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Shortly after our second son Jacob was born—while we were wandering in the wilderness of having 
just received a Down syndrome diagnosis—we were given a copy of the piece “Welcome to 
Holland” by Emily Perl Kingsley.  I know some of you have read my book and so you’re familiar 
with this piece, but even if you’ve heard it before, it’s worth hearing again.  So let me share 
Kingsley’s words with you now:  
 
“When you’re going to have a baby, it’s like planning a fabulous vacation trip—to Italy.  You buy a 
bunch of guide books and make your wonderful plans.  The Coliseum.  The Michelangelo David.  
The gondolas in Venice.  You may learn some handy phrases in Italian.  It’s all very exciting.  
 
After months of eager anticipation, the day finally arrives.  You pack your bags and off you go.  
Several hours later, the plane lands.  The stewardess comes in and says, “Welcome to Holland.” 
 
“Holland?!?” you say.  “What do you mean Holland??  I signed up for Italy!  I’m supposed to be in 
Italy.  All my life I’ve dreamed of going to Italy.”  
 
But there’s been a change in the flight plan.  They’ve landed in Holland and there you must stay.  
 
The important thing is that they haven’t taken you to a horrible, disgusting, filthy place, full of 
pestilence, famine and disease.  It’s just a different place.  
 
So you must go out and buy new guide books.  And you must learn a whole new language.  And you 
will meet a whole new group of people you would never have met.  
 
It’s just a different place.  It’s slower-paced than Italy, less flashy than Italy.  But after you’ve been 
there for a while and you catch your breath, you look around . . . and you begin to notice that 
Holland has windmills . . . and Holland has tulips.  Holland even has Rembrandts.  
 
But everyone you know is busy coming and going from Italy . . . and they’re all bragging about what 
a wonderful time they had there.  And for the rest of your life, you will say “Yes, that’s where I was 
supposed to go.  That’s what I had planned.” 
 
And the pain of that will never, ever, ever, ever go away . . . because the loss of that dream is a very,  
very significant loss.  
 
But . . . if you spend your life mourning the fact that you didn’t get to Italy, you may never be free to 
enjoy the very special, the very lovely things . . . about Holland.”1 
 
So why are we starting with Holland today?  Well, before we go there, let’s first head back some 600 
years before Jesus was born to Babylon—an area located close to what is now Baghdad in Iraq.   
 

 
1 Taken from: http://www.ndsccenter.org/resources/package1.php.  © 1987, Emily Perl Kingsley.  All rights reserved. 
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And so we’ll set the scene.  Around 597 BC the Jewish people revolted against Babylon, leading the 
Babylonians to not only invade, but destroy Jerusalem.  They razed the Jews’ temple, stole all the 
gold found within, and removed all of the wealthy and skilled workers from their homeland, leaving 
only the poorest people behind.  As such, the majority of Israel was forced into a time of exile—not 
where they wanted to be. 
 
One author offers this snapshot of what that exile looked like: “they were not sold off into slavery 
but were allowed to keep their families and communities together.  Public gatherings were 
permitted, and so was communal worship.”2  Now, you may be thinking to yourself, “Well that 
doesn’t sound so bad—at least they were together and could worship!” 
 
And that’s true, but for the Jews this was a problem.  You see, the temple was the central place of 
their worship and communal life—it was the place in which they believed God dwelled, the place 
where they believed worship had to happen.  The idea of worshiping anywhere else was simply 
unthinkable. 
 
Just listen to the pain and heartache they’re feeling, as voiced by one author: “By the rivers of 
Babylon—there we sat down and wept when we remembered [Jerusalem] . . . . [For] How could we 
sing the Lord’s song in a foreign land? . . . . O daughter of Babylon . . . . Happy shall they be who 
take your little ones and dash them against the rock!”3 
 
Harsh words right?  Well they’re in your Bible, believe it or not—Psalm 137 in fact.  And yet while 
harsh, you can certainly understand the emotion behind those words.  The Israelites do not want to 
sing their worship songs in a place where they don’t think God is—and so they mourned that loss 
even as they envisioned enacting revenge on those who had taken them captive.  It’s harsh, yes, but 
understandable because this may be “Israel’s darkest night.”4   
 
In fact, it’s not too much of a stretch to say that these are the same emotions as that person on that 
plane, believing they’re headed to Italy, only to find out that Holland is their new destination might 
feel.  This is not the way their life was supposed to turn out. 
 
So these are the people Jeremiah is prophesying to.  But actually, it’s not only Jeremiah, but other 
prophets too, including one mentioned in Chapter 28, Hananiah, who was “promising that the exiles 
[would] be back home in two years, tops.”5   
 
That was great news, and probably why Hananiah had such a following.  The problem is, it was not 
what Jeremiah was telling the people.  For Jeremiah has told them to expect that “the Exile [would] 
not be brief . . . . [for it was] to last seventy years.”6  In a day and an age in which some say life 
expectancy was 35 years, Jeremiah is talking about two full generations spending their days in exile. 
 

 
2 Fred B. Craddock, et al, Preaching Through the Christian Year, Year C (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press, 1994), 
434. 
3 Psalm 137 (NRSV). 
4 David L. Bartlett and Barbara Brown Taylor, eds., Feasting on the Word, Year C, Volume 1, Season after Pentecost 2 (Propers 
17-Reign of Christ) (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2010), 149. 
5 Ibid., 147. 
6 Craddock, et al, 434. 
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So not only was that news hard to hear, but after telling them the exile will not be short, he offers 
some words which made “many of [his] Jewish contemporaries [consider] him a traitor.”7  He tells 
them to build houses and plant gardens.  He suggests that they find wives for their sons and give 
their daughters in marriage.  He tells them to continue to have children.  In short, Jeremiah tells 
them not to revolt against the Babylonians, but to just keep living their lives. 
 
Jeremiah is telling the people to “settle in for the long haul.”8  He is “telling the Israelites to 
resist . . . . succumbing to . . . . despair, dismay, depression, and numbness.  To make the best of a 
bad situation.  To try to move forward and survive.”9 
 
Easier said than done, right?  We know that because we know what this looks like in our own lives.  
We know what it’s like to be headed to Italy only to find out that we’re on our way to Holland.  We 
know what it feels like to have everything that seemed stable and reliable in our lives taken away 
from us, so that we feel like we’re in exile.   
 
We know what that’s like because we’ve been there before—in fact, some of us may be there now. 
 
We’ve bought our forever home on a gorgeous few acres of land in a beautiful little town, only to 
discover that the foundation of that dream is literally crumbling beneath us.  What once started out 
as a happy marriage full of hope and possibilities has turned into a bitter divorce and custody battles.  
A life in which we once took our health for granted is now one in which diagnoses and prognoses 
are all we find ourselves thinking about. 
 
The death of a loved one has taken away dreams of travel and holidays spent together and growing 
old side by side.  A realization that our sexuality or gender identity may put us in the minority and 
when shared, may fracture relationships with those we love.  Downsizing at work has taken away the 
one thing we were excited to get up for each morning.  The baby we’d been waiting so long for 
turns out to have more challenges than we ever imagined there could be.  The child we had so many 
dreams for ends up battling an illness they don’t seem to be able to beat. 
 
My friends, you know what I’m talking about.  This is what those Israelites sitting along the river in 
Babylon were feeling.  This is what those flying high above Europe may be feeling when the plane 
takes a sharp turn north.  And this is what many of us may be feeling as we sit here in worship this 
morning. 
 
And because of that, Jeremiah’s words are as pertinent to us as they were to the Israelites: “But seek 
the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile,” he says, “and pray to the Lord on its 
behalf.”  Now at first glance this seems to be preposterous.  The exiles are to pray for their new 
home and for those who have destroyed their lives and caused them so much misery? 
 
Jeremiah’s answer to that would be yes, because they are praying for God’s shalom. 
 

 
7 Charles B. Cousar, et al, Texts for Preaching, A Lectionary Commentary Based on the NRSV—Year C (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1994), 548. 
8 Bartlett and Talyor, eds, 149. 
9 Joel B. Green, et al, Connections, Year C, Volume 3, Season after Pentecost (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2019), 377. 
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Now shalom is a complicated word which needs some unpacking.  In some Bibles it is translated as 
peace, in others welfare, but neither captures the entirety of its meaning.  For shalom refers to health, 
prosperity, rest, safety, happiness—a full societal and personal well being.  It is, perhaps, one of the 
nicest blessings that you wish upon another person. 
 
So seek shalom for the circumstances in which you find yourself, Jeremiah says, and you will find 
your own shalom.  The way I would translate that is this: if you take the time to come to terms with 
where you are, what’s going on, and to notice those around you—even and especially those you 
don’t want to pray for—you might just discover that God’s peace and blessing and fingerprints are 
to be found in your life even and especially in times of exile. 
 
For even in the hardest times of exile, God is “with [the Israelites] just as much in Babylon as in 
Jerusalem.”10 
 
So bloom as much where you have been planted as you would have in Jerusalem, Jeremiah tells the 
Israelites.  Try to notice that the tulips, though different, can be just as beautiful as the Mona Lisa.   
 
Or for us: see that a challenging situation is an opportunity to meet someone we’d never met before.  
Discover that losing someone offers a chance to heal an old wound or rekindle a failing relationship.  
Realize that a tragedy becomes reason to let go of what seemed important to focus on what truly 
brings us happiness.  Understand that an unexpected turn in life offers a new perspective through 
which to see the world. 
 
And suddenly that shalom—that sense of inner peace and health and wholeness—wells up within.  
And we begin to discover that even though God didn’t cause us to end up in exile, God is there 
journeying with us—alongside the river, as we step off the plane in Holland, as we get that 
heartbreaking news—helping to transform wherever it is we didn’t want to go into the place we now 
realize we needed to be; helping us to bloom flowers where we once didn’t think anything could 
grow at all. 
 
So let us all hear and trust in these words, my friends—and in a God whose shalom is with us always.  
Amen. 
 
© 2019 by Rev. Dr. Jeffrey M. Gallagher, All Rights Reserved. 
  
 

 
10 Bartlett and Taylor, eds., 151. 


