
	

 
 
 
Sermon Seeds 
Focus Scripture: Jer. 8:19-9:1; Psalm 79 
Focus Theme: Lament as Hope. 
Reflection by Kripanand Komanapalli 
 
The situation in Judah at the beginning of Jeremiah’s prophetic career was dire. The army of 
the mighty Babylonian empire was just beyond the horizon, about to unleash an 
unprecedented destruction on Jerusalem. The same destruction lamented by a later poet: 
 

O God, the nations have come into your inheritance; 
they have defiled your holy temple; 
they have laid Jerusalem in ruins. 
They have given the bodies of your servants 
to the birds of the air for food, 
the flesh of your faithful to the wild animals of the earth. 
They have poured out their blood like water 
all around Jerusalem, 
and there was no one to bury them. (Psalm 79) 

 
Meanwhile the poor in Judah languished under an unjust and inhumanely unequal society as 
the elite consumed and enjoyed the wealth of the kingdom, callous to the plight of their 
neighbors.  
 

“They know no limits in deeds of wickedness; 
they do not judge with justice 
the cause of the orphan, to make it prosper, 
and they do not defend the rights of the needy.” ( Jer. 5:28) 

 
Not everyone seemed to be aware of the precarious situation or even care about the coming 
catastrophe. The urgency was lost on those close to the seat of power who gladly defended 
the status quo: “We are wise, and the law of the Lord is with us.” (8:8). In this context, the 
prophet’s words were not spoken to comfort: his message is bleak, his tone offends the 
establishment whose description of the situation was “Peace, peace” (8:11).  
 
The text for this week, as with many other oracles in Jeremiah can appear so pessimistic that 
one is easily tempted to look at the other alternative texts for a sermon. The overall negativity 
and the inevitability of the impending doom seem to fit the rant of an apocalyptic street 
preacher than a respectable Sunday sermon. Yet there are elements and phrases in the text, 
particularly the reference to the ‘Balm of Gilead’ which have been historically used to present a 



message of hope. The author of the hymn “There is a Balm in Gilead” was probably well aware 
of the tone of the text, and yet reworks the question “Is there no Balm in Gilead,” in a positive 
way. Regardless of how one interprets this difficult text, it is clear that the context of the text is 
one of lament and the themes of destruction and exile loom over it. In order to be fair to the 
text, one cannot prematurely rush to optimism without first understanding the tragedy. In this 
reflection I will explore the different layers of meaning of Jeremiah’s lament, what it would have 
meant for the first hearers, the first readers and what it could mean to the Church today.  
 

Hearing Jeremiah’s Lament 
For Jeremiah, the danger of a Babylonian invasion was not a distant abstract reality but was 
very much a part of the present. The text immediately preceding our passage says that “The 
snorting of their [Babylonian] horses is heard from Dan; at the sound of the neighing of their 
stallions the whole land quakes” (8:16). The vivid language of the prophet, referring to one of 
the northern most cities of Israel, evokes an “enemy-at-the-gates” picture. Yet this is not the 
language used by the elite to describe the kingdom; their descriptions evoked a much more 
positive image, full of peace and prosperity. From hindsight, it is easy to dismiss these voices 
as hopelessly misguided or tragically unaware, much like the residents of Pompeii on the eve of 
the eruption of Vesuvius. Such a view however does not explain Jeremiah’s anger towards 
these groups. The Judahites would have certainly known of the destruction of their northern 
neighbor Israel at the hands of the Assyrians. Given their status as a buffer vassal state caught 
between larger empires such as Egypt and Babylon the Judahite elite would have also known 
of the possibility of a similar destruction facing them. Therefore, the report peace and 
prosperity pedaled by the elite appears to be nothing more than the propaganda generated 
by a reckless nationalistic group hoping to make the right gamble in order to win the favor of 
the international military powers to protect them. This nationalistic, militaristic, economically 
exploitative framework is described as the “ideology of the royal-temple establishment” by 
Walter Brueggemann highlighting the close collaboration between the Temple and the Palace.   
 
On the domestic side of affairs, the propaganda of the elite erased the suffering of the poor, 
completely ignoring their plight. Jeremiah expresses his disbelief that this group was not only 
spreading lies but was doing so unembarrassed: “They acted shamefully… yet they were not at 
all ashamed, they did not know how to blush” (8:12). No doubt the spin doctors and 
ideologues of his day were not that different from their present day counterparts. Even the 
“law of the Lord,”  despite all of its provisions to prevent the exploitation of the poor could be 
used as a mere symbol for the purposes of propaganda. The language of wisdom, a highly 
revered discourse in the ancient world could be easily co-opted  and made a champion of the 
status quo. The poet is keenly aware of this pattern and exposes the empty slogans: “How can 
you say, ‘We are wise, and the law of the Lord is with us,’ when, in fact, the false pen of the 
scribes has made it into a lie?” (8:8).  
 
One has to be neither politically nor theologically savvy in our day to find this scenario familiar. 
Our very system seems to be dependent on those who are able to push lies without blushing. 



For those of us witnessing tragedies being spun into the various acceptable political 
orthodoxies of the status quo on a frequent basis can be nauseating. Even before we fully 
process a tragedy we can predict with great accuracy the different responses that we will hear 
the following day and know that there will be little change. The wound is deep. Jeremiah could 
have easily been speaking of our day when he says “They have treated the wound of my 
people carelessly, saying ‘Peace, peace’ when there is no peace” (8:11).   
 
With the co-optation of the ‘law of the Lord’ and ‘wisdom’ discourses in Jeremiah’s day, there 
would have been no language left to critique the status quo. What words could Jeremiah use 
which the people would have not heard before? What creative word would breathe new spirit 
into the tired old cynicism of his day? The very form of Jeremiah’s words reflects this dilemma, 
he cannot use prose, it has to be poetry. Yet, even the language of poetry is searching for 
space to bring an authentic word. Much like the sound of horses signaling an impending 
doom, the poem itself seems to be heading towards a collision. It is at this stage, the poet-
prophet bursts out into a lament, as if there is nowhere else for the poet or the poem to go.  
The lament however is not about the of the destruction of the city. That has not happened yet, 
this is a lament about the “hurt of my poor people” and the “health of my poor people.” 
Scholars have argued about the voice it is that is represented in the poem; is it Yahweh’s voice 
lamenting the hurt of the poor people or is it the prophet’s own? The text does not clarify this 
for us; that is not how poetry works. But this instability in form points to something else. Our 
inability to distinguish the voice of Yahweh and the voice of the poet signals the complete 
identification of God with the suffering of the poor. It is in this outburst that the pathos of God 
is revealed. There is no talk of lesser evil, there is no veiled apology for the system, the pain 
and suffering of the people is reflected in the plea “Is there no Balm in Gilead?”  
 
The lament of the poet-prophet is situated between an indefensible status quo and the coming 
destruction at the hands of Babylon. The text makes an explicit connection between these two 
realities and often times the destruction is seen as punishment for the people abandoning their 
covenant with God. This line of thinking can make a modern reader uncomfortable, but the 
surprising aspect of the text is that the text itself revolts against this thinking. Jeremiah is not a 
passive instrument who channels the divine voice. Amidst the oracles one can clearly discern 
Jeremiah’s voice questioning the justice of the punishment: “Ah, Lord God, how utterly you 
have deceived this people and Jerusalem, saying, ‘It shall be well with you,’ even while the 
sword is at the throat!” (Jer. 4:10). While Jeremiah grieves over the suffering of the poor, he 
does not defend the coming destruction as a just response to heal the wound of the kingdom. 
At the same time he also has harsh words for those falsely speaking about peace when there is 
no peace nor justice. The form of lament allows Jeremiah to speak out against both, to create a 
space to even have the language to see beyond the deadlock of the status quo.  
 
The language of lament allows Jeremiah to occupy an uncomfortable third space, a way 
between dangerous extremes of cynicism or idealism.  In our theological heritage within the 
United Church of Christ, the Just Peace paradigm has likewise occupied an uncomfortable third 
space. The framework adopted by the United Church of Christ in 1985, rejected war as a just 



solution but also equally rejected the untenable alternative of unjust peace, which is no peace 
at all.  In the context of the Cold War, the UCC Just Peace Church pronouncement was made 
and at its core, it is a call “to alleviate systemic injustice of all kinds using non-violence, 
challenging us to explore the intersections between peace and justice, offering to the world 
the prophetic message, grounded in the hope of reconciliation in Jesus, that ‘Peace is 
Possible!’”  
 

Reading Jeremiah’s Lament 
What is interesting about the words of Jeremiah is that they were written down, preserved and 
passed down to future generations. The early readers of the collections of Jeremiah’s oracles 
would have most likely read them after the destruction of the city. Reading from this 
perspective, the urgency of Jeremiah’s words would have certainly been received differently by 
the readers from the first hearers. When one retells the story of a well known time period, the 
purpose of retelling is not to change the past or merely to inform the audience about it but to 
understand the story in a new light, to mourn and lament it in a new light.  
 
The lament forces one to face to the tragedy of the past. The lament exposes what is erased by 
ideology. The lament is the song of what is unspeakable.  After the tragedy, all speech without 
lament is a tone deaf recital of yesterday’s ideology. After the catastrophe, lament is the space 
where one learns to speak again. To bring this to our day, the catastrophe of the near 
genocide of the Native Americans, the injustice of slavery and the long history of violence that 
extends up to today must be lamented in order speak of justice and injustice in a meaningful 
way.  
 
To lament past catastrophes is not to mark the progress made since, but rather to raise the 
question of injustice and indifference to injustice all over again. The very act of retelling the 
words of the poet is to remember injustices of the past and at the same time to expose and 
challenge the injustices of the present.  
 

The Hope of Lament 
The words of Jeremiah did not end up being merely a collection for the exilic and post exilic 
readers but have become a part of the Jewish and Christian canon; they have become a part of 
God’s larger story with humanity, with the world. The question “Is there no Balm in Gilead” is a 
yearning for a future healing, a future where the physician applies the Balm of Gilead to heal 
the poor people. This vision is not grounded in the present reality of the author but in the hope 
that God will restore the kingdom. As part of the larger canon, the lament is situated such that 
the destruction of Jerusalem does not have the final word. God continues to speak to 
humanity. Whether one hears a resounding yes to the question “Is there no Balm in Gilead” or 
a haunting silence, it is this placement in the larger story that gives it an answer. The hymn-
writer of “There is a Balm in Gilead” finds the answer in the larger vision of hope in the canon 
as well. Read this way, the text points to a holistic or universal healing balm, it is hopeful that 
restoration can happen, that injustice can end, that peace is possible. To take this further, the 



question “Is there no Balm in Gilead” can be taken as a call to the Church to be the Balm in 
our world. This is the hope that the UCC reflected in its Just Peace pronouncement in 1985, 
and continues to hold onto today: "Just Peace is grounded in hope. Shalom is the vision that 
pulls all creation toward a time when weapons are swept off the earth and all creatures lie 
down together without fear; where all have their own fig tree and dwell secure from want. As 
Christians, we offer this conviction to the world: Peace is possible."  
 
 
Kripanand Komanapalli is a seminarian at Princeton Theological Seminary. 
 
Find additional Just Peace Sunday resources at ucc.org/just_peace_sunday_resources. 


