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The Old Testament reading today, Jer 31:7-14, is a passage of overwhelming joy and 
excitement. Those formerly in exile now return home. They may be but a remnant (v. 
7), but the joy is not diminished for reason of number. The community is invited to 
engage in praise: sing aloud, raise shouts, proclaim. This is a joy and gladness worthy of 
heaven.

This reading is one fit for Christmas celebration – for reason of its marvellous 
expression of joy, and its hope fulfilled. For this alone it would be fitting. But as we will 
see, our reading is not just fitting for the expression of joy, but for the context in which 
this joy and celebration is called forth. In a Christmas and New Year season where there 
seems to be little to be merry or happy about, Jeremiah’s invitation to joy may well be 
worth a close look. After all, he is not usually remembered for his words of comfort.

Today’s reading is part of Jeremiah 30-31, often called the Book of Consolation or 
Comfort. In his early ministry Jeremiah urged the people to expect a long period of 
exile (29:5-7). He also spoke of an end to that dreadful experience and the hope and 
expectation of a future return (29:10-14). For Jeremiah, the exile was not a time of 
failure for God in his purposes with Judah and Israel. Nor was it a period of just 
marking time, waiting for the end of punishment so that the real work of restoration 
could begin. Rather, exile, and the punishment it was seen to be for God’s people, had 
become the context for God’s work with his people and the arena within which their 
relationship would develop. After long oracles of judgment against Judah, now there 
come expressions of hope, newness and joy. It is time to celebrate and praise the one 
who brings the people deliverance from their terrible ordeal.

Jeremiah’s invitation to engage in praise never lies far from his memory of the exile and 
its horrors. The people he invites to sing aloud, to raise shouts, proclaim and give praise, 
are those same people who have survived the sword, who have sought rest in the harsh 
wilderness. They have experienced the trauma of exile, and emerged from it. The 
experience of joy in liberation is only felt through the knowledge of pain. This people 
sings its hymns out of the experience of hurt. There is no celebration of ‘God with us’ 
without knowing what ‘God not with us’ is like. That knowledge changes the shape of 
the celebration.

At Christmas we read and heard of Christ, ‘the true light, which lightens everyone’ (Jn 
1:9). And it is true that even the faintest flame lightens the darkness around it, and the 
darkness is overcome by it. But we also know that light is often affected by that on 
which it shines: it is obscured by clouds or dust, dissipated by frosted glass, reflected 
from a shiny surface, and bent in its path as it passes from one thing into another. 
Without putting too many words into Jeremiah’s mouth, it is as if he knows that light 
does not only overcome darkness, but only comes to us out of and through that 
darkness. It is altered, filtered, bent, and reflected in its passage to us by the shape of the 
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darkness in which it shines.

To use words more at home in Jeremiah’s situation, the celebration of God’s salvation 
of Israel, their praise of God, comes not only in order to dispense with the trials of exile, 
but is itself, shaped by those trials. Exile gives the praise called forth both a substance 
and a resolution that could not be known otherwise. This is not to say in some flippant 
way that the exile was necessary, or that God uses suffering to teach people his ways. 
Rather, it is to recognise that the time of pain, brought on by the people’s past as 
Jeremiah saw it, now becomes the place where God is present to them, even when it 
seems God is absent. The celebration in today’s passage is not just because the period of 
absence of God has passed. It is a celebration of God’s presence discovered in the 
absence.

Last week our gospel reading turned us away from the sentimentalism/romanticism of 
stories of babes, mangers, inns, shepherds and wise men (most of which is a distortion 
of Luke’s Gospel) and thrust us into the political intrigue and inhumanity of the Roman 
Empire; the world into which Jesus was born. Matthew sees it as an immensely cruel 
and unjust world; a world of infanticide, of terror and unrelenting flight. The coming of 
the Messiah according to Matthew, does not dispel the darkness, at least not in some all-
conquering way. Rather it is deeply embroiled in the darkness and is shaped by it.

Our world this last week has seen horrors beyond what we might have imagined. The 
facts and figures of the dead, the unaccounted for, and the homeless, are beyond 
fantasy. Christmas and New Year have been anything but merry or happy. Even the 
blackness of Iraq, the murders of Darfur, and the memories of Darwin 30 years ago, 
have faded by comparison, at least in the media. As you know people have asked quite 
genuinely whether there is room for celebration in the public domain. The thing that 
Jeremiah and Matthew would want to say, is that the hope, the joy, that is embodied in 
our Christmas celebration, is one that knows the darkness of our world, indeed has been 
shaped by and for that darkness. In Christian terms, in God’s terms, the story of the 
babe of Bethlehem, has never been one of romance, or escapism. The vulnerability, the 
surprise, the apparent weakness built into that story reflects the way God’s light has 
been shaped by the darkness of the world into which it shines: ‘we have seen his glory 
… full of grace and truth… and the darkness has not overcome it.’

But the reading from Jeremiah has one other thing to say about our joyous celebration at 
Christmas. The pattern of this celebratory passage follows the historical experience of 
Judah. Judah mourned as it went into exile (Jer 1:14-19). The prophet mourned with 
them (Jer 15:10-21; 20:7-18) but nevertheless sought to help his people face the realities 
of their circumstances. Now things have turned around. The prophet sees not only hope 
for the people, but the long awaited deliverance from captivity. Hope is becoming a 
reality, a present experience. But this is more than just an historical account. While the 
story tells of earthly events, the language pushes us beyond them. It is the language of 
poetry, of deliberate exaggeration, that lets us see a reality that transcends those events. 
For example, those invited to celebrate the return to the homeland include those (v. 8) 
for whom a long journey poses many difficulties, if not impossibilities – the blind, the 
lame, and women either with new born infants or just now in labour – even these, in the 
poet’s language, will join in the joyous march. No one will be excluded. The language 
takes us beyond the mundane, beyond what we calculate as possible, and beyond the 
raw and painful events, to see what is possible in the world as God sees it. The language 
of the poet takes us to heights of joy, song and celebration that transcend the pain of 
experience. The language of the poet lifts the reader out of the place of hurt into the 
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place of possibility. In effect, the language shows us the new reality that God works in 
the midst of the painful experience. It shows us what is possible with God.

In this poet’s language, the wilderness is the place where God’s people experience 
God’s grace again. ‘The people who survived the sword found grace in the wilderness.’ 
It is from that wilderness that they are invited to ‘go forth in the dance of the 
merrymakers’, to ‘plant vineyards’, ‘walk by brooks of water… and not stumble’, and 
to be ‘radiant’ at the abundance of the harvest. All this ‘in the wilderness’.

The basis of this call for resounding joy is the everlasting love of the Lord and his 
faithfulness (v. 3). The passage is a celebration of the faithfulness of God who remains 
with a faithless people in their time of pain. It is God’s resolve alone which grants this 
people not only hope but celebration. The God they discover in the time of exile is one 
who through his faithfulness and grace makes new life possible in the midst of pain and 
captivity. That is what is celebrated. And that is what can only be spoken of in the 
language of poetry, and metaphor. It is a reality that surpasses the horrors of the 
wilderness, or disaster in whatever form, and it can only be expressed in the language of 
poetry, a language of height, grace and transcendence.

One modern commentator, Walter Brueggemann, has spoken about the biblical story in 
terms of ‘poetry in a prose-flattened world’, i.e. in a world reduced to ‘settled 
formulae’. The poetry of the biblical story ‘breaks open old worlds with surprise, 
abrasion, and pace.’ The theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar has said of prophets like 
Jeremiah:

‘God needs prophets in order to make himself known, and all prophets are necessarily 
artistic. What a prophet has to say can never be said in prose.’

This last year our world has been flattened by the prose of war, as truth has been 
reduced to the formulae of the military and political expediency. Now it has been 
flattened, literally in places, by a tragedy beyond imaginable proportions. Our 
communal language has been reduced again to prose, and understandably so, and all we 
can utter are the facts and figures of description, for even that is too much to bear.

It is in this world that we are invited to engage again in celebration and praise, in the 
Christmas feast. Not in spite of what has happened, but precisely because it has. In 
conclusion, let me adapt some words from the American writer Walt Whitman, which 
are appropriate in a number of ways in the present:

After the seas are all cross’d,

(as they seem already cross’d,)

After the great captains and engineers have

accomplish’d their work,

After the noble inventors, after the scientists,

the chemist, the geologist, ethnologist,

Finally shall come the poet worthy that name,

The true son of God shall come singing his songs.

And we cannot but join the chorus.
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