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“The Lord of heavenly forces proclaims: Pay attention! 
Summon the women who mourn, let them come; send for those best trained, let them come. 
Hurry! Let them weep for us so that our eyes fill up with tears and water streams down.”

Jeremiah 9:17-18 (Common English Bible)

“RECLAIMING GRIEF”
A sermon preached on May 29, 2022 by Nathanael Hood

In the first century CE, there 
was a Greek man named Strabo 
who was known for his learning 
and travels. Throughout his 

life, he visited the lands and peoples 
throughout the Mediterranean, Near 
East, and Africa—no mean feat in 
the ancient world when traveling 
between neighboring towns could 
see you eaten by wild animals or 
murdered by thieves. Before he 
died, he published one of the most 
important books to survive from 
the ancient world. Simply titled the 
Geographica, it’s the only surviving 
work from his era describing the 
peoples, cultures, and histories of 
the regions that appear in the New 
Testament. Though indescribably 
valuable for historians, one can’t 
help but second-guess the great 
man’s judgment when one considers 
his assessment of the holy city of 
Jerusalem which he described as 
“not such as to excite jealousy, nor 
for which there could be any fierce 
contention.”1

Modern archeologists, on 
the other hand, are quite certain 

that there was, in fact, a good deal 
of both jealousy and contention 
for Jerusalem. Scientists have 
determined that within the last 4,000 
years there have been 118 separate 
conflicts in and for the holy city. 
Records show that it’s been captured 
and recaptured forty-four times, 
besieged twenty-three times, and 
completely destroyed at least twice.2
The history of Jerusalem is one of 
blood and fire, of great weeping and 
terrible lamentation. And indeed, that 
suffering lingers in the city’s very 
stones. 

I remember traveling to 
Jerusalem with members of this 
very church in late 2019 and being 
amazed by the psychic heaviness of 
the old city. The energy along the 
Via Dolorosa where Jesus carried his 
cross on the way to his crucifixion 
was indescribable—nothing could 
distract from the sensation of 
traveling backwards through time 
itself, not even the street merchants 
hawking University of Alabama “Roll 
Tide” T-shirts to American tourists. 
Of particular power were various 
grates strewn over the streets where 

onlookers could gaze down into the 
actual alleys traversed by ancient 
Judeans, once abandoned and built 
over millennia ago, now excavated 
by archeologists. These alleys, once 
vital arteries for the city, now stand 
silent and dark, more tomb now than 
street. I remember gazing down into 
those depths and shivering.

The lives and circumstances, 
thoughts and emotions of the people 
who occupied those buried alleys, 
who populated the old city, who lived 
through Jerusalem’s 118 conflicts—
particularly those in antiquity—have 
largely been lost to history. But 
there is one major exception—the 
Bible. The Bible provides many 
different accounts of Jerusalem being 
besieged and conquered, from King 
David first taking the city from its 
Jebusite founders in Second Samuel 
to accounts of its pillaging by the 
Romans in the New Testament. But 
of all the testimonies to Jerusalem’s 
sufferings, none are more harrowing 
than the one found in the Book of 
Jeremiah.

This book is unique among 
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the biblical prophets as it isn’t just 
a record of what Jeremiah said and 
did. It also provides a first-person 
worm’s eye view of one of the city’s 
greatest cataclysms—its destruction 
at the hands of the Babylonians in 
the year 597 BCE. After centuries 
of disobedience to the Lord, despite 
the desperate warnings of prophets 
like Isaiah, the city of Jerusalem 
rebelled against neighboring Babylon 
and was swiftly destroyed. The 
army was crushed, the elite carried 
away to Babylon, and the survivors 
mercilessly assaulted. Those who 
escaped the carnage were beset by 
exhaustion and disease. And many 
starved when they discovered that 
the Babylonians had annihilated 
the towns, farms, and villages 
surrounding the capital city. Those 
who dared return faced a future 
of forced labor and exploitation at 
the point of a sword. But perhaps 
most devastating, from a cultural 
standpoint, was the destruction and 
sacking of the Temple, an unthinkable 
violation of the Holy of Holies, a 
cataclysmic shattering of how the 
ancient Hebrews envisioned their 
relationship with a God who seemed 
suddenly very weak and very distant. 

And there, in the middle, 
recording it all, was Jeremiah. If 
understanding the grief felt by the 
ancient Judeans is possible, it’s only 
because Jeremiah put it into words. 
“Oh, that my head were a spring 
of water and my eyes a fountain of 
tears,” the prophet wrote, “I would 
weep day and night for the slain 
of my people.”3 Elsewhere, the 
prophet moans “I will weep and 
wail for the mountains and take up 
a lament concerning the wilderness 
grasslands. They are desolate and 

untraveled, and the lowing of cattle 
is not heard. The birds have all fled 
and the animals are gone.”4 Is it any 
wonder that Jeremiah is nicknamed 
the “Weeping Prophet”? How can 
we here in America, a land that has 
never been conquered by an enemy 
power, never seen our cities leveled 
by invaders, imagine such chaos, 
such suffering? I don’t think we can.

At least, that’s what I thought. 
I have a confession. I’ve been 
sitting on this sermon for some time. 
Jeremiah has long been my favorite 
Old Testament prophet and this past 
semester at Princeton Theological 
Seminary I took a Hebrew exegesis 
class on it. When I was invited to 
preach today a couple months ago, 
I decided I would write a sermon 
based on some of the things I was 
learning in that class. Those who 
know me know that I’m fascinated 
by grief and the grieving process—
it’s one of the main reasons why I’m 
training to be a hospital chaplain—so 
I also knew that my sermon would 
tackle those subjects. Specifically, I 
wanted to write about how the Book 
of Jeremiah recontextualizes how 
we as Christians are supposed to 
experience grief, namely that we are 
not supposed to run from it. 

In preparation, I read several 
studies and books on how Americans 
grieve, most notably Gary Laderman’s 
Rest in Peace and Thomas G. Long’s 
Accompany Them with Singing, both 
of which discuss how over the last 
century we’ve culturally separated 
ourselves from traditional methods 
of communal grieving. We’ve grown 
culturally unaccustomed with death 
and try to deny its physical ugliness. 
As a result, current generations are 

more terrified of death and dying 
than perhaps any that have come 
before us.

But Jeremiah elevates the act 
of mourning—of confronting the 
realities of death and loss—to that 
of worship. Wails of despair are 
transformed into prayers. Questions of 
suffering become pious explorations 
of the nature of God. The lowest 
parts of our lives are sanctified into 
moments of holiness. This is what I 
wanted to preach on. My thesis was 
essentially—to paraphrase Gordon 
Gekko—that grief is good.

And then nineteen children and 
two schoolteachers were murdered in 
Texas. Suddenly the idea that grief is 
good and something we Christians 
need to reclaim seemed…pointless. 
No, not pointless, offensive. How 
dare I get up in the pulpit while we 
grieve the senseless death of children 
amidst an ongoing epidemic of 
gun violence that our politicians in 
Washington refuse to address and say 
that what we’re feeling right now is 
good?

So I abandoned Jeremiah and 
started scrambling for other parts of 
the Bible I could preach on. Maybe I 
could preach on religious reformers 
like King Josiah or the scribe Ezra who 
helped redirect the ancient Hebrews 
towards more godly lives. But no, 
the massacre took place in Texas, 
one of the most religious states in 
the Union. Having lived there myself 
for several years, I can say that the 
one thing Texas doesn’t need is more 
Jesus. Perhaps I could preach on the 
Bible’s many condemnations of child 
sacrifice. But no, nobody in Texas 
willingly offered their children up 



13The Spire Magazine

for slaughter. Perhaps I could preach 
on Nehemiah, the man who directed 
the reconstruction of Jerusalem’s 
walls to keep its people—to keep 
its children—safe after the Jews 
were freed from Babylon. After all, 
communities can’t thrive if they’re 
not protected. But no, decades of 
active shooter drills, armed school 
guards, and metal detectors have 
done nothing to dissuade shooters.

I searched and I searched and I 
searched and I couldn’t find anything. 
At least until I went back to Jeremiah. 
As I was browsing through this book 
that I’d spent the last several months 
dissecting, a passage suddenly 
jumped out at me like a lightning 
bolt: Jeremiah 9:17-18. For you see, 
these verses are instructions for how 
traumatized communities should 
act in the wake of tragedy. They’re 
part of a larger section of Jeremiah 
where the prophet recounts God’s 
commission of women to lead the 
survivors of Jerusalem’s destruction 
in communal mourning. Understand: 
this was no mean call to service. In 
the Ancient Near East, communal 
mourning was literally considered 
sacred, and was frequently organized 
and led by temple priestesses. 

It was one of the few aspects of 
religious life where women exercised 
authority over men. So vital were 
these activities that they’re one of the 
few aspects of pagan polytheism that 
Israel’s God didn’t forbid in the Old 
Testament, but in fact encouraged! 
So pay attention to these verses—
really study them, really examine and 
consider them, for they teach us three 
important lessons about grief that 
speak to our present suffering.

First: pay attention!! The first 
two lines see God demanding us 
to pay attention to the wounds of 
the world. Don’t look away from 
catastrophe. Don’t change the 
channel or ignore news updates on 
your phone. Pay attention! Ignoring 
trauma doesn’t lead to healing, 
it leads to denial. Denial leads to 
ignorance. And ignorance leads to 
self-destruction. No, I’m not saying 
that we should spend every waking 
hour of every day glued to our 
televisions or doomscrolling on our 
phones, drinking in every terrible 
news story. But when something 
truly nightmarish happens—when 
nearly twenty innocent children are 
murdered in cold blood—we have 
a responsibility to notice. We have 

a responsibility to not let it fade 
back into the news cycle. We let that 
happen ten years ago at Sandy Hook. 
We can’t let it happen again.

The second point is that to 
mourn demonstrates wisdom. This 
is a nuance lost in the translation 
used by the Common English Bible 
printed for you in the worship 
bulletin, but the original Hebrew 
text of verse 17 literally identifies 
the “women who mourn” as “wise 
women.” And if wisdom is a virtue, 
then mourning—by extension—is 
virtuous as well. Our society has 
issues with grief, specifically how 
and for how long we express it 
among others. We Americans are 
expected to compartmentalize our 
grief and work through it. Medical 
studies have argued that bereavement 
grief for loved ones peaks not after 
six days, not after six weeks, but after 
six months.5 But sometimes, when it 
involves a direct family member, that 
peak may not come for up to five 
years!6

Yet how many of us have lost 
someone, been given one, maybe two 
days off from work to attend their 
funeral, and then expected to return 
to normal immediately afterwards? 
How many of us were told to get 
back to the office within a week of 
losing a parent? A sibling? A child? 
How many men in this congregation 
have been told at least once that 
crying, even at a funeral, is wrong 
and that they need to “man up?” But 
no, this passage screams: “There is 
wisdom in grief!” It acknowledges 
our humanity. It acknowledges our 
biological need to mourn and readapt 
to new realities and circumstances. It 
acknowledges that God created us to 
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be communal creatures and that when 
that community is ruptured it shakes 
us to our core. To grieve is to be wise. 
To mourn for Texas is wise. To toss 
and turn at night with heartbreak for 
the victims’ families—to toss and turn 
with fear that it could’ve been your 
child, that it might still be your child 
in the future—is wise. You are not 
foolish or wrong or broken to do so.

The third lesson is that grief unites 
us with community and God Godself. 
Pay very close attention to the wording 
in 9:18. When the prophet commands 
the wise women to weep for us so that 
our eyes fill up with tears, God is the 
one he’s quoting. God includes Godself 
among those mourning in this passage. 
This confirms the fundamental belief 
of our faith in Jesus Christ: that God 
so loved the world that he sent his 
only begotten son to die for us so that 
we might have everlasting life. We 
believe in a God so desperately in love 
with us it chose to come to earth as 
one of us, suffer as one of us, die as 
one of us so we might never be parted 
from it or our loved ones in Christ. The 
Bible says that wherever two or more 
Christians are gathered Jesus is there. 
That doesn’t just apply for prayer or 
worship. It applies for those grieving 
as well. And I say that God is in Texas 
today, just as God is here with us 
today, just as God is with each of us in 
our own brokenness.

A final word before we finish. 
Further on in this chapter, after the 
wise women have led the survivors 
of Jerusalem in mourning, the Lord 
gives them one final command in the 
twentieth verse: “Teach your daughters 
to mourn; teach each other to grieve.” 

This speaks to a fourth, final truth 
about grief: grieving is how we pass 
things on to future generations. Just 
as we pass traditions of grief to our 
children, we pass our stories on as 
well. And through our stories we form 
our values. And through our values 
we form our identities. Not just our 
personal identities, but our family 
identities, our communal identities, 
and even our national identities. I’m 
feeling a bit of an identity crisis today. 
Am I the kind of man who wants to 
ignore the shootings in Texas? Is this a 
church who will refuse to acknowledge 
this tragedy and seek to prevent it 
from happening in our own schools? Is 
this a country who will keep ignoring 
massacres like the ones at Columbine, 
Virginia Tech, Sandy Hook, and now 
Uvalde? What do we value—truly 
value—as a nation? Are other people’s 
children truly the price we’re willing 
to pay to maintain the status quo? 
Where do we go from here, as human 
beings, as Christians, as Americans? 
The center cannot hold much longer. 
It cannot and it should not. Please. For 
our children. Amen.  l
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