
soon forfeited by the assassination of Gedaliah.®

Finally, in addition to the texts that address the future of the survivors
of Judah are a small group of texts with the somewhat surprising message
that restoration is not limited to Israel and Judah alone. InJer 12:14-17, the
enemies of Judah who intrude on the land abandoned by Judah are
themselves threatened with exile along with Judah. Afterward, both Judah
and its neighbors are promised restoration to their land and the opportunity
to worship Yahweh and again to prosper. In this same vein, oracles against
Egypt, Moab, Ammon and Elam in the Oracles against the Nations include
not only threats of exile but also promises of restoration after the period of
exile is complete (Jer 46:26; 48:47; 49:6; and 49:39).3! Just as exile is not an
experience unique to Judah, neither is the hope for restoration. Indeed,
there seems to be a theological perception behind such texts that exile is
but one movement in a larger divine plan of judgment and restoration.

Although the promises of hope present such a jarring contrast to
Jeremiah'’s stark oracles of unrelenting divine judgment, Brueggemann
posits a unifying theological perspective behind these disparate messages.*
If the exile of Judah is simply the fate of weaker states in the path of great
empires, then hope for the future would seem illusory at best. If, however,
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Judean groups such as those who assassinated the pro-

Babylonian governor, Gedaliah (Jer 41:1-3), or who

rejected Jeremiah'’s instruction not to go to Egypt in the aftermath of that
assassination (Jeremiah 42) demonstrates, Jeremiah’s message of acceptance
of servitude to Babylon was neither the only available option nor necessarily
the most appealing one.

Exile as a Framework for the Book of Jeremiah

The final set of texts that employ the theme of exile in Jeremiah is found
in the structural frame of the book as it occurs in the MT (Jer 1:1-3 and
52:28-31).3* Both the introduction to the book and the conclusion use the
exile of 587 as a point of reference for understanding the career of the
prophet. Jeremiah 1:1-3 locates the terminal point of Yahweh’s word to
Jeremiah in the “exile of Jerusalem” in 587. The fall of Judah and Jerusalem
is characterized by the word “exile,” suggesting the perspective of those
who established the framework of the book. The superscription of the
book of Jeremiah looks retrospectively to the events of 587, encapsulated
in the key term “exile,” as the effective end point to the long preaching
career of the prophet. It is also with the total sweep of Jeremiah’s career in

view in the aftermath of 587 that his call as
The first chapter of Jeremiah a prophet to the nations, “to pluck up and
has a programmatic perspective  to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow,
on the events of 587 that gives {5 byjld and to plant” (Jer 1:10) comes
shape to the entire book as a learlv into f The first chapt ¢

collection of resources for clearly nto locus. € hirst chapter o
exiles. Jeremiah has a programmatic perspective
on the events of 587 that gives shape to the

entire book as a collection of resources for exiles.®

The conclusion to the MT book of Jeremiah in 52:28-30 shares this
retrospective, exilic point of view with regard to Jeremiah’s message and
ministry. The focus of this brief unit is the release and restoration of King
Jehoiachin in the thirty-seventh year of his exile, or 561 BCE. The positive,
albeit humble, change in the status of Jehoiachin differs strongly from the
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description of Jehoiachin’s fate in the recorded speeches
of Jeremiah, signaling the historical distance between
the time of this text and that of the prophet, and also
suggesting the diversity of contributors to the book in
its final form. As with the superscription in 1:1-3, the
experience of the exilic community provides the
structural framework for the book of Jeremiah as well
as the lens through which the message of the prophet is
read.

Lachish Letter#4
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the smoke signals of Lachish, we are
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The preceding survey of the theme of exile
in the book of Jeremiah allows one to trace a development of this theme
across the career of the prophet and to see how this theme became central
for the community that shaped the book of Jeremiah even as they were
shaped by their continued openness to the prophet’s words. Jeremiah the
prophet announced a cataclysmic judgment on Judah and Jerusalem for
their continued breech of their covenant with Yahweh. This judgment
included exile as a part of the multifaceted terrors of war that a conquering
force would unleash upon the nation. After the Babylonian invasion of
597 and the subsequent exile of part of Judah’s population, Jeremiah did
not relent in announcing further calamity for those who refused to accept
submission to Babylon as Yahweh’s desired judgment on the nation. In
light of the continued resistance to the prophetic word in Judah and the
disastrous consequences of that resistance, the community of exiles in
Babylon came to be viewed in a more favorable light as those who had
escaped the final blow to Jerusalem and thus could posit some hope for
continued communal life. When resistance to Babylon reached its inevitable
disastrous conclusion in 587, Jeremiah, in word and action, suggested the
possibility of a new era of hope for those who had survived in exile.
Jeremiah’s words of judgment and

hope .WEI_.e recorded, .l'ead, a'nd The book of Jeremiah is the product
reapplied in the community of exiles of a community that experienced
after 587 to provide an explanation exile and that found resources for
for the disaster, as well as instruction rebuilding a communal life in the

. - - words, actions, and experiences of
and inspiration for the surviving the prg phet a < these wr:are preserved,

community. The book of Jeremiah interpreted, and reapplied to their

in its final form is the product of a continuing communal needs.
community that experienced exile

and that found resources for coping

with this disaster and for rebuilding

a communal life in the words, actions, and experiences of the prophet as
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these were preserved, interpreted, and reapplied to

their continuing communal needs. “Then e propiet Jeremah spok
all these words to Zedeksah kang
of Judah. 1 Jerusalem, when the
anay of the kg of Babylon was
fighting aganst Jerusalem and

Resources in Jeremiah for Contemporary E.,:h”i}'i':,‘.:'"f%:‘:}:”
- - - r these were e oniy e
Christian Exiles ates of Judah that remaned
~Jeremmah 52.6-7 NRSV

What resources does the Book of Jeremiah hold for

contemporary churches that are coming to grips with
their exilic status in the twenty-first century? How can
the reflections on exile in Jeremiah help such churches to engage their
current context? An adequate answer to such questions requires more
extended treatment than the limits of this article will allow, and would
ideally involve the collaboration of a number of disciplinary perspectives
that inform congregational ministry. Efforts at this kind of hermeneutical
work have already begun, however, and it is possible to describe some of
the preliminary findings of such work in the remainder of this article.

Walter Brueggemann has provided a framework for application of
Jeremiah to the contemporary context of the church in his book on the
exilic setting of contemporary preaching.* There, Brueggemann describes
six “interfaces” between the current setting of the church and the scriptural
resources from Israel and Judah’s exilic experience. Although
Brueggemann’s observations are drawn from the full extent of the Old
Testament’s exilic literature, some of his observations apply with equal
force to the book of Jeremiah.

Exile is a loss to be grieved

The first parallel Brueggemann draws between the exile and the
contemporary church is the need to grieve what has been lost. Just as
Judah had to give voice to the tremendous pain that accompanied the loss
of life, land, nation, king, and temple, so do American Christians need to
express the less traumatic but no less real loss of the supportive and
privileged relationship that once existed between church and society. The
need for healthy grief is necessary because it is possible for contemporary
persons to deny the reality or extent of the alienation from culture that the
church has experienced. Evidence of this denial is ample. Studies relating
the church and the exile have been coming forth from biblical scholars,
theologians, and ministers for nearly 30 years, yet experience suggests that
the majority of churches continue to follow the same practices that were in

191



Tachick Lotierfa place when the wider culture still encouraged and
saanmemnneoneis | | rewarded participation in the life and ministry of the
: church.

Although Brueggemann describes Lamentations as
the primary scriptural resource for this necessary work
of grief, in an earlier work he addressed the prophetic
and pastoral dimensions of grief made available in
Jeremiah.¥” According to Brueggemann, the poetic
evocation of grief in Jeremiah may help to overcome
the modern penchant for denial of pain and death and
to open up possibilities for newness for both God and the church. Many
passages within the book of “the weeping prophet” give expression to the
shock, denial, anger, and despair that attend the loss of cherished things.
The classic treatment of Jeremiah by Abraham Heschel is perhaps still the
best place to begin to explore the depths of pathos expressed in Jeremiah.®
In Jeremiah’s poetry, God mourns for Judah, Jeremiah mourns for Judah
and for himself, and Judah is called to mourn for themselves and even, in
Heschel’s interpretation, for God. Fretheim picked up Heschel’s perception
of divine grief as expressed in Jeremiah in his book The Suffering of God.®
In his commentary, he calls attention to the “rhetoric of tears” in Jeremiah.®
This rhetoric, according to Fretheim, is pervasive in Jeremiah not only
because of the depth of suffering experienced in Jeremiah’s career but also
because of the great resonance such language had, and still has, for an
exilic audience.

Exile Demands Battle against Despair

A second interface that Brueggemann identified between the church
and exilic texts is the possibility of despair rooted in a loss of faith in the
power of God. Exiles in any age need an
assurance of the presence and power of  Exiles in any age need an
God to endure the emotional and spiritual =~ assurance of the presence and
toll of despair. Although Brueggemann  Power of God to endure the

. . . . emotional and spiritual toll of

points to the powerful evocation of divine despar.

potency in Deutero-Isaiah as a prime

example of exilic attempts to battle despair, Jeremiah is not itself without
such resources, many of which lie within the “Book of Consolation” in
chapters 30-31 and the associated promissory material in chapters 32 and
33. Salvation oracles punctuate these chapters with promises of restoration
(30:3); liberation (30:7-8); salvation, return, rest, divine presence (30:10-11);
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everlasting love (31:3); redemption (31:11); and the
creation of a new covenant (31:31) reminiscent of the | .. ... eemes spose
“new things” announced in Deutero-Isaiah.! Likewise, | oo o Zeehah bos
the use of creation language such as that found in Jer | i emomm
31:35-37 and 33:19-22 as a guarantee of God’s CONtNUINg, | werwie, Lt end Ak,
fidelity to the remnant of Israel is a powerful example | ‘s iestesremamed -
of theological reflection emerging from the crucible of ~Jetemah 32 67 NRSY
exile.

To these texts one should add the promissory

materials addressed to the exiles of 597 in Jer 24:4-7 and

Jer 29:10-14. Both texts address the kind of paralyzing despair that the
appearance of interminable exile engenders. As Brueggemann observes
inhis commentary on these two texts, both combat such despair with daring
theological claims. The promise in Jer 24:4-7 that the exiles of 597 are,
despite all appearances to the contrary, God’s favored ones is grounded, as
Brueggemann observes, in God’s sovereign “reckoning” of them as good.*
Likewise the promise of future hope for return in 29:10-14, coming as it
does on the heels of Jeremiah’s announcement that exile is a long-term
prospect, again seeks to ground the hopes of the exiles in the theological
claim of a God who is newly available precisely in the context of despair
and seeming hopelessness.*

Exife Invites Prayers of Lament

A third interface that Brueggemann names is the need to express the
moral incongruity of exilic suffering in the form of theodicy. Not all of the
suffering caused by exile can be explained as judgment deserved, and the
judgment wrought in exile does not equitably fall only on those who deserve
it. There is a need to address the apparent incongruity between the
character of God and the experience of exile. Again, Jeremiah contains

significant resources for the work of

Expressions of pain and questions  theodicy in the form of the personal

when addressed to God after the laments of Jeremiah. Jeremiah’s laments
model of Jeremiah’s laments give voice to the physical and emotional
maintain the dialogue between pain of exile and to the questions and
aiiﬁli:gge??\i:e:g?yﬁg: the complaints that such pain generates
renewed life to begin. toward God. As Samuel Ballentine has

observed in his study of the lament
tradition in Jeremiah, such expressions of
pain and questions when addressed to God after the model of Jeremiah
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Tachioh Lottersd maintain the dialogue between people and God and
praswmmmsnenenins | | foster the work of grief necessary for renewed life to
e begin.

Exile Fosters a Disciplined Spirituality

There are other areas of correlation between the
exilic audience of Jeremiah and contemporary churches
in addition to those described by Brueggemann. One
such area is suggested by the lament tradition discussed above. In certain
texts in Jeremiah dealing with the situation of exiles, a heightened emphasis
on spirituality and prayer is clearly evident. Chapters 24 and 29-33 contain
important texts in this regard because they address the concerns of exiles
directly and because they preserve evidence of Jeremiah’s own instructions
to the exiles. Both Jeremiah 24 and 29 include calls for a new form of
spirituality among the exiles in Babylon. Jeremiah 24:7 is a helpful example.
There Yahweh promises to the exiles “I will give them a heart to know that
I am the LORD; and they shall be my people and I will be their God, for
they shall return to me with all their heart.” The promise entails a renewal
of the covenant with Yahweh (“my people...their God”) by means of an
inner spiritual transformation (“a heart to know that I am the LORD”) and
a return to covenant faithfulness (“they shall return to me with all their
heart.”) In Jer 29:13 one finds another description of seeking Yahweh with
one’s whole heart as a spiritual transformation that will emerge out of the
exilic experience. The theme of a new covenant marked by inner spiritual
transformation is repeated in Jer 31:31-33, the famed “new covenant” oracle,
and in Jer 32:39-40, where there is a promise of “one heart and one way,”
and the “fear of Yahweh” placed within the peoples” hearts so that they
can maintain their covenant allegiance. Such texts describe the exile as a
path toward a transformed community capable of engaging in a new, more
disciplined form of spiritual practice.

Parallels between the transformed spirituality described in Jeremiah
24 and 29-33 and the spiritual practices of contemporary Christians are
suggested by the work of sociologist of religion Robert Wuthnow. His
book After Heaven: Spirituality in America since the 1950s describes the
changing nature of Christian spirituality in the decades of the church’s
recent decline in cultural influence and power.*® Wuthnow describes the
dominant spirituality of the generation that returned home from World
War Il as a spirituality of “dwelling.” The central purpose of this type of
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spirituality was to create a stable and secure society for
the survivors of the war and for their rapidly growing | ..., ...tz spoie
families by building stable churches, neighborhoods, | &fjmes e Zeidoek Ko
and social institutions. This form of spirituality became | e s oo
increasingly difficult to maintain within the complex | ue i L e dskais
and increasingly mobile society of the late twentieth | s o merrmemt-

century. It gradually gave way to what Wuthnow ~Femiih S24.TNEEY
characterized as a new “spirituality of seeking,” whose

primary aim was to acquire newer and greater forms of

spiritual experiences. This highly individualized and

transient form of spirituality is itself yielding to an emerging form of
spirituality that seeks to create a balance between the traditional and self-
expressive spiritual styles of earlier generations. Wuthnow called this style
a “spirituality of practice,” and described it as a personal and sustained
commitment to an individualized selection of traditional and enduring
spiritual disciplines.

I would suggest that a reasonable analogy could be drawn between
Wuthnow’s spirituality of dwelling and the “official” religion of pre-exilic
Judah with its emphasis on inhabiting sacred space and fostering communal
security. Further, the spiritual practices encouraged among the exiles in

Jeremiah such as repentance, prayer, and
The general correlation between  internalization of the covenant through
the changing spiritualities of study and obedience seem also to
exilic and present times suggests  approximate Wuthnow’s description of a
that the book of Jeremiah spirituality of practice. This general
provides instruction for . .
disciplined spiritual practices as corr elat.lgn betvyf.:en the Cha“$1n8
an appropriate response to exiles  Spiritualities of exilic and present times
ancient and modern. suggests that the book of Jeremiah

provides instruction for disciplined

spiritual practices as an appropriate response to exiles ancient and modern.
Exile Demands New Engagement in Mission

A final theme of Jeremiah that has ramifications for twenty-first century
congregations is the theme of exile as an impetus to renewed mission. This
theme is suggested in the language of Jer 29:4 and 7. There Jeremiah
addresses the exiles in the name of Yahweh as “the exiles whom I have
sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon.” Verse 7 adds the instruction to
“seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to
the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”
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According to this text, exile is an act of God and has at
least the potential effect to benefit the land where the
exiles are found by means of their prayers and their
actions for the well-being of their new surroundings.
Welsh pastor and missiologist Peter Cruchley-Jones has
offered an application of this text from the perspective
of contemporary missiology. According to Cruchley-
Jones, exile has an inherently critical dimension, and part
of this criticism can be explained by the concept of the
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missio Dei, the reconciling work of God in the world.*
Judah’s sin was partially in neglecting its participation in the missio dei by
limiting the scope of the divine mission to the security of the nation of
Judah. This amounted to a form of idolatry that substituted a national
deity for the Lord of creation. According to this interpretation, exile was
both a judgment and a call to mission by means of moving the people of
God out into the world that is the true arena of the divine mission.#” The
church’s alienation from modern Western culture can likewise be described
in similar terms as both a divine judgment against what Cruchley-Jones
identifies as its ecclesiocentrism, the limiting of the missio Dei to the
maintenance of power within the church, as well as an opportunity to rejoin
God in mission in the secular sphere where the church must now live as
one among many. For the time being, the church should see its life and
mission defined by exile from the sheltered existence of cultural
establishment into the marginal existence of mission in an indifferent if
not hostile world. The value of Cruchley-Jones’ interpretation is that it
supplies a basis for interpreting the current situation of the church as a
form of judgment that is reasonable and compelling. Other uses of the
metaphor of exile for the contemporary church lack this critical element.
At the same time, Cruchley-Jones’ analysis of the biblical exile offers a course
of action for contemporary congregations, namely, re-immersion in the
world of God’s activity as newly commissioned people on mission with
God in the world.

Conclusion

The treatment of the theme of exile in the book of Jeremiah and in
contemporary congregational life has suggested possible intersections
between scripture and our present context that offer guidance for the
church’s identity and vocation. These suggestions require further study
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and elucidation to determine whether they truly inform
the mission of the church in a responsible exegetical | ... . popet smemics spoke

way. My provisional conclusion, however, is that | sz o

enough of a correlation exists between the ancient | foim e oned
. aganst all the cities of Judah that

context of Jeremiah and our own modern context tO | wereief, Lackih and Azekahi

warrant additional, sustained, and careful exegetical b offuden het restmes
study and application of the text of Jeremiah for the ~Jeremish 3267NRSY
purpose of enabling a faithful congregational ministry

in our time.
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