
Prelude  An anonymous early 17th century voluntary played on the Laggan organ by Alan 

Buchan 

 

Words of welcome 

You may be listening in the kitchen or the living room, with your breakfast or some coffee, 

even in your bed.  But wherever you are, you have come to worship God and when we come 

with that intention we know that God will meet us.  And so we begin our worship 

remembering that the presence of God is here – wherever your “here” is right now.  

 

Hymn  Be still for the presence of the Lord, the Holy One is here 

 

Prayer 

Coming into your presence we are still, Lord God. 

We still our bodies to sit quietly before you. 

We still our tongues to listen for your word. 

We still our thoughts to leave room for your presence to mould our minds. 

We still our hearts and remember that being in your presence we are in the presence of the 

greatest love anyone can ever know. 

 

Turn us to you, Lord God, that we may seek you with all our hearts.  And as we seek, so may 

we discover you, present with us in all of life’s circumstances. 

 

And hear us as we pray as Jesus taught us, saying: 

Our Father who art in heaven hallowed by Thy name. 

Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven. 

Give us this day our daily bread 

And forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors. 

And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil. 

For thine is the kingdom and the power and the glory for ever.  Amen. 

 

Reading: Jeremiah 29:1-14 

 

Today we read part of a letter which the prophet Jeremiah sent to the portion of his people 

which had been taken into exile by the ravaging Babylonian army.  When the Babylonians 

came down on the people of Judah it was the fulfilment of what people had long feared.  

There had been stories and rumours about the desire of Babylon to take over the whole of the 

Ancient Near Eastern region.  The people of the northern Kingdom, Israel had been 

conquered long before.  Other people groups in neighbouring lands had succumbed to the 

argument of force and either submitted or been destroyed.  Judah, tiny little Judah, the 

remnant of God’s people was holding firm, but the threat was on-going and was growing ever 

more real. 

 And then it came true.  War came to the gates of Jerusalem.  There was a siege and a 

famine.  The people were defeated and, as the reading reminded us the royal family, the court 

officials, the leaders of the people, the artisans and smiths – those who were skilled workers – 

all had been taken from their home and scattered through the Babylonian empire.  In a short 

period of time people had been killed, families had been torn apart, neighbours had been 

removed and those who were left knew it was because they were too weak or old to be a 

threat.  And so began what was to be seventy years of exile. 

 But of course they didn’t know it was to be seventy years.  Among the exiles there 

was a yearning, even a desperation, to get back home again and rebuild and make everything 



as it was before.  You can imagine them, gathering hurriedly in groups as and when they 

could to talk and plan and hope and look forward to what they would do when they got back 

home. Last week we read a Psalm of lament about how they sat by the river in Babylon – that 

would be the Euphrates – and felt homesick. Feeling and living like that, they would be more 

or less oblivious to the people around them, except to think of them as the enemy or as those 

foreigners.   

And it was to this situation that Jeremiah sent his letter. 

I can’t help but see some similarities between our situation and those of the exile.  We 

saw this pandemic coming: not for as long as the people of Judah feared invasion, but for a 

couple of months as we followed the news in China and then in Italy.  We saw it coming, but 

we had no idea how it would affect us.  We have seen people die, not by the sword but from 

the virus: we have seen well over 30,000 die in the UK.  And so many more worldwide.  And 

that has brought fear and sadness to our lives.  And we have seen people have to stop work, 

to disappear, functionally from our lives.  Or we ourselves have lost or had radically to 

change our occupations.  And then there is the lockdown: that living under orders, which 

takes some getting used to and against which many of us are inclined to rebel a little, and 

think “I know my own life best, why should I do as I am told?”  And we look forward to 

things getting back to normal. 

We look forward in the church, to the time when we will gather again in our own 

building and have our services as we used to do. 

And to people like us, Jeremiah the prophet of God writes a letter. 

It is not the letter that exiles might hope to receive.  Exiles want to hear that it will all 

be over soon and that life will be as it was before, or maybe just a little better.  Soon. 

Jeremiah says that God wants the people in exile to get used to it.  They are to settle down 

and make a life for themselves in their new situations.  No, they didn’t choose to move to the 

places they find themselves, but this is where they are to settle for a while, because 

everything is not about to change.  They are to seek the welfare, not just of themselves and 

their own families, but also of their neighbours, the foreigners among whom they find 

themselves living.  And they are to treat with suspicion those who tell them that God will 

soon have them out of there and back to normality.   

Things are not about to change.  But that doesn’t mean that God has abandoned his 

people.  Living in exile is going to teach them that God is with them any and everywhere. 

 

Hymn Do not be afraid, for I have redeemed you 

 

The second part of God’s message to his people, after telling them to settle down, is to tell 

them that it will be longer than they hope: seventy years.  And to reassure them that not only 

will God be with them in that time and in this new place, but that there will come an end to 

the exile.  There will come a time when they will be brought back.  They are not abandoned 

because God has plans for them, plans for a future. Plans with hope.   

 In verse 11 we read “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.”  This is a verse that has 

meant a lot to many people down the centuries.  It has been a reassurance and something to 

cling to in difficult times.  And so it should be.  Like everything in Scripture, though it should 

be read in its context.  It is not just a sentence with no background, and here the background 

is that God is giving unwelcome news.  Yes, there are plans for a brighter and more hopeful 

future, and yes, the difficulties of exile will not last forever, but people shouldn’t look for 

them to end yet.  They are to settle down and make the best of things.  Really make the best 

of them: build and plant and watch the family grow up.  And know that at the back of it all 



God is there with and plan and with a future of hope.  They are to know that even here, where 

they do not want to be, if they seek God with all their hearts, God will be found by them. 

 In many ways we can feel like a people and like a church in exile just now.  We are 

shut out from so many things: not just our church buildings, but our recreations and sports, 

our clubs and the places we like to meet others and socialise, from coffee shops and pubs to 

neighbours’ homes.  We are people and we are a church in exile.  And, some more than 

others, we just long for it all to be over.   

 And to us God comes and says “Settle down.  This may not be as short an exile as you 

hope.  Seek the good of those around you, whether by helping them when you may or by 

keeping yourself at home and not exposing yourself to a virus which you could then loose 

into the community.  Sometimes we forget that keeping the no unnecessary travel and the 

social distancing rules is also a way of showing love to our neighbours, which, as Christians 

is what we are supposed always to do.   

 The exile may be longer than we hope.  We may not be able to gather in our church 

buildings for a while yet, and when we do it might have to be differently than it was in the 

past.  In Germany churches can go back but they may not sing – because that expels more air 

than just breathing or even talking.  In some parts of the States churches can meet but only 

ten people at a time, and so lots of short services are held one after another.  We don’t know 

what we will be coping with when we come back together, but as we watch our brothers and 

sisters in other parts of the world learn to adjust and cope, we can be thinking about what 

really matters to us as a church.  When we gather to worship God, what is essential?  And 

what makes us feel good, but could be done without? 

 Meanwhile, like those exiles, we are in a period of flux and of waiting.  This has often 

been the case for God’s people.  We are still in the season of Easter just now, the period 

between Easter Day and the Day of Pentecost (May 31st this year).  In that time the first 

disciples were full of confusion, and they had to do quite a lot of waiting.   

 

We read from Acts 1:1-5 

 

Jesus is no longer always with his disciples in bodily form.  He is sometimes there and 

sometimes, gone, getting them ready for the time when they will not see him any more. And 

the instruction he gives them in this period of flux is that they should wait.  They are to wait 

in Jerusalem until they know the leading of God’s Holy Spirit.  He does not tell them what 

that leading will be or what it will look like.  He does not tell them how long they will have to 

wait.  In fact we know that it was not long, just about ten days or so after his ascension that 

God gave them the direction they were waiting for, but they didn’t know that.  They may 

have wondered if they would be waiting around for months or even years.   

 Jesus put a travel ban on them in this time of waiting – do not leave Jerusalem, he 

said.  We know that as soon as we are told not to go somewhere else that becomes the one 

thing we want to do.  But Jesus wanted his friends to stay together.  He didn’t want Peter and 

Andrew and James and John to go back to their fishing, or Simon the Canaanite to return to 

his family’s home.   

 Waiting is not easy, when we don’t know what we should do.  But there is always 

something we can be doing: we can always be spending the time with our heavenly Father in 

prayer.  Not only is that time well spent but prayer is how we align our minds with the mind 

of God, so that when it is time to return from exile, we will be best able to understand how 

God wants us to do that. 

 

Hymn You are before me, God, you are behind 

 



Prayer 

Lord God, you are before us and behind, above us and below.  There is nowhere we can be 

that we cannot find you with us.  And for that we are deeply thankful. 

 

We thank you for the gift of prayer and that we can ask for your presence to be, not only with 

us, but those who are for one reason or another on our hearts. 

 

And so we ask for your presence to be with our families and friends, especially those who we 

cannot see in person in these days.  May they know your love and leading, your hope and 

your provision. 

 

We pray for your presence to be with the people who live in our community.  We pray 

especially for those who are struggling in these days: struggling to make ends meet; 

struggling to keep hopeful; struggling with health issues; struggling with loneliness; 

struggling with fear. 

 

We pray for your presence to be with our politicians and those who advise them and who 

influence the decisions which affect all our lives.  We pray that in these strange and difficult 

days, noting but compassion and care would matter.  We ask that in our weakness we would 

turn to you for wisdom. 

 

We pray for your presence to be with our Christian brothers and sisters around the world, as 

all of us are affected by this virus, all of us face restrictions and difficult choices.  We ask for 

your presence to be with the church in Libis and Kostalec, twinned with Laggan and 

Newtonmore, that our Czech friends would find you leading them forward in worship and 

mission. 

 

And we pray for each other, for each one who will listen to and participate in this service of 

worship.  May we all know that even when we are apart, we are still part of your body in this 

place, and may we be enabled to help one another stay strong in our faith and firm in our 

love.  We pray for Jesus’ sake, Amen. 

 

Hymn Christ be beside me 

 

Benediction 

May grace, mercy and peace from God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, rest 

upon you and remain with you now and always, Amen. 

 

Postlude Marche-sortie by Dubois (John Crombie) 


