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Hope That is Based on More Than Wishful Thinking   

 

a sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on September 19, 2025 

based on Jeremiah 29: 1-14  

In retirement the actor, Gregory Peck traveled the country telling the story of his life.  He said his favorite story to tell was of the courtship of his wife, Veronique Passani.  He met her on his way to Rome late in the 1950s.  He was about to act in  the film, ROMAN HOLIDAY, with Audrey Hepburn.  Stopping off in Paris his agent got him an interview with a very young, very smart journalist.  They spent a lovely 90 minutes together, all business, before Peck boarded his plane for Rome. 

Months later, having finished the film, he was back in Paris on a month’s leave before a new picture would begin filming in Germany.  He had the idea of calling that lovely, wide-eyed twenty-something woman who had interviewed him six months before.  He had read her piece about him and it was fresh and witty.  He found that she was now working for another newspaper and he called it asking for her, saying that his name was Gregory Peck.  That seemed to mean nothing to the operator.  
The next thing he heard was the sound of a loud speaker system calling for Mademoiselle Passani.  “Monsieur Gregory Peck” wanted to speak to her on the phone.  Peck noticed that the cacophony of typewriters in the newsroom suddenly stopped.  Completely.   “Hello, I’m Gregory Peck,” he said – do you remember me?”  Less than over-awed she said, “Yes, of course I remember you, what are you talking about?”  “Well,” he said, I realize that I’ve put you in an embarrassing position there.  I’ll make this short.  How about lunch?”  
Long silence followed.  He tried again.  “I was thinking we might go over to Fauteuil (“Faux-tie”) … the race track.  We can get something to eat there and take a look at the horses. They’re having a steeplechase.”  There was silence.  “Are you still there?” he asked.  “Yes, I’m still here.”  More silence.  “Well,” he said, trying to put a good face on a bad thing, “Last chance. Will you go with me?”  
Finally she said yes and they made a hurried rendezvous.  They ate lunch together, and then dinner that night.  
Then lunch and dinner the next day too.  A month later when it was clear to both of them that they would marry, Peck got up the courage to ask her why she was so evasive on the phone that first morning.  
“Well,”  she said.  “I had hoped you wouldn’t ask me. Because, you see I had an appointment that afternoon to interview Dr. Albert Schweitzer in the home of Jean Paul Sartre.”
Years later, when asked to verify the story Veronique liked to say, “Yes it’s true. I had a crush on Albert Schweitzer at the time. I might have become a widow, living in the Belgian Congo.”  

Marrying a man as old as your grandfather?  Feeling you’ve sent yourself into exile forever?  Not recommended.    
As I cast around, considering what the prophet Jeremiah asked of the Hebrew exiles, I thought of the words of Veronique Passani.  It may well have been in jest, but the very thought of moving thousands of miles to marry a man three generations older than you are is an act that, let’s face it, makes no sense; no more sense than a letter to Hebrew exiles in Babylon telling them to build houses with 50-year rooves.  Why? Because they’re going to be living there in Babylon a long time.  
Jeremiah’s letter depresses them at first because those exiles are being told by their religious leaders who have been sent into exile with them that they will be “home by Christmas.” It’s just poppycock; wishful thinking in the extreme, but they don’t want to hear anything less.  

Let me give you some background here:  it was the summer of 588 B.C..  King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon was on the move.  He had begun laying siege to Jerusalem, the capital of Judah, Israel's southern kingdom.

Jeremiah, known as the Bible's preeminent "prophet of woe," preached to the people of his city a very ugly message, even by his own rather surly standards: "He who stays in this city shall die by the sword, by famine, or by pestilence, but he who goes out and surrenders to the Babylonians shall have his life as a prize of war."

Jeremiah's point was that Judah's enemy was not just Babylon, but the Lord God.  Why? Well, the rich among them had made slaves of the poor among their very own people and God didn’t like it.  
Surprisingly, the elite seemed to tolerate Jeremiah's bleak warning. They even seemed to welcome it.  Better to believe that the reason for their plight was something they were to blame for than that it was merely the result of a passionless ebb and flow of power.
Anyway, as a result there was a panic of fox-hole religion:  the religious elite held what we would recognize as a crusade; a back-to-the-Bible movement. This ceremony of covenant renewal culminated in an emancipation proclamation:  all the slaves were freed. 
And it worked.  Well, something happened. Miraculously, the Babylonians pulled back.  The Judahites rejoiced.  What they did not know immediately was that the Egyptian army, seeing the Babylonian rear guard in a compromising position, went on the attack and Babylon had to contend with that competing power right there near Jerusalem.  
Once the noise of celebration died down behind the walls of the city, the elite of Judah forgot God and quickly took back all the slaves they had freed.

But this was not the end of the story.  Egypt backed off.  The Babylonian siege of Jerusalem was renewed and things got worse than one could ever imagine. There was severe water rationing, food rationing, epidemics, followed by mass starvation.  
Jeremiah, and the prophet Ezekiel both report cannibalism within the walls of Jerusalem.  It may have been the lowest moment in the history of God's chosen people.  
Surrender followed and off to Babylon go the people.  The religious leaders who are sent into exile with them, these “prophets” who are in the pay of the king, tell the people not to worry;  this is only a temporary set-back.  God will do a number on their captors and they will be going home shortly.  Jeremiah disagrees …
This is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: “Do not let the prophets and diviners among you deceive you. Do not listen to the dreams you encourage them to have. They are prophesying lies to you in my name. I have not sent them,” declares the Lord.
But Jeremiah’s message in this text is not, in the end, doom and gloom.  
This is what the Lord says: “When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my good promise to bring you back to this place.  For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you a future and a hope.  The theme of our Stewardship campaign this year.  Real hope.  
Okay, it’s not exactly a bill of release. It’s more like light that is at the end of a very long tunnel. But the day will eventually come when a new power, Persia, led by King Cyrus, will set free those among them who want to go back to their home country, Judah. They, as a people,  will get that wish and it will seem like a miracle.  
Jeremiah will tell them that “'houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land.'"  Just not right away. 

Life will one day again go on as it had for centuries before.  Kids will go off to school in the morning; people will picnic outside the city walls.  Life will be lived in an exquisitely common fashion once again.  But boy, that's hard to believe when you've seen what looked like the end of the world during the Babylonian siege.  
Surely, none of us have ever seen anything like that, but there do come moments, don't there, when thought of the future seems meaningless?  When you've lost a loved one you could never before bring yourself to imagine living without, and God says,  "Houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land."  You probably don't even want to hear it.   It's much too early to hear something labeled,  good news.  

Think also of a time when you've been through hell with someone you once fell in love with; and the whole thing turned to ashes, and it's impossible to think that you may ever feel like that about somebody again.  And some well-meaning friend says to you: "Why, Washington County is full of single people."  
You want to slug them, but still God says to Jeremiah,  "Houses and vineyards shall again be bought in this land."  
Or, finally, how about when you're so sick that your insides ache because of chemotherapy and you can't bring yourself to believe that you will ever feel like a human being again, and God says, "Oh yes you will.  Life will once again have an everydayness about it, just you wait and see."

Old Testament interpreter, Elizabeth Achtemeier, once put it this way in words that sound like they were written yesterday:  
When everything lovely and gracious and pure in our world seems to fall victim to corruption and evil; when no good work seems to endure and no project of love seems to bear lasting fruit; when every act we do is tainted by selfishness, God has a plan.  When the meek, the peacemakers, the pure in heart get trampled into the dirt; when the weak are constantly sacrificed on the alters of power and the tongues of the proud and mighty strut through the earth, God has a plan.  
When there seems to lie ahead of us nothing but a crucifixion; when the Gethsemene of prayer is darkened by the shadow of a looming Golgotha; when we would rather do any other thing than obey the will of [God] and we cry out to [God] to remove this cup from us -- God has a plan.   (Jeremiah Commentary p. 98)

Yesterday, those of us who were clergy were invited to launch the “No King’s Day March” right there in Portland’s living room, Pioneer Courthouse Square. Forty one years ago in 1984 I bought a brick when it was constructed, so my last name is etched there, on a brick,  somewhere in those 40,000 square feet.
It felt like such an honor to stand there next to Rev. Marci Rau from our congregation.  
We marched down to Tom McCall Waterfront Park (Tom McCall – a real Republican. Maybe the best governor ever).  The Portland Police Department was there and they couldn’t have been warmer and prouder and more protective of us.  They were wonderful.  

And then, after music and speeches, we walked, in no particular order, west a little and then south and soon we were crossing the Hawthorne Bridge. I got across it – looked east, and I couldn’t see the front of the parade.  Then I turned around and looked back across the bridge and I couldn’t see the rear.  It felt like the whole world was there, enjoying the carnival atmosphere, all of us saying a huge “Hell no,” about the nation’s direction with our feet.  

I took a look at the news feed on my phone and I saw that people in cities all over the country were wearing inflatable frog costumes, and dinosaur costumes and little baby shark costumes, tipping their hats to Portland for being just a little bit weird, making as light of the daily cruelty coming out of our nation’s capitol as possible;  punching a hole in the ridiculousness of those who say we are living in “a war zone.”  
It made me so intensly proud to call this my home.  I remembered the man in the chicken costume weeks ago, standing outside the ICE headquarters with the sign that said, “Portland Will Outlast Him.”  

You know, former Transportation Secretary, Pete Buttigieg was interviewed by the NYTimes this week and, like a Jeremiah, he imagined America after Donald Trump.  He actually dared speak of it in terms of hope.  
Instead of waiting around for hope, we actually have an obligation — a responsibility — to build hope, and that hope is the result of what we do in this moment. That’s how I think about the present.

I also draw a lot of hope from the past and from the future. From the past, I draw hope from staring down the darkness of some of the moments that humanity and America have been through. It can feel totally disorienting and alienating that we no longer even have access to the same facts in terms of how our information system works. 
But that’s not totally unlike the 19th century, when everybody had their own ideological newspaper, and yet we figured our way through. Some of the things that feel unprecedented are more “precedented” than we think, and that can be a source of hope.

The same is true when I think about the future. By looking at the darkness I actually find my way to the most hope, because I can see that we are headed toward a time like many of the most consequential periods we study — the times that generate the heroes we name buildings after, write about in history books and look up to, those are not good times. 
Nobody ever became an inspiring historical figure by just doing their thing during a period of stability, calm, consensus and kindness.  It is precisely in moments like this that more is called for from us. The more that gets burned down around us in this awful period that we’re living through right now, during the Trump administration, the more we have to get to work building things that will stand for the next century. 
The sooner we orient ourselves around what that would look like, the sooner we can bring it about. In other words, all of us must recognize that sooner or later, one day Donald Trump will not be active in American politics. The sooner we spend our energy thinking about what to do next, I actually think the sooner that day will come.

Amen
