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The more I read the book of Jeremiah, the more I am reminded of the prophet Jonah.  You remember 

Jonah.  Everyone remembers Jonah and the big fish (which used to be called a whale)!  Jonah was 

sent to a people who were the enemies of Israel to tell them that because of their wrongdoing God 

was going to destroy their city.  First of all he didn't want to go – hence the running away, the storm 

at sea, his being thrown to the waves and his rescue by the fish.  But eventually he found himself in 

Nineveh and did his appointed proclaiming of God's judgement.   

 

There are similarities and contrasts with Jeremiah.  Jeremiah is also reluctant to be a prophetic 

mouthpiece for God.  At the very beginning of the prophecy he recalls how he told God that he was 

too young and didn't know how to speak.  However he was persuaded by God, or perhaps reassured, 

and didn't do anything as outrageous as trying to run away.  I would rather have been Jonah than 

Jeremiah, myself.  I would think it would be easier to go to a foreign power and tell them things they 

don't want to hear, than to do so with your own people.   

 

Anyway Jonah proclaims God's judgement, and then he retreats from the city and settles down at a 

distance to watch.  He wants to see God destroy the city.  He has arranged himself a grandstand view 

for the spectacle.  And of course the people change their ways and turn around to God, and God 

changes his judgement and spares them.  And Jonah is what you might call miffed – miffed enough 

to consider that he might as well be dead.  He feels he has lost face.  What he said has not happened.  

It is all about him. 

 

Jeremiah also proclaims God's judgement, as he is asked to.  And unlike Jonah he does see his words 

come true, over and over again, in a spiral of disaster.  And today we see his reaction to it.  He weeps 

with the people.  He is devastated by what is happening to them, and to him, because he is one of 

them.  He does not stand apart to watch, to gloat, to say “I told you so.”  No, he is sick at heart.  He 

weeps.  He longs that he might do something to relieve the suffering of the people, but as one person, 

what can he do?  He knows why the disaster has happened.  It is because the people  have forgotten 

that their part of being in covenant with God is to worship him alone, not just in ritual devotion – 

though that too - but in living his way.   

 

In what we read this morning, we can see that the people really had forgotten this – they weren't 

ignoring it.  They are genuinely bewildered by the fact that God has not come to their aid.  “Is the 

Lord not in Zion?  Is her king not in her?”  “The harvest is past, the summer is ended, and we are not 

saved”.  And God's response is “Why have they provoked me to anger with their images, with their 

foreign idols?”  The people have completely forgotten that they can't do as they want and still count 

on God. They have forgotten that there needs to be repentance before there can be forgiveness. 



Just because Jeremiah pronounced judgement on his people, didn't mean that he was happy to see it 

happen.  Jeremiah weeps with his people.  He hurts with them.  He does not call down curses on 

them for ignoring him.  He does not seek to avenge himself.  He does not dissociate himself from his 

people – he knows he is still one of them, and he feels what they feel, and in doing this he also 

understands that God too feels with and for his people.  “For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt, I 

mourn,” says the prophet, and we are left happily unaware if he is speaking of himself or speaking 

for God or perhaps, most likely, both.  If he feels this way about seeing God's judgement, how must 

God, who still loves his people feel? 

 

Jeremiah is the opposite of  the person like Jonah, who says “I told you so” and then walks away.  

Jeremiah teaches us about being God's people, God's messengers and also being part of the people, 

the society to which we are sent.  It is a terribly important message if the word we bring from God is 

to have any authenticity.  The most effective missionaries have always been those who went to a 

people, whether near or far, and bedded in with them for the long haul, becoming part of the 

community. 

 

This week I was reading again a short account of the life of Jane Haining, the single woman from 

Dunscore in Dumfriesshire, who felt called by God to serve him by working in the Church of 

Scotland Jewish school in Budapest, Hungary.  She went there in the 1930s.  Later when she was 

first advised then pretty much ordered to leave the city for her own safety (by the Church of Scotland 

Board which had responsibility for her welfare) she refused.  She said that if the children needed her 

when things were going well, how much more was she needed in difficult days, and she would stay.  

When she was arrested, one of the charges made against her was that she wept on seeing the yellow 

stars sewn on her pupils' coats.  She died in the gas chambers of Auschwitz, and she is remembered 

when so many others who worked in the Hungarian Jewish Mission have been forgotten, simply 

because she stayed.  She identified herself with her charges to the extent of sharing their sorrows, 

their deprivations and ultimately their fate. 

 

And then I came across this passage from the famous German theologian of the 1930s, Dietrich 

Bonhoffer, writing from America, where he was at the beginning of the war,  

“I have made a mistake in coming to America.  I must live through this period of our national history 

with the Christian people of Germany.  I will have no right to participate in the reconstruction of 

Christian life in Germany after the war if I do not share the trials of this time with my people.”  

Jeremiah might have spoken these words. 

 

It would be a lot easier to be a prophet like Jonah – whales apart – who goes to a strange people, tells 

them what they are doing wrong and then washes his hands of them.  But that is not the way of 

God's people.   It is the difference between being of the people and a bystander.  It is the difference 

between playing in the team and just glancing at the score.  God calls us to remember that we are in 

the team, the human team.   

 

At the end of this week, I heard the story of the man who met a Nigerian who was studying in 

Edinburgh and who asked him what surprised him most about Scotland.  Without hesitation the 

Nigerian replied, “I am so surprised to see that you have Mary Slessor on your banknotes.  What is 

she doing there?  Mary Slessor is a Nigerian!”  Mary Slessor, the missionary from Dundee, who was 

so identified with her adopted people that they forgot she had ever come from another land.  She did 

not watch from the sidelines: she joined the team. 

 

Paul's recipe for godly living is also about being alongside people.  There is an image of the 

Christian missionary as the person who comes to bring God's word, to hit people over the head with 

it, and to do good to people, whether they like it or not.   I don't think many of God's servants have 



really been like that, though it only takes one or two for everyone to get the same reputation.  Paul's 

image, his recipe for God's children is different.  He talks about our love for each other, and not only 

for each other, but for everything that is good, because everything good is of God.  He talks of us 

showing honour and zeal, and of weeping with those who weep, while rejoicing with those who 

rejoice. 

 

To weep with those who weep is a privilege.  It means that we allow ourselves so to identify with 

another, an individual, a group, a situation, that we feel one with it or them.  You know and I know 

that when someone is known to be in trouble of some kind – when they are bereaved, when they 

have had bad news, when they have been caught out in doing wrong, so that everyone knows about it, 

a horrible human instinct is to avoid the person.  Very often it is as much because we think that we 

don't know what to say as because we are horrified or afraid of contagion by association.  But as 

children of God we don't need to shy away from misfortunes.  We know that God doesn't, and we 

know that he is with us.  It is a privilege.  When I go to meet with people who are bereaved or have 

had bad news, that is one of the times when I am allowed into their real life, their real experience.  It 

is holy ground.   We can allow our emotions to become involved, because that makes us more fully 

human, it means that we are more like Jesus, who wept over Jerusalem, who wept for the grief of his 

friends at the grave of Lazarus. 

 

When you read the newspaper or watch news bulletins, it is too easy to sigh over bad news and then 

forget it.  If the news we heard drove us to our knees – in tears or near them – then changes might 

come about more quickly, in the world and in ourselves.  The situation in Syria might make you 

despair – but that's no bad thing, if it helps you to pray, and to work and to give.  Prayer does change 

things – and the thing it changes first of all is the person who prays, the person who allows the need 

of another to get so deeply within them that they take it to that most central and personal place – the 

place of relationship with God.  So don't be afraid to weep with those who weep. 

 

It is those who do that who can also, from the heart, rejoice with those who rejoice.  And that is holy 

ground too.  I will never forget the time when I was working as a student chaplain in a Chicago 

hospital, and I was sent for by the neonatal unit.  I went up dreading what I would find, because most 

often when that ward sent for the chaplain it meant a still birth or some other tragedy.  But this time 

a young father had asked for the chaplain.  His wife and new baby were asleep and were doing fine, 

but he was so happy he just had to talk to someone.  And in that unforgettable 30 minutes he told me 

all about his past life – which hadn't been a model to hold up to the young - and about how God had 

found him and helped him turn around (repentance, as we have been seeing).  “And now” he said, 

“God has even trusted me with a wife and a new baby!”  Sacred moments don't get much holier than 

that.   

 

Jeremiah wept over his people, he wept with them in their suffering, even though he knew why they 

were finding life difficult and even though they would not listen to him nor turn their lives around.  

We are Scots, most of us, and Scots don't wear their hearts on their sleeves.  We are quite proud of 

that.  We are not like the Mediterranean cultures that Jeremiah and Paul (and Jesus) were part of, 

which weep easily and smile freely.  And yet we are still called to identify ourselves with those 

among whom we live, to feel their sorrows and share their joys.  It is only when we do that that there 

can be any chance that the message God has given us can be heard.  Because it is the message that 

God himself weeps with us and laughs with us and cares for us so deeply and identifies himself with 

us so strongly that he became one of us and even died for us.  You can't convey that message to 

anyone by standing on the sidelines of life and shouting loudly: you have to get in there where the 

action is, knowing that that is also where God is present and at work. Amen. 

 

--- oo --- 


