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As I’ve been thinking about that passage from Lamentations this week, the image that 
keeps coming into my mind is of a small boy, about 5 years old, sitting in the back of an 
ambulance, a look of shock in his eyes, his face caked with blood and dust. Many of you 
probably saw that photo. It was taken after an aerial attack on Aleppo in Syria. It illustrated to 
many the true effect of the war that has been raging there for five years and how out of control 
the violence has become.

All I had in my head was a picture. But that picture represents a real person. The boy’s 
name is Omran Daqneesh. The cameraman who shot the footage was there when Omran was 
rescued from the rubble. It surprised him because Omran, unlike most other kids, wasn’t crying 
or screaming; he was silent as he was pulled from the destruction around him. As the cameraman 
later said: "He did not say a thing. He was traumatized from the shock. He did not scream, he 
did not call anyone, he had an odd stare … With his innocence, how he wiped the blood off 
with his hand. He was used to all this — the airstrikes, the blood — this is his daily life."

Not many of us can relate to such a reality. But the speaker of Lamentations can. He, 
too, is sitting among the ruins of his city, Jerusalem, he is shocked and crushed in his fear and 
anguish. Lamentations is unrelenting in its sadness. We don’t know who wrote it, man or 
woman, we only know it gives voice to the reality of violence in a world out of control. It’s a 
cry for refuge, release from the agony of loss. Omran is not even able to give voice to his 
anguish; and if he did it’s hard to know if he’d even be heard. 

We are insulated from his experience. We see the news, we hear about the devastation 
but it all runs together; it’s hard to process so much suffering. Like the number we’ve heard 
recently: 11 million. Eleven million people are said to have been displaced in Syria. Eleven
million refugees. According to the UN across the world there are over 65 million people who 
have been forced from their homes. Of these over 21 million are refugees, over half of whom 
are children under 18. Our world has never seen so many without a place to go. We’ve never 
been in such a state of hostility.  

So the speaker in Lamentations speaks for a growing number of people in our world. 
And we can certainly understand why, in such circumstances, it seems as if God is absent. 
Who wouldn’t be left speechless like Omran if they were faced with so much loss? It seems to 
me, once we are aware of that reality, it’s up to us who are whole, who are secure, to offer 
some measure of hope to those who suffer. The question is, how do we do that? How do we 
bring hope to hopeless circumstances?

For some years now I’ve been inspired and intrigued by the story of Malala Yousafzai. 
Malala was born in Pakistan in the Swat Valley which borders Afghanistan. In her 
autobiography she describes the region where she was raised with such detail and affection, 



she sounds like Israelites in Psalm 137 who sit by the waters of Babylon and weep over Zion. 
They are so in love with the land they’ve been forced to leave. Their memory of it may be a 
little exaggerated, a little romanticized, but their love is real. So is Malala’s for her home. It 
was in her home, while traveling to school with some other students, that her bus was stopped 
one day and a Taliban militant shot her in the head, hoping to silence her from speaking out on 
behalf of education for girls. But she survived. Against all odds she lived to continue her 
activism. Now, exiled with her family in England, she speaks out and gives hope to other 
young women who long to be educated, to have the rights every human being should enjoy. 
The Malala Fund has an impact in the lives of girls in 6 countries and among Syrian refugees 
throughout the world. Through her anguish and exile she has become a voice for those whose 
lives are overlooked and rejected.

The writer of the letter to Timothy tells him to “guard the good treasure” entrusted to 
him. That treasure is the message of hope embodied in Christ. So the only way to guard it is to 
give it away. It is to live in hope in spite of the forces in this world that are hostile and violent 
and want nothing more than to bury that hope beneath suffering and ruin. That is our mission. 
We can be a refuge of hope for those who live in a hostile world. We become that refuge every 
time we open our hearts to welcome a refugee family in our community; every time we offer 
someone who is homeless or hungry a meal and a kind word; every time we reach out to girls 
around the world with the gift of a dress and a doll, a little token of affection and concern that 
reminds them they are not forgotten or alone. This is how we enter the realities we see 
unfolding in the world. We don’t just wring our hands in despair or turn the channel, we put 
our prayers to work. Pope Francis has a wonderful line I’ve seen quoted a lot, he says: “We 
pray for the hungry, and then we feed them; that’s how prayer works.” 

Children like Omran cannot become the final word in this world. Omran and so many 
like him are crying out to us to pay attention; to reach out; to let our hearts be moved by their 
plight and become the presence of God in their lives. In that passage from Lamentations, the 
writer moves from despair to hope, but he doesn’t do it casually. In verse 21 we read, “But this 
I call to mind, and therefore I have hope…” But the sense of the verb translated “call to mind” 
is more “force upon my thoughts.” It takes great effort to remember where our hope lies. It 
doesn’t always come to us naturally. We need to make an effort to remind the world, “The 
steadfast love of the Lord never ceases.” We can become that love through our actions in the 
world.

The mystic Teresa of Avila once said, “Christ has no body now on earth but yours,
no hands but yours, no feet but yours, Yours are the eyes through which to look out Christ's 
compassion to the world Yours are the feet with which he is to go about doing good; Yours are 
the hands with which he is to bless [the world] now.” It’s up to us to be the world’s refuge, to 
offer the treasure of hope in a hostile world. May we be willing to open our eyes, enter the 
world’s suffering and offer healing, wholeness and peace.

Amen


