
“Overcoming the Pain of Displacement” 

October 6, 2019 

Scripture: Lamentations 1:1-6; 3:19-26 

 

 

 I had a hard time deciding what scripture readings to use this week. These are from the 

lectionary which provides selections every week. And I do try to stick to the lectionary. One of 

my professors in seminary once said in a sermon that he used the lectionary because it forced 

him to deal with passage of scripture that he might prefer to avoid. And these are readings I’d 

prefer to avoid.  

 

 Especially that first chapter of Lamentations. It is so painful and depressing. You may 

have guessed it’s talking about the forced deportation of the Israelites to Babylon. There are 

certain events in every culture that sort of define them. For us it might be the Civil War or the 

assassination of JFK or more recently 9/11. And when you think of Israel and their defining 

moments you might think of the Exodus, their liberation from slavery in Egypt. But I think for 

most of Hebrew scripture the truly defining experience was exile in Babylon. The temple was 

destroyed, the monarchy was dismantled. Everything that gave the people an identity was taken 

away.  

 

 We can hear that pain in those words from Lamentations, the complete emptiness that 

was felt when they were displaced. It’s really hard for us to get our minds around that. I think 

that’s why Lamentations is a prolonged poem. Poetry is the only language we have to truly get at 

the pain we sometimes endure. I’ve been reading Elie Wiesel’s memoir, Night, recently and 

every now and then, as he’s describing what he saw in Auschwitz, he breaks into poetry. Regular 

prose just can’t carry the emotion that poetry can.  

 

 The pain of displacement is something most of us have never experienced. But some of 

us may not need to look back too far in our ancestries to find it. My great, great grandfather, 

Thomas O’Donnell, came to this country from Ireland, not by force but probably by necessity. 

The stories are a little murky. It’s been said that he left home to avoid being committed to the 

priesthood. But he left in 1847, exactly in the middle of the devastating potato famine that took 

over a million lives in Ireland from starvation. He would have been about 18 years old at that 

time, so I suspect he felt he had no choice but to go.  

 

 I don’t know what poems he carried in his heart from being displaced, but I’m sure it was 

painful. It had to be. How can anyone leave everything they’ve known behind, whether it’s by 

force or by choice, and not be affected? So, we may not be as far removed from Lamentations as 

we think. And we certainly are aware of people in the world today who are displaced from their 

communities, some 70 million according to the UN High Commissioner for Refugees. 

Lamentations speaks for us all. The words of this poet give voice to the pain we all carry in our 

own generation or in generations past.  

 

 It’s powerful to read it and imagine what motivated it. In fact in Jewish tradition every 

year on Tisha B’av, the ninth day of Av on the Jewish calendar, Lamentations is recited to 

commemorate the destruction of the first and second temples, as well as other devastating events 



in Jewish history. It’s accompanied by a 25 hour fast as a way of honoring those who went 

through the pain of it and remembering our own pain, the pain others in the world experience 

every day.  

 

 What I find so amazing about Lamentations, and the only reason I was willing to have it 

read this morning, is how it moves from that first chapter and its wrenching pain to the words of 

the third chapter that offer hope. It is astonishing to me how we are capable of finding light even 

in the deepest darkness. “But this I call to mind, and therefore I have hope: the steadfast love of 

the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is 

your faithfulness.” Overcoming the pain of displacement, whether it’s physical removal from a 

home and a country or emotional displacement through loss of a relationship or a loved one or 

social displacement by losing one’s standing in the community, overcoming that pain begins 

with hope.  

 

 Where do we turn when it feels like everything around us is falling apart? Where do we 

find reason for hope? I don’t know what compelled the writer of Lamentations to cling to that 

affirmation, but I have to believe it had something to do with the relationships around her (or 

him). When those who have been forced to leave their home can find a sense of belonging, of 

permanence, through new relationships, hope can begin to grow; God’s steadfast love comes 

alive. When the exiles from Judah were fretting over what they should do in the strange land of 

Babylon, they received a letter from the prophet Jeremiah that told them, “Build houses and live 

in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take 

wives for your sons and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; 

multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into 

exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.” In other 

words live fully where you are and reach out to those around you with compassion. 

 

 That’s how hope is born. It’s how the pain of displacement is overcome. When we sit in 

isolation and bitterness, pushing others away because we fear them or resent them, the pain we 

carry only festers and infects every part of our lives. But when we’re able to embrace those who 

come to us, we give them hope and we find hope for ourselves. That’s why it’s so important this 

Sunday, on World Communion, to think about those among us who are displaced. We can be 

their hope. Think of it! We can become hope for someone else, just as at some point in our own 

families’ histories hope was given to our ancestors. That’s why we’re supporting Journey’s End 

with our Peacemaking contributions today. 

 

 The language of scripture often attributes purpose to the good and the bad that befall 

people. These days we talk about “God’s plan” in the midst of tragedies and hardships, as if 

those experiences were somehow contrived by God for us to endure. I don’t buy that. I don’t 

think God is responsible for the tragedies that occur in the world, especially the ones caused by 

human cruelty. But if there is a “plan” to correct those horrible things, then to see it we only need 

to look in a mirror. We are God’s plan for restoring hope and healing in the world. We can be the 

evidence of God’s steadfast love that gives someone in despair a reason to say, “God’s mercies 

never come to an end; they are new every morning.” So, though the lamentations in this world 

may run deep, the hope we can bring is boundless.  

 



 Let yourselves become instruments of hope, agents of God’s mercies. And through us, 

through our willingness to reach out with compassion and generosity, the pain of displacement 

will no longer overwhelm but be overcome through the power of hope.  

 

Amen 


