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There is something about returning back to places that are 

familiar or which hold particular meaning or memories. Having 

journeyed back, with a sense of expectation or anticipation, 

these places may not always be what we remember them to be; 

you see, something has changed, and that is us. We stand and 

look at a familiar scene, we take in the sights and sounds, but 

they are different now, the memories or the stories of this place 

might not have changed in our minds, maybe of people long 

gone, but we have changed.  We can either acknowledge the 

difference in us or we can be disappointed in the journey.  

As a child I used to visit my grandparents every Saturday and I 

have memories of the house; the hall that seemed so long that I 

played football in it; the large garden outside and the couch I 

hid behind watching Dr Who! 

The house was a manse; my grandfather was minister in Faifly, 

part of Clydebank. My first charge was the neighbouring one in 

Duntocher, so I got the opportunity to revisit the manse. What 

had seemed so large to a small boy now looked very ordinary. 

The hall and the garden had not changed in size. I had. Going 

back will not change the memories or the stories, but will give a 

different perspective on the place. 

The prophet Jeremiah lived through very turbulent times. Born 

in the seventh century BC, he witnessed firsthand the fall of 

Jerusalem and the exile of the people of Judah to Babylonia. Yet 

in the midst of despair, true prophecy always delivers a message 

of hope. He says; there will be a time, when God will lead his 

people home. They will journey back to the familiar places. 

At the time of writing, probably around the late seventh century 

BC, the northern kingdom was already in exile, scattered 

throughout the Assyrian empire. so imagine you have been in 

exile for say a 100 years, on hearing this message of hope, I 

suspect you would start sharing memories and stories of your 

home in Israel, passed down by parents and grandparents, and 

you are going to hold onto that promise of hope; that one day, 

and hopefully soon, you would return home to the place of past 

memories and well known stories. There are many times in life, 

particularly when we are struggling, we also grasp onto and 

cling tightly to any promises of hope offered to us. It is part of 

our coping mechanism to survive what life throws at us.  

After all, has God not done this before; a journey out of slavery 

in Egypt and across a desert, rescuing his people and leading 

them into the Promised Land. If he has done this before, he can 

do it again. That is the hope for the future. And this is no pie in 

the sky grasping at straws; this is hope in the God who has 

always delivered his people from slavery, whether Egypt or now 

Assyria, it does not matter. This is a hope built upon a unique 

relationship, forged in a struggle over many centuries, between 

God and his people Israel. And what had happened to the 



northern kingdom would soon happen to Jeremiah’s own 

people in Judah; exiled off in 597 / 587BC to Babylonia.  

There is however a problem with the vision of Jeremiah. 

Although the journey back to the familiar places happened for 

the people of Judah. I am not aware of this journey home for 

the people of Israel, back to Samaria, their capital city. Maybe it 

happened in small numbers, but went unrecorded. What we do 

know, is that after the fall of Babylonia in 538 BC, the Persian 

King allowed the people of Judah to return home to Jerusalem. 

Here’s another problem, Jerusalem was not the place of their 

stories and memories. The so called great nation entered a city 

in ruin, the scattered remnants of Judah returned to face the 

sight of shattered city walls. As they surveyed the familiar scene, 

I am sure they wept at the sight of destruction. So where is the 

freedom of a people amidst the rubble of their memories of 

God’s great city and temple, home of their faith and of their 

God?  Where indeed.  

It is not always easy to go back, places can be very different and 

memories painful, but for God’s people, in spite of all that faced 

them, and the hopelessness that was no doubt theirs, the 

journey was the right one to make.  Called back by God, like a 

second exodus through the wilderness of exile, it was a journey 

of faith. For the learning process of past failures was not yet 

complete. They would see with their own eyes, the direct result 

of their failures to follow the ways of God. Maybe they had the 

words of distant prophets ringing in their ears. Yet, for God, the 

journey home was never about, ‘I told you so’. I believe God was 

saying, look beyond what you see now, feel now; learn from 

this, for the journey of faith continues. We share in their 

ongoing journey home as the people of God; a different time 

and place, but in faith the journey continues.  

From that point on and into the future, Israel continued to 

return home. Prophets came and went, their words challenging 

the people of God, till God himself spoke. The Word became 

flesh and dwelt among us; the good shepherd, who would lead 

his people home and safely gather his sheep in his arms.  

It is natural that we find security in the familiar, but a journey 

with God is never constant and it never ends, so we always need 

to be prepared for an almighty nudge from the Spirit of God. 

Hold onto the stories and memories of the past and take them 

with you, as promises and signs of hope. For as God has acted in 

the past and led his people, so he will again do that for us in the 

future. Our hope based on who we know God to be. 

He will create for us new stories and memories to share. New 

familiar places for us to journey from, and as pilgrim people, he 

asks us follow him into a future that is based on our trust in 

God, our faith in Christ and a hope that comes from the Spirit of 

God.  



God’s word of hope is spoken in the ‘now’, our present reality, 

but is based on the ‘then’, what God has always done and will 

always do, in the future.  Amen 

 

. 

 

 

  


