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The Old Testament prophet Jeremiah was preaching during a situation of exile. Exile: when one is 
barred from one’s native country. What we experience today is sort of akin to exile, isn’t it, as we have 
been barred from our extended families, our workplaces, our fun activities, our church. Given our 
current situation we can appreciate the Jewish exile better today than 2 months ago.  
 
The group of exiles in 597 BC was a significant crowd. It included the King of Judah and his family, 
government officials, artisans, religious leaders… in total some 10,000 people from the city of 
Jerusalem – the elite. Imagine how those deportees would have felt now captive in Babylon. They had 
lost their homes. They were dispossessed of “the Promised Land”. Far from family and friends. They 
were far from the Temple – the focal place of their worship of God. They were aliens in a foreign land. 
How would they feel? They would feel isolated, wouldn’t they? There would be angry towards their 
captors. They would be depressed, feeling hopeless. Questions on their mind would be, “When will this 
isolation end? How do we cope?” The prophet Jeremiah wrote a letter to these hostages with an answer 
from God.  
 
The first thing God directed the people to do was:  carry on life as normal, as normal as you can make 
it within the constraints of exile. So we hear God’s encouragement: build and live in houses, plant your 
gardens, marry, have children. Don’t let exile define you. Don’t let isolation define you. Carry on with 
life—what is needed and meaningful in life—carry on doing it within the limitations of your isolation. 
Settle into your new situation. And have hope, he wrote. When your time of exile is over, you will be 
restored as God’s people: back to Jerusalem, back to the Promised Land, back to friends, back to the 
Temple.  
 
But then the most unexpected bit in this word from God to this group of people surrounded by their 
enemy. “But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its 
behalf”. That line is actually a shocker. The Babylonians had taken everything from them—they were 
the enemy!—and here God was saying “seek the welfare of the city Babylon”. And God’s rationale for 
doing this was equally astounding. We read,  “you will find welfare as you work for the welfare of the 
city”. The reason is unexpected for us. To rephrase this, God was saying to the exiled,  “it’s in your self-
interest to seek the welfare of the city”. Now, this is not the normal kind of motivation we assume we 
will hear from God. Normally we assume it’s about duty and obligation before God, doing things for 
others out of our gratitude for what we have received from God, acting towards others purely out of 
love and grace with no expectation of what we get back in return. So to hear God say “do it in your own 
self interest” sounds pretty self-serving, surprising.  
 
What is the reminder here? God was telling the Jewish exiles: you are a part of a wider community. 
You will be dependent on that wider community, just as that community will be dependent in some way 
on you. That doesn’t change if the wider community is now the city of Babylon (rather than Jerusalem), 
if you are now in the isolation of exile. It is so easy to forget this, especially for us with the grand changes 
that have taken place over the past 200 years. I have heard it said, “we no longer know who bakes our 
bread.” There was a time when people knew the butcher, the baker and the candlestick maker. But the 
shifts towards industrialization, towards services being provided by institutions, towards communication 
less and less being face to face, where the stuff of our lives aren’t made around the corner but around 
the world…the shfit towards understanding ourselves as a “society” and not as a community…all these 
shifts have obscured our recognition that we really are STILL members of a wider community, and 
inextricably so.  



 
This is a time for empathy in our community. The McKenzie Towne Continuing Care Centre has seen 
11 of its residents succumb to the coronavirus. Of the staff—somewhere in the range of 200 people—
one fifth of them are at home sick and in isolation. Provincial guidance restricts care workers from 
moving from one centre to another, so there are no replacement workers to fill in for those who are 
sick. Residents and staff equally feel the strain of the situation. As one has said, “It’s really emotional. 
They love their residents and going through something like this, it’s heartbreaking but they’re pulling 
together.” The residents and the staff are members of our community. And the community is smaller 
than we might think. One of Varsity Acres’ elderly congregants was a resident there until her death in 
January. As Jeremiah told the exiles, “pray to the Lord for the city.”  
 
Jeremiah also shared the word of God, “Seek the welfare of the city where you find yourself in the 
isolation of exile.” This is a time for gratitude in our community. One of our congregants is involved in 
the Alberta Health coronavirus response, and she is working 60 plus hours  a week. Another congregant 
in in management in the province’s medical lab system, and that system does virus testing. We have 
teachers continuing their work with their students through the period of isolation. We have congregants 
whose daily work is the support of seniors under care.  This week our administrator Kelly distributed 41 
boxes of food, mostly to low income families, as an arm of the Good Food Box program of Community 
Kitchens. Another congregant works at a shelter in the city that provides for the needs of the homeless. 
We have other congregants who work in healthcare, not directly in pandemic response, but work all the 
same in a system under strain due to the response. This is not to mention the many congregants who 
express care in different ways these days for neighbours in need. This is a moment for gratitude for 
those who work for the welfare of the city. The faces of of our very own who work for the wellfare of our 
city are not anonymous to us, and they number more than we might imagine. As are those who are in 
need of care. Our many elderly congregants who live in seniors lodges and care centers. Several of 
our congregants in the last 2 weeks have ended up in hospital for several things.  
 
“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.” In contributing to the welfare of our city, in some way, we 
contribute to the overall network of care that we all benefit from. One of our congregation’s prime 
aspirations is to be a people of care: both for our own and for the wider community. Call those you 
know in our congregation and be a ray of sunshine for them on a dreary day. Check in on your neighbour 
and see how they are doing. Sew a facemask for someone to use when shopping. Make a ‘thank you’ 
sign to hang outside a senior’s residence. Call up and thank a helping professional for what they are 
doing in these peculiar times. The list goes on and on. And like we are doing this morning, “pray to the 
Lord for the city.” For as Jeremiah reminds us, we depend on everyone around us. In thanks, let us 
help them.   
 
 
 


