
 

GOING INTO EXILE 

Or: How Can We Sing the Lord’s Song in a Foreign Land? 

Psalm 137:    Lament over the Destruction of Jerusalem 

By the rivers of Babylon— 

   there we sat down and there we wept 

   when we remembered Zion.  

On the willows there 
   we hung up our harps.  

For there our captors 

   asked us for songs, 

and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 

   ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’  

How could we sing the LORD’s song 
   in a foreign land?  

If I forget you, O Jerusalem, 

   let my right hand wither!  

Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, 
   if I do not remember you, 

if I do not set Jerusalem 

   above my highest joy.  

Remember, O LORD, against the Edomites 

   the day of Jerusalem’s fall, 

how they said, ‘Tear it down! Tear it down! 
   Down to its foundations!’  



O daughter Babylon, you devastator! 

   Happy shall they be who pay you back 
   what you have done to us!  

Happy shall they be who take your little ones 

   and dash them against the rock! 

We have gone into ‘Lockdown’ and it will be a challenging time for us all. 

Over the last week or so, the words of Psalm 137 have constantly come to 
my mind, because our experience has similarities to that which the people 

of God experienced when they were exiled to Babylon and were in 

anguish about the fall of Jerusalem. Most of you will remember the 

version sung by Boney M or possibly the song from ‘Godspell’ called ’On 

the Willows’. When I was going through the ‘Journey in Faith’ course, I did 
an assignment on this Psalm and it has become very special to me as a 

consequence. 

In the Parish of Burbage with Aston Flamville, we have been used to 

hearing the Psalms sung in our services or read during Morning or 

Evening Prayer. We cannot join together physically for a while but we can 
use the Psalms to help us to express our thoughts and emotions to God. 

Psalm 137 is a communal Lament: a prayerful complaint and petition for 

God’s help, a means to express feelings of loss, separation and 

bewilderment. We will be learning more and more, that ‘church’ is not a 

physical building into which we are refused entry, the sacred and beautiful 
spaces that St. Catherine’s and St. Peter’s are, but rather the family of 

God who shares a life together through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

The first few verses of the Psalm depict the exiles sitting by a tributary of 

the Euphrates River. Their captors allowed them leisure time, but they 

were not enjoying it; they are filled with sad memories of how everything 
they had relied on has been destroyed or denied to them. They associated 

Jerusalem with being the place where God dwelt, a place where they 

could sing their songs of praise. They were depressed about their physical 

separation from their place of worship and didn’t feel like singing for joy. 

We will have plenty of leisure time, albeit with restrictions, and it may 
take us a while to find joy in this, especially if we are feeling lonely or 

isolated. Some of us strongly associate with the church building as being 

the place we go to in order to pray, to meet with God, to worship Him. Be 

assured that God’s presence is with you wherever you are and that the 
church is going to find new ways for us to have fellowship with each other 

over the coming weeks. We will stand together in faith and not forget our 

church or our God. 

Maybe we feel mocked by the Covid-19 virus, that has deprived us of our 

liberty and all that is familiar. Perhaps we feel angry inside and we need 

an outlet for our emotions. The Psalm helps us to express ourselves to 
God. Some of the final verses in particular can seem shocking, because 

they are full of thoughts of retribution and vengeance. Indeed, the last 



verse is usually omitted from Lectionary Readings. By crying out to his 

God of justice in prayer, to the One who hears his anguish, the psalmist is 
channelling his desire for action in a safe way. He feels helpless and he 

uses God as his ‘sounding board’ for his primitive lust for violence. God 

will not be shocked if we express ourselves to him in a similar way. He 

understands our frailty as human beings. 

The Psalm perhaps illustrates three phases of grief: firstly disbelief, 
uncertainty and sadness, then introspection and thirdly anger and rage. 

These are what we may encounter. In your home, you can turn to the 

God who knows all of our thoughts and emotions. Pray this Psalm and 

apply it to our situation. The people of Judah came out of exile and their 

enemies were defeated. They returned home and rebuilt Jerusalem. We 
will come through this period of lockdown and the Coronavirus will be 

defeated. Our church will be able to physically return to its corporate 

place of worship and we will enter a new phase of victorious life together. 

Amen 

 

 

 

 


