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Last week, we dug into one of the hardest passages of scripture. We took a hard look at Psalm 137, that 
lament of an Israelite thrust into exile. It wasn’t pretty, but it prayed a hard question: now that our home and 
what we assume is God’s home -- now that those are gone, how are we supposed to find God? “How shall we 
sing the Lord’s song upon an alien soil?” Well, today, we get an answer. I don’t know if Jeremiah is responding 
to that exact psalmist’s prayer or if he’s writing in response to a general feeling among the exiled people.  

Either way, Jeremiah gives the People of God, scattered though they may be, a way forward. Through 
him, God says, yes, these people you live among now, they are responsible for the awful things that happened to 
you. Yes, they brought you out of your homeland and dumped you here. Yes, they tried to break you. But you 
live here now. Pray for them. Go about your lives. Eat what comes from their soil. Don’t give up hope. Build 
homes. Marry off your kids. Smile at the sound of your grandkids’ feet on hard packed floors, and don’t give up 
hope. God says, I am with you. Pray to me.  

Now, folks, that should come as a surprise. Maybe not to our ears. We know God is with us, wherever 
we go, but remember, these folks have been brought up to believe that, if you want to find God, you go to 
Jerusalem. And now that Jerusalem’s gone, they’re lost. But God is there. And God reassures them that God is 
there. You may not be back in Israel, but you can still pray to God. This is shocking for them to hear. And it’s 
such a relief. But that relief only lasts for a second, because God doesn’t stop at “Pray to the Lord.” God keeps 
going. “Pray to the Lord for the people that conquered you. Pray for the welfare of their city.” I can just imagine 
a psalm that didn’t make the cut. Hold on, God. I sure am glad you’re back, but, could you repeat that? You 
want us to do what now? You want us to pray for who? I can’t even imagine this moment. It’s a kiss and make 
up solution on a scale that just boggles my mind.  

When I was a kid, I got in trouble for skipping stones across the Buffalo River. Ok, so that’s not an 
entirely accurate statement. I got in trouble because my sister was swimming in the Buffalo River in front of 
where I was skipping stones. Ok, that’s not entirely accurate either. I got in trouble because my sister was 
swimming in the Buffalo River, and I wanted to see how close I could skip a stone without hitting her. She was, 
of course, furious when she heard the first stone whiz past her ear, and she immediately went under, swam up as 
close to the shore as she could, and rushed out of the shallows at me like the Creature from the Black Lagoon. 
We got in a tussle, and Mom broke up the fight. I was the instigator, no question about it, but we both had to 
apologize. And then she made us do some chore together. I think we had to pick up all the potato chips that’d 
gotten flung around the shore in our post-rock skipping frenzy. It was a brilliant punishment, because the more 
we worked together, the sooner we’d finish and the sooner we’d be done with the whole cooperative business. 
We each got tricked into working for the other. But it took getting tricked to make us swallow our pride and 
actually do the thing. But I vividly remember that moment of “do what now? You want me to help who?” And 
maybe more so, I remember the look of disgust on my sister’s face. Tough as it was to stomach at the time, 
that’s a kiss and make up situation I can wrap my head around.  

But the expectation God puts on God’s people not only to live fully in the place they’ve landed, but also 
to pray for the welfare of that place? That’s astonishing. It’s survival, but it’s way more generous than you’d 
expect. And I gotta imagine, for the Babylonians, it’s disarming. I’m sure they’re used to a conquered people 
cowing before them with signs of their brokenness everywhere. But these Israelites, they weep, but they do not 
break. They support us, they live with us, and now they pray for us? It’s gotta be unnerving.  
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But in all this, I can’t help hearing an echo in the modern world in what’s called the politics of 
respectability. Dr. Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham first introduced the concept by name in 1993, but the idea’s 
been around for a mighty long time. Now, in case you haven’t run across respectability politics before, it’s the 
idea that, in order for minority groups to be treated better by the majority, they must behave better by the 
majority’s standards. Far too often, behaving better by the majority’s standards means setting aside aspects of 
one’s own culture. And, to complicate issues further, some folks within the minority groups buy into the idea 
enough to police their peers. It’s basically keeping your head down. Just assimilate, and you’ll be fine. If no one 
notices you, they can’t fault you for anything. And if you buy into the idea enough, it gives you a false sense of 
security. There’s also an unspoken assumption in all this: that the majority’s standards are right. The problem is, 
respectability politics doesn’t work. No matter how a person adjusts their speech, changes their clothes, attains 
high levels of education, their identity in the eyes of the majority remains.  

When Jeremiah tells the people to pray for their captors’ well-being, there’s a hint of respectability 
politics going on that worries me. Because, no matter what the Israelites do, no matter how well they assimilate 
or change their speech or how they dress, they’ll still be Israelites. And truthfully, that is the most important part 
of their identity. Because Israelites at that time are, by definition, followers of this, one God.  

But I’m not sure it is respectability politics, because it’s their one God who tells them to pray. It’s not 
the majority, not the conquering Babylonians that ask for their prayers. It’s God. And what God tells them to do 
is not assimilate. God doesn’t ask for them to become like the Babylonians. God asks for them to live their 
lives, eat their foods, and pray to their God as they know how. This will come to an end, but not when you stop 
being God’s people. This will come to an end when Babylon stops being. The majority that holds you captive 
will fall, and you, oh people of Israel, you will be free. Pray for their well-being while they’re here, but know 
that your children and your childrens’ children will thrive, if they remain true to who they are, if they remain the 
people of God.  

Jeremiah isn’t telling the exiled People of Israel to play nice so they can fly under the radar. Jeremiah is 
assuring them that the most powerful thing they can do is to continue being who they are. Even in this extreme 
moment, pray. Pray for yourselves. Pray for your families. And pray for your captors. It is what defines you. So 
pray.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Credit to Damon Young for his immensely helpful discussion of Respectability Politics: 
https://www.theroot.com/the-definition-danger-and-disease-of-respectability-po-1790854699 
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