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“Lord, every day I call to you
And lift my hands to you
in prayer.“
Psalm 88.9
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Sometimes there is no happy ending.
For all of us, COVID-19 lurks outside the walls of our homes like a
huge dark shadow on our lives. Then it gets personal, making us sick,
or taking the life or health of someone we love. Psalm 88, the saddest
lament, is unfinished because the psalmist died, and never had the
chance to move on to trust and praise.
-

-

-

In Isaiah 45.6b-7 God says
“I am the Lord, and there is no other.
I form light and create darkness,
I make weal (what is best for someone) and create woe;
I the Lord, do all these things.”

I am going to take you back to Jerusalem in 597 BCE. The capital city of Jerusalem had just fallen to the mighty empire of Babylon. The
king, prominent priests, and anybody who was anybody were being lined up to march hundreds of miles into exile in Babylon. Up until the moment
the city fell these leaders had been sure they knew what God was going to do: God would miraculously defeat Babylon. Jerusalem would be safe,
and God would be proved to be glorious and great. That miracle had happened before, so they had no doubt that God would continue to protect
the city and especially God’s own Temple. Of course, there had been a few prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah, who had claimed that God would
destroy the nation unless it repented of its idolatry and social injustice. But nobody paid much attention to them!
The fall of Jerusalem was the end of life as they knew it. Most people lived through the siege, but life had suddenly changed.
More than anything, the people wanted life to get back to normal. (sound familiar?) The leaders shipped off to Babylon wanted to come
back. Sometimes they felt responsible for the defeat. More often they didn’t. They did feel that God had abandoned them.
The people who stayed in Jerusalem blamed the exiles, and felt that without them things would be hunky-dory. The defeat would
only be temporary. They still believed that God meant to protect Jerusalem at all costs and weren’t listening to Jeremiah, etc. In their effort
to find a new normal, they saw no need to change their sinful behavior.
The Jews in Babylon and the Jews in Jerusalem continued clueless for another 10 years. No one could wrap their brains around the idea
that God might have sent Babylon to shake up the Jews and get them back on the “love God and love your neighbor” track. They were so sure of
God that they again rebelled against Babylon. You can guess what happened next. The great empire came back and laid siege to Jerusalem, determined this was going to be last time they would be bothered. They flattened the city. More people were trotted off to exile. With no nation, no
city, and no temple, there was no longer any hope of going back to what had been. Obviously the Jews had been very wrong about what God was
doing!
The destruction of the Temple and Jerusalem was a huge faith crisis and Judaism might well have hit a dead end. But the story didn’t
end there. God hadn’t abandoned the Jews. Eventually the exile would end and Jerusalem would be rebuilt. But God was working in Jewish hearts,
even more than in their history. The exiles were forced to find a different answer to the “What is God up to?” question. Suddenly those prophets
made more sense. The exiles made sure their words were preserved. Jews looked back to their history, too. Stories that had existed as bits and
pieces, some only as oral stories, were also written down, compiled, and/or edited to help the people understand where they had gone off the rails
in their relationship with God. They worked so hard at this second look that almost every book in the Old Testament is somehow connected to this
time when God their changed lives forever. No one but God saw that coming in 597 BCE!
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“When the evening gently closes in
and you shut your weary eyes,
I’ll be there as I have always been,
With just one more surprise.”
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