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The Book of Jeremiah is a somewhat confusing compilation of prose and poetry, 

sermons and oracles. We don’t really know who the author is, and IT was more than 
likely cobbled together from a few different sources. It’s a story of survival during a time 
of great turmoil and upheaval, where the people endured multiple invasions, 
destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, and were forced into exile. And so, this book is 
a dialogue about grief, a conversation among many communal voices that explore and 
attempt to come to grips with, and move beyond, the tragedy that their people endured.  

Understandably, they were in crisis: emotional, spiritual, and theological crisis. 
Grappling with their grief which caused them to question – where is God? Has God 
forgotten us? Is God unable to help us? Or is God simply unwilling to help?  

When I read this passage, I hear an authentic and healthy expression of sadness 
and anger, and a search for understanding. It is a healing practice: Using words to 
express feelings, to connect with others, to try and make meaning. It is a literary 
balm… my heart is broken, listen to the weeping of my people…my people are 
crushed…I am overwhelmed with despair…I weep day and night for the wounds of my 
people.   

I wonder if in reading or hearing these words, this expression of grief, you felt any 
discomfort—which would be understandable, because in our society we tend to shy 
away from grief, at least publicly. Over time, we have moved away from our cultural 
and ancestral roots, and therefore, many rituals and customs associated with death 
and grieving.  

It really wasn’t all that long ago when loved ones died at home, surrounded by 
their community, when people were witness to their loved one making the transition 
from life to death, from life to life eternal. This holy, sacred transition is a privilege to 
witness, but is so rare these days. And gone are the days when funerals were held in 
the home. 

Death is the most natural and universal cause for grief. So, having conditioned 
ourselves to repress it and making it socially unacceptable to share with others, makes 
it that much more difficult to express our grief about anything we may be mourning.  

But mourning traditions of earlier cultures emphasized the public expression of 
grief in open and unrestrained ways. It was cathartic, communally shared, and 
provided support for the bereaved. This is very much in contrast with our modern 
practice, and expectation, of controlling one’s emotions and keeping grief private. 



In various cultures the outpouring of emotion was performed ceremonially, in the 
form of ritualized weeping, wailing, and shrieking, known in some cultures as the 
“death wail,” or “keening,” which encouraged people to cry their grief aloud. This 
custom was practiced by ancient Celts, among others, and still today among various 
indigenous peoples of Africa, South America, Asia and Australia. This vocal expression 
of mourning, of sorrow, was powerful in conveying the impact of individual loss to the 
wider community and invited others to mourn in solidarity with them.  

These ritual practices that surround death and mourning help individuals and 
their communities make sense of their loss together. And further connect them to 
something enduring and eternal… I want that. I want my community to be one that 
actively helps individuals grapple with their loss, I want my community to mourn in 
solidarity with those who are grieving, I want my community to be present with those 
experiencing grief as they try to make sense of their loss. I want us to feel connected to 
the enduring and eternal, the divine and deceased.  

Very truly I tell you, there is nothing more human or natural than experiencing 
grief, and yet we feel ashamed to express it. We are told to keep it to ourselves when 
there is probably nothing more powerful that could connect us.  

Take a moment, think about the grief you have experienced in your life, the 
losses you have endured, the loved ones you have mourned and, no doubt, still mourn. 
For some, a very specific situation came to mind immediately, for others a memory, 
perhaps the face of someone you love. But I am sure there is not a single person in 
this room or online who didn’t have something or someone come to mind.  

And when you call to mind your experiences of grief, was anyone witness to your 
grief? Did you feel able to share your expressions of grief in any public way? For too 
many of us, I fear the answer to those questions is “no.” Which means we were left 
alone in our grief, isolated in mourning.  

I have had the privilege of witnessing people make that transition from life to life 
eternal. I have had the honor of being present with people in the midst of their grief, 
mourning relationships, opportunities, upheavals in life. I have seen men crumble into 
a heap on the floor, I have seen mothers finally let go, releasing with loud wails and 
huge tears, I have seen people yell out in anger, cursing God, or fervently turn to God 
in prayer seeking comfort. But almost all of these were in private settings.  

Having chosen this Scripture passage and after spending this week reading it 
over and over, thinking about this topic of grief, and discerning what message to bring, 
has served as further affirmation that there is much we can learn from our ancestors, 
so much we can learn from cultures different from our own.  

Grappling with our grief is hard enough as it is; why do we put these expectations 
on ourselves and others to do it in a way that is “socially acceptable” or that makes us 
comfortable. Our comfort should have no bearing on another person’s experience or 
expression of their grief. We should be doing everything we can to make sure people 



feel that they can grieve openly, authentically, and in unrestrained ways, whatever that 
may look or sound like. It is truly an honor to be witness to such a sacred part of 
another person’s story.  

This brings me back to our Scripture passage for today. This literary balm, 
healing practice of many communal voices, speaking, writing, grappling with their grief, 
questioning their faith and God’s faith in them. This story is a part of us, and we are a 
part of it. In their cries is an invitation to mourn in solidarity, to learn or re-learn how to 
be in relationship with our grief and be in relationship with one another in our grief. 

I want to share a blessing with you by Jan Richardson called, “The Healing that 
Comes.” 

I know how long 
you have been waiting 
for your story to take 
a different turn, 

 
how far 
you have gone in search 
of what will mend you 
and make you whole. 

  
I bear no remedy, 
no cure, 
no miracle 
for the easing 
of your pain. 

 
But I know 
the medicine 
that lives in a story 
that has been 
broken open. 

 
I know 
the healing that comes 
in ceasing 
to hide ourselves away 
with fingers clutched 
around the fragments 
we think are 
none but ours. 

 
See how they fit together, 
these shards 



we have been carrying— 
how in their meeting 
they make a way 
we could not 
find alone. 

 
A way we could not find alone…we were never meant to endure life or our grief 

alone.   

Despite the fact that the message I brought you today was all about grief, I want 
to leave you with a word of hope. Both the book of Jeremiah and Jan Richardson 
impart great wisdom in that hope can be found even within our grief. It may seem 
strange, but through our grappling with our grief, wailing it loudly, writing about it, 
making a literary balm, telling our story, in letting ourselves be broken open, we are 
met with love, we find connection, and that is where healing can happen, where the 
medicine is found, where there is potential to put the broken pieces back together, 
even if in a different way. 

Amen.  

 


