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In recent days we have seen major steps toward peace in the Middle East with a significant ceasefire between Israel and Gaza. We have heard jubilation in Gaza, relief for those in Israel to have the last living members of Israelis held by Hammas released to their loved ones, and people around the world sighing with relief that the horrific destruction and loss of so many lives has stopped. The big issue is where to from here? How will we as a world community work to ensure that peace will last, and that this peace will also be just?

This Sunday we will read a portion of the book of the Prophet Jeremiah where the Prophet speaks about God establishing a new covenant with the people of Judah. What’s helpful to know is that Jeremiah was a prophet during a period of decline in Judah. Jeremiah had repeatedly warned his people of the impending exile to Babylon. They would see their temple destroyed and the walls of Jerusalem broken down. They would lose their lands, their homes, and their sense of identity would be seriously compromised for they would be taken as captives to a foreign land away from all they have known and loved. What utter devastation! How would they cope? We can see something of that devastation in present day Gaza and feel the deep loss and grief of people on both sides of the conflict.

Jeremiah however was not just a prophet of doom; he was primarily the bearer of God’s vision and hope for the world. One of the astounding prophetic acts he did in the face of that destruction was to buy a field directly in front of the on-coming Babylonian army. You might say he was mad, that he wasted his money because he knew it would be taken away from him. But Jeremiah's purchase is designed to demonstrate to his people his faith in God's promised restoration. 

In the face of the anxiety, fear and grief of his people at what was about to happen Jeremiah speaks about God fulfilling the old covenant made at Mount Sinai with Moses, with a new covenant written on people’s hearts. The new covenant was a promise to restore their broken nation, to reunite the scattered tribes, and to bring about a lasting and joyful relationship with God that would not be broken again. As they went into captivity they were to carry that hope with them in their hearts – they were to be intentional about living toward that hope. How were they to achieve that, and how do we? Jeremiah, ever practical and wise, invited them to do that by reading the scriptures and singing the psalms. That is by holding onto the identity given to them by God that carries and sustains hope.

Song plays an important role in the formation of Christian identity. The hymns and songs we sing in church ‘hold’ us in the faith, confirm in us the hope, and nurture in us the love God has placed within us. So, the words we sing are important – words that speak of God and of God’s vision for this world. One modern hymn writer Richard Leach put it in this way: you might to listen to it on YouTube: https://poproseville.org/2021/06/when-our-song-says-peace-elw-709/

When our song says peace and the world says war
We will sing despite the world.
We will trust the song, for we sing of God
Who breaks the spear and sword and stills the storm of war.

Sydney Carter chose a very different metaphor when he wrote the hymn ‘The Lord of the Dance’. He was inviting the Church to dance in the face of the world’s gloom and despair, portraying Jesus as the one who inspires us to do just that, and who gives us the hope to dance and the will to persist. Both songs hint at the vibrancy and joy given to us by God to live into the vision and hope of God despite the contexts in which we live.
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