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“The Anguish of the Soul”
Jeremiah 20:1-6; Jeremiah 7-18 March 26, 2017

This is the Word of the Lord.
Thanks be to God!
Thanks be to God?  Really?  
We say those words quite perfunctorily, but do we mean 

them? Did you really hear what Jeremiah had to say? He 
is at the end of his rope. His soul is in anguish. He has 
announced to the people, the priests and the king the coming 
destruction. He has shattered a pottery jar to symbolize 
the destruction of the kingdom and the obliteration of 
Jerusalem. The devastation will be so complete that the 
city cannot be put back together again. The people will be 
hauled off to exile in Babylon. Jeremiah’s words trouble the 
minds of the leaders; his prophetic act frightens the people.  
He speaks a word no one wants to hear. 

Thanks be to God? No way.
Pashhur, the priest and overseer of the temple, beats 

Jeremiah and locks him up for the night in the public stocks.  
Maybe this will teach Jeremiah to keep his mouth shut and 
cease his treasonous talk. When Jeremiah is released in the 
morning, he does not keep silent. He declares that Pashhur 
and his family will die in exile. It is not Jeremiah who is 
terrorizing Judah; it is the false comfort of Pashhur’s words 
that is deceiving the people and leading them to destruction.

Then the scene shifts and we hear the prophet confess the 
anguish of his life.  In words that sound almost blasphemous, 
Jeremiah accuses God of seducing and overpowering him.  
God has won the power struggle; God has prevailed over 
the reluctant prophet Jeremiah. Whenever he speaks the 
word God has given him to speak, the people laugh at him, 
call him names and plot against him. Even his so called 
friends wait for him to trip up so they can destroy him. His 
lament rises, “If I say, ‘I will not mention him, or speak any 
more in his name,’ then within me there is something like a 
burning fire shut up in my bones; I am weary with holding 
it in, and I cannot” (20:9). 

Jeremiah vacillates between the anguish of his soul and 
his trust in God. Even in the face of the impossible task 
God has given him, he trusts that God will be with him like 
a mighty warrior. He feels both anguish and confidence at 
the same time. He prays that God will keep him safe in the 

presence of those who despise him and seek his life. Yet, he 
curses the day he was born. He cries out, “Why did I come 
forth from the womb to see toil and sorrow, and spend my 
days in shame?”(20:18). Jeremiah shares with Job some of 
the most poignant words of lament in the Bible. 

What is it to feel that you are caught in an impossible 
situation? Last week, we heard about Jeremiah’s inner 
struggle with God and the truth God has given him to 
speak. Now we hear how doing the will of God leads him to 
the edge of despair.  

In his lifelong battle against Apartheid, Archbishop 
Desmond Tutu knows about impossible situations. He has 
seen it all: the brutality of government, the collusion of 
ordinary citizens, the false doctrines of the church, the walls 
of the prison, the blood of children in the streets. He has 
also seen the power of God at work in the people of God 
who seek truth, peace and justice. In his book, God Has a 
Dream: A Vision of Hope for Our Time, he writes: 

“Dear Child of God, I write these words because we 
all experience sadness, we all come at times to despair, 
and we all lose hope that the suffering in our lives and 
in the world will ever end. I want to share with you my 
faith and my understanding that this suffering can be 
transformed and redeemed. There is no such thing as 
a totally hopeless case. Our God is an expert at dealing 
with chaos, with brokenness, with all the worst that 
we can imagine. God created order out of disorder, 
cosmos out of chaos, and God can do so always, can do 
so now--in our personal lives and in our lives as nations, 
globally.... Indeed, God is transforming the world now-
-through us--because God loves us.”

When it seems most hopeless, God comes to us. 
I remember when the call came late one night. A member 

of the church was calling because a woman in the church 
was distraught and inconsolable. He asked me to come 
over to the house and join the friends who were there to 
support their friend with their love, encouragement and 
prayers. I knew what she had overcome in her life: a difficult 
childhood with strict, unloving parents who thought that 
a college education was wasted on girl. In spite of her 
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parents’ constant put-downs, she had achieved a lot: a 
good marriage, two wonderful teenage children, a college 
education, a meaningful job and a wide circle of friends.  
At that moment, the years of negative parental internal 
messages came crashing in. When I arrived, the group was 
seated with her on the floor in the living room. By the time 
I arrived, their presence, compassion and strong support 
were already restoring her life, her peace and her sense of 
well-being. In the days ahead, her friends stood by her and 
helped her get the care and counseling she needed. God 
was in those friends like a dread warrior who would not let 
the darkness and doubt prevail.  

Yesterday morning, I had the privilege of listening to the 
final rehearsal of our Sanctuary Choir and Festival Orchestra 
for the Concert this afternoon here in the sanctuary at  
3 p.m. They will present the Requiem by Maurice Duruflé 
and the Jeremiah Symphony by Leonard Bernstein. In the 
Requiem’s Mass, Duruflé’s ethereal and lush music conveys 
the anguish of the souls that long to be liberated from the 
depths of hell.  The choir sings: 

“Lord have mercy. Christ have mercy. Lord have 
mercy. 

Deliver the souls of all the faithful departed from 
the pains of hell and from the deep pit. Let them not 
fall into darkness, but bring them to the holy light.” 

Bernstein’s emotionally intense music conveys the 
anguish of Jeremiah over the fall of Jerusalem. He envisions 
the city as a widow who weeps in the night. She has no one 
to comfort her and all her friends have dealt treacherously 
with her. The music deepens our understanding of Jeremiah 
and holds the anguish of the human heart in the love of 
God. I hope you will hear this afternoon how the music 
and words are a powerful testimony to the truth that God 
comes to us our deepest pain and greatest doubt.  

In the anguish of the soul, we question ourselves and 
our value. We wonder about our relationships. We see 
the “terror-all-around,” the violence and the destruction 
in our society and world; we wonder where God is in all 
that defies goodness, robs human life of meaning, and 
threatens our communities. Even in the darkness, when 
the light seems like little more than a flickering candle, we 
remember with Jeremiah that there is one who knows the 
mind and heart, who guides the course of history, who is 
with us like a “dread warrior,” and who will not allow evil to 
prevail.  In his book, Telling the Truth, Frederick Buechner 
notes: 

“It is a world of magic and mystery, of deep darkness 
and flickering starlight. It is a world where terrible 
things happen and wonderful things too. It is a world 

where goodness is pitted against evil, love against hate, 
order against chaos, in a great struggle where often it 
is hard to be sure who belongs to which side because 
appearances are endlessly deceptive. Yet for all its 
confusion and wildness, it is a world where the battle 
goes ultimately to the good (Telling the Truth: the 
Gospel as Comedy, Tragedy and Fairytale).”

Yes, the judgment comes to a world that defies God. The 
judgment falls upon us as it falls upon Jeremiah and his 
people. It is hard news to hear. Yet, beyond the judgment 
is hope. The judgment liberates us from the anguish of our 
souls to embrace the hope we have in God. 

We are thankful.  
This is the word of the Lord
Thanks be to God! 


