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Let’s start at the very beginning  
 

 

Most of you here are probably old enough to recognise the lines, “Let’s start at the 

very beginning, a very good place to start.” They would probably be even more 

familiar if they were sung, but my croaking of them would be a poor imitation of Julie 

Andrew’s delightful, crystal clear rendition! With these lines, at least according to 

Rogers and Hammerstein, a young nanny began to teach the von Trapp children how 

to sing in some glorious Salzburg garden. Starting at the very beginning, however, is 

never quite as straightforward as it might at first seem. For one thing, of course, there 

has always been something which has come before. Each new beginning is only going 

to be relatively new, at least in our normal experience.  

In our text from Jeremiah this morning, an attempt is made to get to a beginning at 

least in the life and mission of the prophet himself: “Before I formed you in the womb 

I knew you, and before you were born, I consecrated you” (1.4). And yet, even here, 

the concern is not really the beginning of Jeremiah’s call but its comprehensiveness: 

the prophet is through and through God’s man. What he must proclaim does not 

spring from Jeremiah himself, because there has been no “Jeremiah himself”. Before 

Jeremiah had a chance to be himself he was already God’s. This might seem like 

rather a frightening prospect to us lesser mortals but it is important for understanding 

the nature of Jeremiah’s preaching and the opposition it provoked. Jeremiah’s 

“pedigree”, as it were, is given in this call narrative as a way to add authority to his 

message. 

Our focus today, however, will not be the person of Jeremiah. Rather, I want to shift 

to a sense of beginning which will be much less obvious to us as we read these texts 

over the next couple of months. This other beginning emerges out of Jeremiah’s 

interpretation of the momentous political movements around Judah – events which led 

finally to the destruction of the Temple and the exile in Babylon. 

Our first hint in the book of what happened is given in the second part of our reading 

this morning: “Out of the north disaster shall break out on all the inhabitants of the 

land” (1.14). After the death of King Solomon around 920BCE Israel broke into two 

kingdoms: the north, generally designated Israel, and the south, Judah. In 722 the 

northern kingdom was vanquished by the Assyrians and largely exited the scene so far 

as the biblical narrative is concerned. A century or so later, at the beginning of 

Jeremiah’s ministry, Judah found itself in the pincers between the aspirations of the 

Babylonians to the north and the Egyptians to the south. The culmination of the 

international political intrigue was that Nebuchadnezzar finally invaded Judah several 

times, destroyed the Temple, and carried into exile the elites of Judean society. 

Now, the dates and the names don’t really matter so much as the kinds of movements 

which are taking place here, not only politically but also theologically, and this brings 

us back to the theme of “the beginning.” To put it most simply: in this devastating end 

of Jerusalem is the beginning of Old Testament proclamation. This is so because of 



 

the character of God which is revealed in the event. This character is embraced within 

two poles. At the one end, there is nothing which can get in the way of the 

righteousness of God to “set right” – in this case, to punish. While the people might 

have taken heart from having in their possession the Law, the kingship and the 

Temple, God is not impressed by such things. While having these things might serve a 

divine purpose so also, in the hands of this God, does their destruction serve a divine 

purpose: the surprising revelation that this god remains God, whether the Temple 

stands or falls. At the other end, God is revealed as willing and able to forgive and to 

restore. So far as “beginnings” go, revelation of these characteristics of God through 

these events becomes the lens through which the Old Testament is subsequently 

pulled into the form in which we know it today. In this way, then, the end of Judah is 

the beginning of its faith.  

Of course, there clearly was faith before the fall of Jerusalem, otherwise the preaching 

of Jeremiah about the loss of faith in Israel could make no sense. But the pre-exile 

faith is not the faith we hear about in the Old Testament. The experience of the exile 

shines a light of a particular colour and intensity back onto all which was held before, 

re-writing it, shifting the emphases, re-defining. The Old Testament we read today 

reflects the exiled and restored Israel’s discoveries about God. In this particular sense, 

there is a beginning – the beginning – in this end.  

But it is important that this beginning-in-the-end is not be thought to be a simple 

cyclic thing, so that we might be tempted to say that in every ending there is a 

beginning – a kind of “circle of life”. Indeed, the destruction of Jerusalem was 

probably inevitable in political terms – a natural kind of thing which eventually 

happens to all kingdoms and will eventually happen also to the Babylonians. In the 

same way, the natural cycle of things is reason enough to account for the return of the 

exiles after 50 years.  

And yet, what was not inevitable is the revelation of the character of this God not as 

one who simply corresponds to these natural cycles through death and life and death 

and life and death and life. Gods who match the pattern of natural cycles and events 

are basic to human religiosity, so that every mysterious thing has a god beneath it or 

needs a god to be invented to account for it. But in the Old Testament death and life 

are no mere Ying and Yang, positive and negative, constantly revolving around each 

other. Rather, there is revealed here a God whose work in death and life is such that 

death is put to the service of life. Death – the death even of God’s own people – 

becomes an instrument in God’s hand for the sake of the people themselves. 

There are two dimensions to this re-working of death and life, of endings and 

beginnings. On the one hand, Jeremiah interprets Judah’s political disaster not as an 

accident of global politics but as the judgement of God: God did this to Judah, this 

death is God’s judgement, a sign not of God’s weakness to protect his people but of 

his freedom to judge and punish.  

On the other hand the reality of this judgement is seen only in the experience of 

salvation, in the experience that the loss of everything is not the loss of everything. 

Even in exile in Babylon life will found, and restoration finally comes. And this is 

also not because “such things can happen”, not because life must always follow death. 

It is, rather, because God is discovered to be faithful: though the people fail in the 

covenant, God will not be unfaithful.  



 

All of this brings us to the conclusion: the “very beginning” – the “very good place to 

start” – is not, for faith, a matter of when; it is a matter of who. In every beginning and 

every ending this is the question: Who? Who would we say we were, if we were 

called to give account? Who calls us? In whose hands are we held? Whose promises 

sustain us? These are not easy questions to answer, especially when an end is 

something we only yet fear and have not yet met in its full bitterness. Who among us 

knows ourselves well enough to answer “Who” with confidence? Those to whom 

Jeremiah preached had answers to these questions – mostly the wrong ones. This was 

their end. And yet, by the grace of this God, it also become a new beginning. The 

failure of the people became the revelation of where life is really to be found, a 

revelation of a new relationship between beginnings and endings or, perhaps better, 

the revelation that beginnings and endings are a matter of a relationship.  

We live in “interesting times” for the church, and any life well-lived is always an 

interesting time in this sense. One hundred different voices will analyse for us our 

situation, our righteousness, and “prophesy” our prospects on that basis. It is difficult 

to imagine how this could be otherwise. Presumably, in retrospect one or two of these 

will seem to have struck a little closer to the mark. 

But if we understand our situation by looking backwards, we nevertheless must live it 

moving forward, without understanding (Kierkegaard), without knowing if here and 

now is our end or our beginning. How can we exist in such an uncertain space?  

Only by not being distracted about whether we are lucky enough to find ourselves at 

some seeming fresh beginning, or threatened by the gathering of the clouds at some 

end, or simply in some messy middle. 

Only by hearing the call, the promise, the saving word Jeremiah himself heard and 

was commissioned to speak: 

I formed you. 

I know you. 

I appoint you. 

Do not be afraid. 

With these words in our ears, every moment is a fresh beginning. 

*** 


