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Singing in a Strange Land 
“How could we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?” Psalm 137 

Last week, I shared the words of a song from our More Voices hymn book that 

seem particularly appropriate for this time: “Let My Spirit Always Sing” More 

Voices # 83 

Let my spirit always sing, 

though my heart be wintering, 

though the season of despair 

give no sign that you are there, 

       God to whom my days belong, 

       let there always be a song.  
[lyric by Shirley Erena Murray, reprinted under OneLicense account #A-715266] 

I’ve been thinking about that this week, and remembering the Psalm that was 

written during the Babylonian exile, in which the people of Israel questioned “How 

can we sing the Lord’s Song in a strange land.” It seems like a psalm for our times. 

In this strange land of pandemic, social distancing, of dangerous viruses, in which 

we are having to keep our distance, and stay home, in which our routines are 

disrupted, and so many of the things that give our lives meaning and bring us joy 

have been taken away – in this strange land, how can we sing the Lord’s song? If 

singing symbolizes all that is best in life, a thriving life, a full human life, how can 

we sing the Lord’s Song in this strange land?  

By the rivers of Babylon— 

    there we sat down and there we wept 

    when we remembered Zion. 
2 On the willows there 

    we hung up our harps. 
3 For there our captors 

    asked us for songs, 

and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 

    ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ 



4 How could we sing the LORD’s song 

    in a foreign land? 

In this strange land of viral pandemic, social distancing and economic dislocation, 

that psalm speaks to me. I miss gathering for worship, I miss curling, I miss 

gatherings of any kind. Our instruments are hanging, unused. Our sanctuary and 

building are empty and locked. During the exile the prophet Ezekiel spoke of the 

people as being like a valley full of dry bones.  

Perhaps the worst of it is that I don’t know what the future holds. I don’t know 

who will get sick, and who will recover and who won’t. I don’t know how long 

this period of social distancing will last, and what kind of a toll it will take on our 

society and community. I don’t know how the many struggling churches will 

survive if people don’t find alternate ways to make their offerings, and how many 

will have to close for good. I don’t know what will happen to the economy, to my 

retirement savings and pension. There is a lot of uncertainty right now.  

One of my colleagues recently compared the times we are in to driving on an 

unfamiliar country road, in the dark. Most of the time, those of us who live in cities 

drive on wide, well-lit streets, where we can see and predict what is coming up a 

long way in advance.  

But in the dark, on a dark country road, you can only see as far as your high beams 

will illuminate. You scan anxiously for an unexpected bend, the pair of gleaming 

eyes that indicate a deer or a moose on the road, the jarring pothole that could 

throw you off course. So you slow down, you pay extra attention, you plan for 

uncertainty and surprise.  

This pandemic has us in a unfamiliar situation, not unlike that dark country road. 

“We can’t see where we are going, we can’t see the road ahead. But the good 

news, as many of us know from having driven on dark country roads, is that you 

can actually make the whole journey, only seeing as far as the high beams. In the 

days and weeks ahead, it may often seem like we are driving on a dark country 

road. We’re going to think, ‘maybe around this corner, we’re going to get there, or 

maybe over that hill,’ and it may be a bit further than any of us think, but one day 

we will get home.” [“March 24 2 minute sermon,” Anna Greenwood Lee, https://vimeo.com/400091506] 

 Wendell Berry has a poem that speaks to me of this time of uncertainty.  

It may be that when we no longer know what to do 

we have come to our real work, 



And that when we no longer know which way to go 

we have begun our real journey. 

The mind that is not baffled  is not employed. 

The impeded stream is the one that sings.  

Copyright ©1983 by Wendell Berry, from Standing by Words. Copied under licence from Access 

Copyright. Further reproduction, distribution or transmission is prohibited, except as otherwise permitted 
by law. To licence additional copies contact: permissions@accesscopyright.ca. 

I find those words comforting, because I don’t know what to do, and I don’t know 

which way to go, and I am certainly baffled and impeded. But in spite of all that, I 

think he is right, because in this time, what we do is important, it is a real work and 

it is a real journey. It is the work that now lies before us, and the journey we must 

take, even if we drive slowly, unsure of what lies ahead, especially as we drive 

slowly, unsure of what lies ahead.  

Another poet, William Stafford, in a poem called “The Way It Is” spoke of this 

using a different metaphor, a thread instead of a rope: 

There’s a thread you follow. It goes among 

things that change. But it doesn’t change. 

People wonder about what you are pursuing. 

You have to explain about the thread. 

But it is hard for others to see. 

While you hold it you can’t get lost. 

Tragedies happen; people get hurt 

or die; and you suffer and get old. 

Nothing you do can stop time’s unfolding. 

You don’t ever let go of the thread. 

Ask Me: 100 Essential Poems, by William Stafford. Graywolf Press. 2013. 
Copied under licence from Access Copyright. Further reproduction, distribution or transmission is 
prohibited, except as otherwise permitted by law. To licence additional copies contact: 
permissions@accesscopyright.ca. 

The thread, the light from the high beams, the light for our path, the lamp for our 

feet. They are what we hold on to, what we rely on in difficult times.  

In the gospel according to John, there is a story about Jesus, learning that his friend 

Lazarus is sick. Jesus says words that seem dismissive of the seriousness of the 

http://www.graywolfpress.org/


illness. He says “this illness does not lead to death; rather it is for God’s glory, so 

that the Son of God may be glorified through it.”  

You can read that line in a way that makes God sound like a monster who inflicts 

illness in order to glorify himself. I don’t believe that. I hope you don’t either. But 

the hope and faith that there can be some good that comes out of times like these, 

that is the thread that I hold on to. That is the hope that I find emerging.  

And I see it, that glory, that beauty that only comes through suffering. I see it in the 

way that people are looking after their neighbours, finding new ways to care for 

each other, posting lovely little videos on YouTube or social media. I see that glory 

in so many ways. I see it, and that helps my Spirit to sing, even when my heart is 

wintering.  

I wonder where you see that beauty, that glory, the blessings that come out in times 

like these, the gifts? I suggest that you think of one such blessing that is coming 

out in this time, and write it in the comments. Those blessings can be some of our 

celebrations for today.  

 

Poem: “Trough,” by Judy Brown (imagine yourself swimming in an ocean, or 

large lake, some distance from land. You are bobbing in the waves, they raise you 

up, they drop you down. Here is the poem: 

There is a trough in waves, 

a low spot 

where horizon disappears 

and only sky 

and water 

are our company. 

 

And there we lose our way 

unless 

we rest, knowing the wave will bring us 

to its crest again. 

There [in the trough] we may drown 

if we let fear 

hold us in its grip and shake us 



side to side, 

and leave us flailing, torn, disoriented. 

 

But if we rest there 

in the trough, 

in silence, 

being in the low part of the wave, 

keeping our energy and 

noticing the shape of things, 

the flow, 

then time alone 

will bring us to another 

place 

where we can see 

horizon, see land again, 

regain our sense 

of where 

we are, 

and where we need to swim. 
“Trough” From The Art and Spirit of Leadership. Copyright © 2012 by Judy Brown. Copied 

under licence from Access Copyright. Further reproduction, distribution or transmission is prohibited, 
except as otherwise permitted by law. To licence additional copies contact: 
permissions@accesscopyright.ca. 

 

 


