October 6, 2019
Lamentations 1:1-6
Ghost Town Soul
“The LORD is our portion” when we trust in him.

##

DESPAIR
HOPE

##

AT A GLANCE: 
The American West has its share of ghost towns — towns that are no longer towns. Only the skeletal remains of old hotels, saloons and stores remain, some of them barely standing. Many used to be mining towns. But when the mines gave out, the people left. Images of these ghost towns find an echo in the opening lines of today’s reading from Lamentations. 

EDITOR’S PICK: 
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Small Steps,” October 7, 2007. 

“How deserted lies the city, once so full of people” (v. 1 NIV). 
These might be the words of a tourist who is visiting Animas Forks, Colorado, or Bannack, Montana. 
These two towns are no longer towns — at least not in a conventional sense. They’re “ghost towns,” which Merriam-Webster defines as “a shadowy semblance of its former self.”
Perhaps you’ve journeyed through the “Old West” and come across a few of these towns. They dot the landscape from western Kansas to central California. You can find them in western Nebraska, southern Wyoming, the mountains of Colorado and throughout Montana. 
Many of them are former mining towns. And many conjure up the classic, if hackneyed, image of a town that once was a “lively, lawless frontier boomtown with whiskey-slinging saloons, fast guns and even faster women, one-room jailhouses and rickety, wooden boardwalks.”
Maybe. But now, “how deserted lies the city, once so full of people.” A breeze sweeps up the dust. Sagebrush tumbles down the main street — an avenue perhaps a quarter-mile long where the town’s business was transacted. 
If you want to take the time, you can digress here to talk about one or two of these ghost towns. See details in Illustrations below, or reference your own experience. The story about Bannack, Montana, is especially interesting.

Jerusalem, a ghost town
Anyway, the words that open this curious lament might have been uttered in reference to any number of American ghost towns.
But they weren’t.
The city in question is Jerusalem.
And it lies in ruins, a ghost of its former self.
It’s an awful scene. One eyewitness who was on the scene at the time says that the temple was desecrated and that the invaders left Jerusalem not much more than a pile of stones. “They left the bodies of your people for the vultures, the bodies of your servants for wild animals to eat. They shed your people’s blood like water; blood flowed like water all through Jerusalem, and no one was left to bury the dead. The surrounding nations insult us; they laugh at us and mock us” (Psalm 79:2-4 GNT). 
The destruction was horrific. The Babylonian invaders didn’t even take time to bury the dead. The blood was so plentiful it was running in rivulets in the streets. Vultures circled overhead, and packs of dogs tore at the flesh of those who had been slain.
And now, the marauders and the armies have left and the writer of Lamentations begins the dirge. “How deserted lies the city, once so full of people.”

No hope
If you’re thinking that somewhere we are going to hear a word of hope, you’re wrong. 
Hope is gone. The worst fears of the prophets and the righteous are realized. Nebuchadnezzar has arrived to lead them all through the portals of Dante’s inferno above which are emblazoned the words, “Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Enter Here.” 
Only too late do those in power realize that the prophets Isaiah and Jeremiah and others have been right all along. Only when they fall by the sword, or, if they were one of the lucky ones, when they are carted off to Babylon, do they realize that the arm of the Lord has executed judgment in the most terrifying manner. 
The writer sees no restoration in the foreseeable future. He has no idea if God will ever relent. It is sad, sad, sad. Jerusalem is like a widow who is bereft of lovers or allies and is now totally without resources or protection. Destitute and forsaken, she can only wonder what went wrong.
So there’s no hope — at least for now. We will return to this at the end.

Don’t make God laugh
You can see why this is a hard text to preach to a Sunday morning congregation. We have no easy referents to help us. And we’re not likely to attribute those occasional events that have caused national grief — such as 9/11 or the slaughter of innocents in a school yard — to the wrath of God.
We grieved as a nation, and still do, over the 9/11 attacks that took the lives of thousands. Every six months or so, perhaps less, we mourn the unnecessary deaths of children — murdered by some deranged soul who got his hands on a gun.
But — except for a few fire-breathing preachers of a certain ilk and perhaps some neo-atheists and the occasional pseudo-intellectual posturing in the public square — we do not lay these calamities at God’s doorstep. We’re much more likely to be introspective and wonder why these things happen and how they might be prevented. 
Generally, we’re hopeful that someday, perhaps not in our lifetime, we will find a way to keep children safe in our schools and keep domestic terrorists from blowing up buildings or poisoning our water supply.
Grim stuff. It’s the world we live in. 
But we don’t blame God.
Of course we could — blame God.
But before we went down that road, and not wanting to hear the heavens pealing with laughter, we’d have to exonerate or absolve ourselves of any responsibility. This means we’d have to have the chutzpah to say to God, “Hey, we haven’t done anything, so why are you doing this to us? Why do you let this happen?”
And after God calms down and regains the Divine Composure, (“Hey, Michael, Gabriel — they’re blaming me for the mess they’re in! Yes! I am not making this stuff up. Seriously!”), God says to us, “You’re right, you haven’t done anything. Next question?”

Why, God?
For these ancient Jews who did survive the three military campaigns launched against Jerusalem up to and including 586 B.C., there was no question of abandoning their belief in God. No question at all. The temptation to slide into morose atheism was not the slightest possibility. 
No, they knew the score, and they knew God had his reasons. So, in some respects they blamed God.
But it wasn’t really blame. 
Their complaint was not that God was punishing them, but that the punishment was too severe — a discipline from which they might not recover. They were stupefied at the destruction and loss of life. It was incomprehensible that temple worship was no longer an option — like they’d been so faithful in the past! 
It was all too severe and with no foreseeable end point.
And there was a second point sticking in the craw of the survivors. The argument went this way: “Okay, Lord, we get it. We sinned, and we were and are deserving of punishment. But why would you use the heathens as instruments of your punishment — heathens who are vastly more wicked and irreligious than we? It would make more sense for you to use us, your Chosen Ones, to humble them. Instead, they taunt us. And what do you get out of it? The heathens now taunt you and ridicule you, saying that our God is not able to save us.”
This is precisely the argument that Habakkuk puts to the Lord. And the Lord responds with a little lesson in justification by faith.
In the end, Habakkuk came around. He was able to say, “Though the fig tree does not blossom, and no fruit is on the vines; though the produce of the olive fails and the fields yield no food; though the flock is cut off from the fold and there is no herd in the stalls, yet I will rejoice in the LORD; I will exult in the God of my salvation” (Habakkuk 3:17-18).

A semblance of our former selves
The national despair described by the writer of today’s text might mirror the desperation we feel personally when traveling through the “valley of the shadow of death” (Psalm 23:4 KJV).
Unlike the psalmist, we do fear evil. The rod and the staff do not comfort us. They agitate us. 
This is not the kind of depression caused by chemical imbalances which require clinical treatment.
This is instead a despair born of the realization that our souls, which used to be animated with a lively relationship with God through Jesus Christ, are now desiccated, dilapidated and devoid of life. We may “hunger and thirst after righteousness,” but we do not seem to be filled, as the beatitude promises (Matthew 5:6).
“How deserted lies the city, once so full of people.” This might describe our spiritual lives. And so we ask ourselves, “How did we get here? What happened?”
Any number of reasons might come to mind.
We are distracted by the “cares of this world.” Jesus speaks to this concern in his parable of the sower. Why doesn’t the word take root in the soil of a person’s soul? Because “the cares of the world, and the lure of wealth and the desire for other things come in” and choke whatever desire is there (Mark 4:19). 
We might have a ghost town soul because we are overcome and overwhelmed by responsibilities and the demands of urgent matters. We feel pressure at work, and we have a child with serious medical issues, and meanwhile, it is a struggle to keep the marriage together. These types of things can drain a soul quickly, leaving it dry and hollow.
A ghost town soul could be traced to a struggle with doubt — a crisis of faith. When doubts assail us and our faith seems weak, we sometimes make the mistake of withdrawing from the presence of God. In fact, the Bible tells us that precisely the opposite response is critical to the care of our souls: “Draw near to God, and he will draw near to you” (James 4:8).

Hope lives!
The good news is that hope survives! 
To explain, we turn to Greek mythology and the well-known tale of Pandora’s box. Actually, it wasn’t a box, but a jar. This is a detail revealed by comedian, actor and author Stephen Fry in his wonderful book called MYTHOS: The Greek Myths Retold. Of course, the myths are retold in an easy-to-read and often humorous style. 
Here’s an edited version of Fry’s retelling of the Pandora’s Jar myth: “That night, Pandora found it hard to sleep. Unable to stand it any longer Pandora leapt from her matrimonial bed and was out in the garden, untilling the base of the sundial and scrabbling at the earth, before she had time to tell herself that this was the wrong thing to do.
“She pulled the jar from its hiding place and twisted at the lid. Its waxen seal gave way and she pulled it free. There was a fast fluttering, a furious flapping of wings and a wild wheeling and whirling in her ears.
“Oh! Glorious flying creatures!
“But no … they were not glorious at all. Pandora cried out in pain and fright as she felt something leathery brush her neck, followed by a sharp and terrible prick of pain as some sting or bite pierced her skin. More and more flying shapes buzzed from the mouth of the jar — a great cloud of them clattering, screaming and howling in her ears. With a great cry Pandora summoned up the courage and strength to close the lid and seal the jar.
“And what were they, these shapes? They were mutant descendants of the dark and evil children of both Nyx and Erebus. They were born of Deceit, Old Age, Misery, Blame, Violent Death. They were the offshoots of Ruin and Discord. These were their names: Hardship, Starvation, Pain, Anarchy, Lies, Quarrels, Disputes, Wars, Battles, Manslaughters and Murders.
“Illness, Violence, Deceit, Misery and Want had arrived. They would never leave the earth.
“What Pandora did not know was that, when she shut the lid of the jar so hastily, she forever imprisoned inside one last daughter of Nyx. One last little creature was left behind to beat its wings helplessly in the jar forever. 
“Its name was ELPIS, Hope.” (See additional commentary on this in Illustrations below.)
	
No mention of hope is recorded in our text for today. But there’s a slight fluttering of the wings of hope in Lamentations — very little, to be sure, but some. It is this hope to which Thomas Chisholm refers in the chorus of his great hymn, “Great Is Thy Faithfulness.”
Great is thy faithfulness,
Great is thy faithfulness,
Morning by morning new mercies I see;
All I have needed thy hand hath provided;
Great is thy faithfulness, Lord, unto me.
	Where did Chisholm get these words?
	From Lamentations 3:22-24:
The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases, 
	his mercies never come to an end;
they are new every morning;
	great is your faithfulness.
“The LORD is my portion,” says my soul, 
	“therefore I will hope in him.”
Standing alone in the desolation of his city, the writer now finds that his soul is refreshed. 
	He does not have a ghost town soul, because “The LORD is my portion.”
	The mercies of the Lord never come to an end.
	Like manna in the wilderness, they are “new every morning.”
	Yes, great is the faithfulness of the Lord!
Kristin Galle, Timothy Merrill, Frank C. Norris, Scott D. Nowack, Ron Scates, Melanie Silva, Michael Umbenhaur, Connie Ury and Carl Wilton contributed to this material. 

Possible Preaching Themes:
· The fall of Jerusalem was interpreted by the prophets as divine punishment. Does God act in this way today toward nations and individuals? If not, why not? Has God changed his approach to dealing with sin and unrighteousness?
· The destruction of the city was total. Sometimes, people feel that their lives are in total disarray. Does the Bible offer instruction and hope for those who are at the end of their tether?
· Review the nature of the prophet’s lament. Then develop a sermon about the issues of today about which we might lament and complain.

Participation Pointers:
· Film clip: The ending of The Shawshank Redemption when Red (Morgan Freeman) reads Andy’s letter in the box buried in the Maine farm field. He writes that “Hope is a good thing, maybe the best of things.”  
· There is a song titled “Hope to Carry On” by the late Rich Mullins and re-recorded by Caedmon’s Call.
—Rev. Scott D. Nowack, New Braunfels Presbyterian Church, New Braunfels, Texas.

Sources:
Hickman, Matt. “11 abandoned Old West boom towns.” Mother Nature Network. mnn.com, October 15, 2014. Retrieved March 5, 2019. Photos with this article.

Staff. “10 most amazing ghost towns.” Oddee. oddee.com, July 19, 2008. Retrieved March 5, 2019. Photos with this article. 


THE OTHER TEXTS
OCTOBER 6, 2019, Cycle C

Psalm 37:1-9
What Does the Text Say?
This psalm is the alternative reading for today and is paired with Habakkuk 1:1-4; 2:1-4. It is often called a “wisdom” psalm because of themes that link it to Proverbs. The gist of this psalm is found in the opening verse. The righteous need not fret when they see that the wicked prosper. The psalmist has no trouble identifying two classes of people: the righteous and the wicked. Both classes have their concomitant characteristics. The last thing one should do is worry about what is going to happen to the other guy. The psalmist instead explains that the righteous must continue to trust and “do good.” The wicked will get theirs. All of this is expressed as an alphabetic acrostic. Each successive letter of the Hebrew alphabet begins every other line of text. Thus, verse 1 (“do not fret”) begins with the Hebrew letter aleph, while verse 3 (“trust in the Lord”) begins with beth, and so on. Using this device, the psalmist is able to relentlessly pound his point home: We must trust in the Lord for our own well-being, and understand that the Lord will deal ultimately with the unrighteous. We must certainly not become angry or envy them. Big mistake. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
How to Work for Justice. This psalm does not advocate doing nothing to resist evil and wrongdoing. Clearly, the prophetic word is that we must resist injustice wherever it is found. The word of the Lord in this psalm is therapeutic. We should fight against the unrighteous but not go crazy doing so. We go about our work of resistance without fretting and we “refrain from anger, and forsake wrath” (v. 8). One problem with fretting about the wicked is that such worry assumes that we alone are responsible for the outcome. We aren’t. A second problem is that fretting only “leads to evil” (v. 8). This is quite germane to our current situation in which so many people are shouting and waving fists in the air. Let’s calm down and do our jobs without all the fretting, fussing, anger and wrath. How to do this? Take another look at the psalm and note the suggestions. They will comprise the core of the sermon. Trust. Delight. Commit. 

2 Timothy 1:1-14
What Does the Text Say?
Paul’s focus throughout this letter is on encouraging Timothy’s loyalty, urging him to persevere in the gospel and stand up to the testing that is to come. As usual, Paul uses his own life experiences and practices as model examples. Paul offers thankfulness for God’s work in Timothy’s life. Here Paul reminds Timothy that by abiding in his faith, remaining loyal to it, he not only honors God, but he also upholds the gift of faith that was passed down to him by his mother and grandmother. In verses 6-14, Paul now strengthens his appeal to Timothy’s loyalty despite approaching hardship. Paul identifies two potential threats to Timothy’s steadfastness — (1) the growth in power and persuasiveness of the “false teachers” and their deceitful messages; and (2) the fallout that may occur in the Christian community due to Paul’s imprisonment and thus absence. Paul wants Timothy to “rekindle” or literally “fan into flame” his own faithfulness. Paul now states two imperatives for Timothy: “Do not be ashamed” and “Join with me in suffering.” The specific “suffering” Paul endures at this point is his wrongful imprisonment. The “shame” he rebukes might be related to the fact that in order to “testify” about the Lord, Timothy must proclaim Jesus’ ignominious death on the cross. Paul denies there is any “shame” in being imprisoned, for he is a prisoner of Christ only, not of any civil authorities. In verse 10, Paul’s creedal confession seems to fit Timothy perfectly — to give encouragement to one who is facing the possibility of suffering for the sake of his faith. As he closes this first section of his letter in verses 13-14, Paul again offers a direct appeal to Timothy. Though it is still a personal appeal, Paul reminds Timothy of the necessity of “sound teaching” — for he is facing an onslaught of clever and deceitful “false teachers.” Paul urges his young colleague: “Guard the good treasure entrusted to you” — recalling the language found in verse 13. In this case, however, it seems likely that what Paul has entrusted to Timothy, the “good treasure,” is the “sound teaching” that will now see him through these challenging times.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Parting Words from Father to Son (Parent to Child). Frame your sermon by suggesting that 2 Timothy in general and this text in particular fall into the category of advice given to a child upon leaving home. Or, it could be regarded as deathbed advice to an heir. Think of Polonius’ speech to Laertes in Hamlet. Or think of a father having a heart-to-heart with his son before he leaves for college, or a mother and daughter doing likewise. Or think of a mother or father on a deathbed giving last-minute instructions to the children before being ushered into eternity. All of these scenarios roughly fit what is going on here. Indeed, Paul regarded Timothy as his son in the faith. So what gems of advice would you pluck out of this text to highlight in the sermon?
*Homiletics has treated this text six times. Select 2 Timothy in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 17:5-10
What Does the Text Say?
According to the preceding narrative, Jesus expected his disciples to rebuke offenders and then forgive them whenever they repented (vv. 1-4). Unconvinced that they had the resources to carry out such a command, “The apostles said to the Lord, ‘Increase our faith!’” (v. 5). In their estimation, if they were to honor Jesus’ directive, they required an extra measure of faith. In response to their request, Jesus said, “If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, ‘Be uprooted and planted in the sea,’ and it would obey you’” (v. 6). With this gripping hyperbole, Jesus assured his apostles that they already had sufficient faith, and that, to forgive others, they were unnecessarily looking outside of themselves. To illustrate his point, Jesus drew on the master-slave relationship and proposed a hypothetical scenario that the apostles would immediately recognize as utterly preposterous, for no master would ever invite his slave to join him at the table. Instead, the master would order his slave to serve him. In addition, the master would not thank his slave for doing what a slave was expected to do (vv. 7-9). In other words, just as the master had the authority to order his slave to serve, the apostles had the authority — and ability — to forgive. Finally, Jesus confirmed that his apostles had the necessary resources to forgive when he told them that they were to declare after forgiving others that they — like slaves — “have done only what we ought to have done!” (v. 10).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
Why God Might Say No to Our Prayers. When the disciples went to Jesus and said, “Lord, increase our faith,” they were essentially making a request. It was a prayer. They were asking something of Jesus, like we do in our prayers all the time. Jesus said “No,” and launched into an enigmatic explanation for doing so, the gist of which was: “You already have what you need.” This illustrates the truth that sometimes God says “No” because we have what we’re asking for. In this case, Jesus tells the disciples that they already have the tools they need to do the job. Explore other reasons why God might say “No” to our prayers.
*Homiletics has treated this four times. Select Luke in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
Considered one of the best-preserved ghost towns in Montana, the gold rush boomtown of Bannack is popular with hikers, living history enthusiasts and paranormal researchers — a ghost town believed to be swarming with ghosts.
Established in 1862 along Grasshopper Creek, Bannack, now a state park listed as a National Historic Landmark, struggled with its fair share of chaos, corruption and cold-blooded murder. Unbeknown to the denizens of Bannack, town Sheriff Henry Plummer was also a hardened criminal (guess they didn’t check his references). With the assistance of a ruthless gang of highwaymen, Plummer orchestrated hundreds of robberies and murders across his territory. Vigilantes quickly figured out why the sheriff wasn’t able to detain the marauding bandits, and he was captured and lynched along with his henchmen.
Plummer and his cronies, however, are thought to be still kicking around town. A favorite haunt is said to be Skinner’s Saloon where, coincidentally, Plummer was hanged from the gallows out back. Next door to the saloon, the Hotel Meade is another of Bannack’s “active” buildings (cold spots, weird vibes, the sounds of crying children, etc.). The apparition of a young drowning victim, Dorothy Dunn, has been spotted there on numerous occasions over the years. 
—Matt Hickman, “11 abandoned Old West boom towns.” Mother Nature Network. mnn.com, October 15, 2014. Retrieved March 5, 2019. Photos with this article.
##
High in the Colorado Rockies (elevation 11,200 feet), about 12 miles northeast of the mining outpost turned tourism machine known as Silverton, Animas Forks is a ghost town for ghost town purists. It’s remote, it’s somewhat hard to reach, it’s well-preserved (but not in a kitschy, Knott’s Berry Farm kind of way), and it has been abandoned for a long time — since the early 1920s, to be exact. 
The story of Animas Forks is similar to other Western boomtowns: Prospectors set up shop in the 1870s and in the next years the mining camp’s population rapidly swelled, as did amenities. At one point, Animas Forks was the bustling home to saloons, assay offices, stores, boarding houses, a mill and several hundred residents who decamped each winter for less frigid Silverton and returned each spring. Fifty years later, it was all gone. 
Today, under the stewardship of the Bureau of Land Management, Animas Forks is just one of many spectacular sights — waterfalls, mountain meadows, bighorn sheep — along the Alpine Loop, an unpaved, 65-mile backcountry byway much of which must be traversed in a four-wheel-drive vehicle. 
—Matt Hickman, “11 abandoned Old West boom towns.” Mother Nature Network. mnn.com, October 15, 2014. Retrieved March 5, 2019. Photos with this article.
##
Because this may be stewardship season, you might want to explore how your church portrays its vision. Does it know how to ask for the sake of the future? Or are you headed toward being a ghost town? Consider the following story.
A young attorney was asked to be the keynote speaker at a certain conference because he had just given $1.5 million to a local youth center. 
His speech was dynamic … filled with faith references and it was obvious to me that his spiritual convictions were a driving force in his desire to make his magnanimous gift. Why would he make such a gift? I can still see him leaning forward excitedly in his chair. He began to share with me the story of a young, inner-city boy from a broken home with seemingly no hope who had gotten involved in the center and how it had completely turned his life around. Now that boy was on his way to college with wonderful plans to return to his neighborhood and make a difference. By the time the attorney finished, he was just beaming with excitement. 
He said, “I asked the director what could be done to create more stories like this and he quickly told me that he needed a new center but one would cost $1.5 million. I thought to myself, ‘Well, I have $1.5 million and that would be a great way to use it. If he can change lives, I can fund it.’” 
Then I shifted gears with the generous attorney just a bit and asked him his church involvement. 
He told me that he was very active in his local church, attending about 48 Sundays a year. I asked him if he gave to the church and his answer was revealing. “I give as good as most,” he replied. 
Then I asked him if he would ever consider giving a gift like he gave to the center, to his church. 
He stared right at me and said, “Lord, no, they wouldn't know what to do with it.” 
Later in the conversation he told me that he was going to give a million dollars away the next year to another youth organization. Because of his earlier comment, I asked him point-blank if he thought this youth organization was doing more for young people than his church’s denomination (that had about 30 churches in the community). 
He quickly answered, “Oh yeah, without a doubt!”
—Rev. Kristin Galle, Interim, Weimar UCC, Weimar, Texas; from introduction of Not Your Parents’ Offering Plate: A New Vision for Financial Stewardship by J. Clif Christopher.
##
More about hope from Fry’s MYTHOS: The Greek Myths Retold.
What Elpis [Hope] left behind in Pandora’s jar meant to the Greeks, and what it might mean for us today, have been matters of intriguing debate amongst scholars and thinkers. … For some it reinforces the terrible nature of Zeus’ curse on man. All the ills of the world were sent to plague us, they argue, and we were denied even the consolation of hope. The abandoning of hope, after all, is often used as a phrase that preludes the end to caring or striving. Dante’s gates of hell commanded all who entered there entirely to abandon hope. How terrible then to believe that hope might abandon us.
Others have maintained that Elpis means more than “hope,” it suggests expectation and not only that but expectation of the worst. Foreboding, in other words, dread, an impending sense of doom. This interpretation of the Pandora myth submits that the final spirit locking in the jar was in fact the most evil of them all, and that without it man is at least denied a presentiment of the awfulness of his own fate and the meaningless cruelty of existence. With Elpis locked away, in other words, we are, like Epimetheus [Pandora’s husband], capable of living from day to day, blithely ignorant of, or at least ignoring, the shadow of pain, death and ultimate failure that looms over us all. Such an interpretation of the myth is, in a dark manner, optimistic.
Nietzsche looked at it in yet another, slightly different way. For him hope was the most pernicious of all the creatures in the jar because hope prolongs the agony of man’s existence. Zeus had included it in the jar because he wanted it to escape and torment mankind every day with the false promise of something good to come. Pandora’s imprisonment of it was a triumphant act that saved us from Zeus’ worst cruelty. With hope, Nietzsche argued, we are foolish enough to believe there is a point to existence, an end and a promise. Without it we can at least try to get on and live free of delusional aspiration.
Hopefully, or hopelessly, we can decide for ourselves.
—Stephen Fry, MYTHOS: The Greek Myths Retold (Penguin Random House UK), 2018. 
##
Today, the 30-kilometer radius around the most contaminated area — the exclusion zone — is a mausoleum of [humanity’s] technological folly. Its ruination has become a symbol of the failed utopian ideals of the Soviet Union, a warning of humanity’s capacity to wreak ecological havoc, and a reminder of both our fragility and resilience.
Thirty-one years after being designated a dead zone, the living roam its corridors once again. Over the past decade, an increasing number of self-proclaimed “stalkers” regularly enter the zone illegally. Cloaked in darkness and camouflage, they navigate miles of irradiated forest, sleep in abandoned villages, and watch the sunrise unfurl over Pripyat’s crumbling Brezhnev baroque rooftops.
“You feel like the last person on Earth,” says Eugene Knyazev, who estimates that over the course of 50 trips, he has spent a year of his life in the exclusion zone. “You wander through empty villages, cities, roads. This is a magical sensation.”
—Gulnaz Khan, “See photos taken on illegal visits to Chernobyl’s dead zone,” National Geographic, nationalgeographic.com, December 21, 2017. Retrieved March 25, 2019.
##
Perched on the breathtaking Atlantic coast of Mainland, the largest island in Scotland’s Orkney archipelago, are the remains of the Stone Age settlement of Skara Brae, dating back 5,000 years. Just feet from the sea, Skara Brae is one of the best preserved Stone Age villages in the world — a complex of ancient stone house foundations, walls and sunken corridors carved out of the dunes by the shore of the Bay of Skaill. ...
Older than the Egyptian pyramids and Stonehenge, Skara Brae is part of a UNESCO World Heritage site that also includes two iconic circles of standing stones — the Ring of Brodgar and the Stones of Stenness — and Maeshowe, an exquisitely structured chambered tomb. ...
Skara Brae and the neighboring sites have weathered thousands of years of Orkney’s wild winters and ferocious storms, but they may not outlive the changing climate of our modern era. As seas rise, storms intensify, and wave heights in this part of the world increase, the threat grows to Skara Brae, where land at each end of its protective sea wall — erected in the 1920s — is being eaten away. Today, as a result of climate change, Skara Brae is regarded by Historic Environment Scotland, the government agency responsible for its preservation, as among Scotland’s most vulnerable historic sites.
—Adam Markham, “Heritage at risk: how rising seas threaten ancient coastal ruins,” Yale Environment 360, July 17, 2017. Retrieved March 25, 2019.
##
God can only be met in emptiness, by those who come in love, abandoning all effort to control, every need to astound. ... The God of the Bible is ever an elusive one. The only guarantee of divine availability is God’s own promise to be present to those who empty themselves in perfect trust.
―Belden C. Lane, The Solace of Fierce Landscapes: Exploring Desert and Mountain Spirituality (Oxford, 1988), 63.
##
Of all the lost cities in the world, ancient Pompeii is the most “found.” The volcanic eruption that destroyed the Roman city also froze it in time — but now, 2,000 years later, it is alive with people who threaten its existence all over again.
Perched high in the gods of the great theatre, you get a good view of the waves of tourists. They enter from left and right, then flow on toward the forum, or the baths, or the lupanar (the brothel) where the explicit, 2,000-year-old wall decorations are such a draw that visitors get pushed in one entrance and out the other with barely enough time to focus the camera lens. ...
Encapsulating what the Cambridge classics professor and excavations expert Andrew Wallace-Hadrill calls a “paradox of the survival of the past,” Pompeii was preserved in the process of being destroyed. The cataclysmic nature of its sudden loss — as opposed to abandonment, or transformation over time, or devastation by enemy force — served not only to stop the remaining inhabitants literally in their tracks, but to conserve traces of their lives, and very bodies, as if frozen in time.
Between the rows of terracotta pots and assorted amphorae that are packed into the forum’s granary in the manner of an ancient lost property office, a figure crouches in palpable despair, its hands raised in a bid to cover its face. Although arranged much like the empty vessels on either side, this ghoulish form embodies human remains discovered by Amedeo Maiuri, Pompeii’s chief archaeologist from 1924 to 1961. ...
The more urgent threat to Pompeii is, however, the wear and tear caused by tourists and the exposure to more everyday elements than the volcano. Structural collapses caused by heavy rains in recent years have prompted concern about Italy’s capability to conserve this Unesco World Heritage Site.
—Emily Mann, “Lost cities #4: Pompeii was preserved by disaster. Now it risks ruin all over again,” The Guardian, August 11, 2016. theguardian.com. Retrieved March 25, 2019.

##

What is my new desert? The name of it is compassion. There is no wilderness so terrible, so beautiful, so arid and so fruitful as the wilderness of compassion. It is the only desert that shall truly flourish like the lily. It shall become a pool, it shall bud forth and blossom and rejoice with joy. It is in the desert of compassion that the thirsty land turns into springs of water, that the poor possess all things.
—Thomas Merton, The Sign of Jonas (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2002), 334.

##

No Christian escapes a taste of the wilderness on the way to the Promised Land.
—Evelyn Underhill, “Letter to members of the prayer group,” Eastertide 1941, in The Making of a Mystic: New and Selected Letters of Evelyn Underhill (University of Illinois Press, 2010), 350.

Commentary
Lamentations 1:1-6

We’re looking at the book of Lamentations as a whole, with special attention to chapter 1. Reading or scanning the entire book (just 5 chapters) will enable you to catch the mood and contents of this sad, grim book. You will empathetically experience the writer’s anguish and theological reflections over overwhelming suffering. 
Lamentations begins with the Hebrew word ’eykah, which means “How!” or “Alas!” The book is comprised of a series of poetic, gut-wrenching laments which bewail/grieve over the devastation of Zion/Jerusalem/Judah by the Babylonians (586 B.C. ) and their subsequent exile. There is plenty to wail over: During both the year-and-a-half siege before the walls of Jerusalem were breached, as well as during the continuing post-destruction lack of food, starvation reached the point that some resorted to cannibalism. Their last king, Zedekiah, was imprisoned in exile after having witnessed the execution of his sons. God’s temple had been desecrated and destroyed. The holy city, Jerusalem/Zion, had been left in ruins. Most of the people were taken off into exile where many were required to do forced labor. Nothing they valued remained. 
Lamentations was likely written during the period between 586 B.C. and 516 B.C. when the Second Temple was consecrated, after some exiles or their descendants returned to Jerusalem. Some ancient traditions attribute the book to Jeremiah (“the weeping prophet”), based partly on a misunderstanding of 2 Chronicles 35:25. A NET note on 1:1 states: “The LXX [Greek] and Vulgate [Latin] … include a preface that is lacking in the MT [the Hebrew Masoretic Text]: ‘And it came to pass after Israel had been taken captive and Jerusalem had been laid waste, Jeremiah sat weeping and lamented this lament over Jerusalem, and said …’” But for a number of reasons, including style and the fact that Jeremiah had been taken to Egypt after the fall of Jerusalem (see Jeremiah 43), it is doubtful that Jeremiah himself wrote Lamentations. Furthermore, in the Hebrew Bible, Lamentations is not among the Prophets, but among the Writings, where it is one of the five scrolls (megilloth, the plural of megillah): Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes and Esther. 
Lamentations has quite a few parallels to other laments in the Bible and other ancient Near Eastern literature of the period. See many Psalms, such as 13, 44, and Psalm 79 (in this issue of Homiletics). The book of Job has similar themes. Lamentations follows a funeral-song dirge pattern, in terms of both the cadence of its verses and thematic content. 
Jesus himself lamented over Jerusalem (anticipating the upcoming loss of city and temple in A.D. 70 to the Romans): “Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing! See, your house is left to you, desolate.”
Lamentations has a fascinating structure. Chapters 1 and 2 have 22 verses each. Chapter 3 has 66 verses. Chapters 4 and 5 have 22 verses each. There are 22 letters (all consonants) of the Hebrew alphabet, from aleph to tau. Lamentations 1–4 follows an acrostic pattern, as do other poetic biblical passages in the OT, including Proverbs 31:10-31 (the wise/capable woman/wife) and Psalms 9, 10, 25, 34, 37, 111, 112, 119 and 145. 
In Lamentations chapters 1, 2 and 4, each verse begins with a new letter of the Hebrew alphabet. E.g., verse 1 starts with an ’aleph; verse 2 starts with a beth; verse 22 starts with a tau. Etymologically our English word “alphabet” comes from the first and second letters of the Greek alphabet (alpha and beta), whose names derive from the Northwest Semitic Phoenician alphabet (with obvious similarities to the names of the first two Hebrew letters). In the 66 verses of chapter 3, the acrostic pattern uses three verses for each letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Chapter 5 is also poetic, but not acrostic. 
As a literary device, the acrostic pattern draws the attention of listeners by alerting them to the concepts taught. In Lamentations, the acrostic pattern emphasizes the utter abject state of fallen and exiled Zion/Jerusalem and Judah — her suffering and grieving run the gamut from aleph to tau. Similarly, the “I am the Alpha and the Omega” passages of Revelation (1:8; 21:6; 22:13) may mean “I am A to Z and everything in between.”
Chapter 1 of Lamentations exemplifies the whole book. Zion/Jerusalem/Judah is depicted as a grieving widow. Notice the multiple contrasts between her former lofty status and her being bereft of everyone and everything. The city was once full of people and now is sparsely populated. She was a princess among the nations, but now is a vassal (better translations are forced laborer or toiling slave). She weeps bitterly. She once had many lovers and friends (pagan gods and Gentile nations whom she had once relied on); now there is no one to comfort her (vv. 2, 9, 16, 17, 21; contrast Isaiah 40:1-2). People(s) who once were her friends have betrayed her and now mock her. She is in exile with no rest. Sadly, perhaps even ominously, “God is utterly silent throughout the book” (Carleen R. Mandolfo: “Lamentations,” in The New Interpreter’s Bible One Volume Commentary, 451). 
Lamentations 1: 5, 12-15, 18, 20 place the blame for all the suffering squarely on the people’s sins. Sin does have consequences. So, “the LORD has made her suffer for the multitude of her transgressions; her children have gone away, captives before the foe” (v. 5). As indicated in the commentary piece on Psalm 79 (in this issue of Homiletics), Psalm 79, along with certain biblical prophets (e.g., Jeremiah 14 and Habakkuk 1:6 ff. — the Chaldeans are the Babylonians), historians (e.g., 2 Kings 17:13-41) and others (e.g., Nehemiah 9:26-31) see God’s punishing anger and judgment being behind a pagan power’s actions against God’s people. 
Lamentations expresses unrelenting, surging despair. There are but two glimmers of hope. Lamentations 3:19-26 is near the midpoint of the book. Despite the appalling circumstances, the lamenter asserts that God’s steadfast love and mercies/compassions never end. In fact, they are “new every morning; great is your faithfulness.” He “waits for” the Lord to deliver (the verb qawah in v. 25 has the sense of eagerly awaiting/expecting/looking for/longing for/hoping for). In 5:21-22, the lamenter prays with both hope and fear: He asks that God will make it possible for them to come back to him, unless God’s anger has made the rejection firm. 
What are Christian people to do when they face periods of utter despair, thinking that God has abandoned them because of their sins or within their abject circumstances? One hint may be found in the use of the book of Lamentations during Tenebrae services, held during the dark days of Maundy Thursday, Good Friday and Holy Saturday. It is a time of remembered despair. We’d like to believe that Easter is coming for us, yet we are experiencing darkness. Followers of Jesus, individually and as communities of faith, can use words from Lamentations, Psalms, Job and Jesus (“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” — Mark 15:34, from Psalm 22:1) to speak honestly during our own times of bitter anguish. May God yet deliver us. 
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.
 
Conversation with the Children:	Lamentations 1:1-6
[bookmark: _GoBack]There are some wonderful pictures of ghost towns online. You might even search for “ghost towns near [your location].” Enlarge and print photos of ghost towns, or use a screen if you have that option. In any case, display such a photo. Point to a building and ask the children if they can guess what that building was used for. Was it a store? Perhaps a lawyer’s office? Maybe it was a jail. Do the same thing with several pictures, pointing out different things in each picture, like an abandoned wagon or perhaps an old schoolhouse. Observe that the buildings indicate that these towns were quite busy at one time. Ask the children, “What do you think happened here? Why did this place become a ghost town?” Perhaps the town was built when people mined for gold, and then the gold was gone, or perhaps there was no more water and the people had to move on to another town. It is easy to identify a ghost town because it is empty. It’s not a ghost town because ghosts live in the town! We call it a ghost town because all the people are gone. No more good people. No more kind people. No more people helping each other. They’ve all gone somewhere else to be good, kind and helpful. Good thing we don’t live in an empty town like that! We still have kind people, good people and people helping other people. And we have good children who share and try to help as well — children like you!  Close with a prayer: “Dear Jesus, thank you for all the kind people, good people and helping people in our town. Help each of us to be one of those special people, too! Amen.”

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
God of hope,
we come into your presence this morning
with confidence that you will meet us here.
Where there is sadness, bring joy;
Where there is tiredness, bring refreshment;
Where there is despair, bring a renewed sense of hope.
Let this place be a sanctuary,
a safe haven for us,
a home for holy words and songs and prayers
as we devote ourselves to you.
We pray this in Jesus’ name Amen
—Carol Penner, Leading in Worship website, carolpenner.typepad.com. September 19, 2014.

Litanies — General
Litany of Lament
Leader: By the rivers of Babylon — there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion. 
People: On the willows there we hung up our harps. For there our captors asked us for songs saying, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!” 
Leader: How could we sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land? If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither! 
People: Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy. 
Leader: When facing adversity,
People: Remember us, O Lord. 
Leader: When we stumble and fall,
People: Remember us, O Lord.
Leader: When our enemies take joy in our suffering, 
People: Remember us, O Lord.
Leader: When we are mistreated,
People: Remember us, O Lord.
Leader: Keep us from repaying evil with evil.
People: Remember us, O Lord.
Leader: Happy are those who trust in the Lord.
ALL: Great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised!
—Adapted from Psalm 137, today’s psalm reading. 

Prayers — Offertory
Holy God, source of all good things, you have blessed your children with many gifts, and each of us can serve and help build your kingdom here on earth. We know at times we have denied our giftedness and dismissed the impact our gifts can have. As we ask you to dedicate our tithes and offerings today, we remind ourselves that you seek not only that we open our wallets but open our hearts and our whole being to the work of making your love and compassion the norm, not the exception in this world. We pray this in Christ’s name. Amen. 
—Ken Sloane, posted on umcdiscipleship.org.

Hymns
Great Is Thy Faithfulness
Peace, Perfect Peace
All the Way My Savior Leads Me

Worship and Praise 
Faithfulness (Hillsong)
Yahweh (Hillsong)
Thank You, God, for Saving Me (Tomlin)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle C
Lamentations 1:1-6
Psalm 137
2 Timothy 1:1-14*
Luke 17:5-10*
*Go to Scripture Index for additional treatments of these texts.






