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PSALM 137 
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 When I travel, odd occurrences sometimes take place.  As 

frustrating and weird as these situations are, I have found they 

make good sermon illustrations!  So when Andre Chasse and I 

returned to Bangor in June after visiting my sister and brother-in-

law in York, England, I told you about a mishap that took place on 

the day of departure.  To review: 

 At Heathrow Airport in London, Andre and I checked in and 

received our boarding passes at one of the kiosks near the entrance.  

Then we went to the airline counter and checked our luggage.  

After we passed through security, I ordered some breakfast.  When 

I went to pay for it, I was beyond shocked to find my Visa card 

missing.  Omigosh!  My lifeline, the key to my past, present and 

financial future was gone!  How in the world could that have 

happened?!? 

 As I mentally retraced my steps, I quickly decided that I had 

left my credit card in the kiosk.  How could I be sure?  Because I 

have done that before!  Leaving credit cards and check books 

behind is something that I have done more times than I care to 

count.  But this time, leaving my Visa card behind seemed 

especially bad timing.  The only thing worse would have been to 

have lost it after I arrived.   

 But in any event, I could feel panic rising within me.  There 

were thousands of people already in the terminal at this early hour.  

And as we all know, Heathrow is one of the world's busiest 

airports.  I could only imagine what had happened.  No doubt my 

little blue card was long gone.  I tried not to think about a stranger 



suddenly buying expensive trinkets at the duty free shops.  As I 

threaded my way back through security, I was hoping against hope 

that somehow a Good Samaritan would find it and turn it in. 

 My breathing got more ragged as I kept encountering many 

airport personnel.  As I asked some questions, I was told to go 

right back to where I thought it all began.  Finally in the midst of a 

sea of faces, I saw a man who had checked my passport on the way 

in.  When I told him what had happened, he said, “Are you Mr. 

Mark Doty?”  I can't tell you how relieved I felt, for I knew that 

my search was over.  The man very kindly told me that the card 

had been found and was at the gate!  What joy!  On the way back 

to my breakfast, I saw a woman to whom I had spoken earlier.  

When I shared the great news, she said, “You've been so lucky.  

Please play the lottery today!”   

 And so my near miss brings me to the title of today's 

meditation.  The Cambridge English Dictionary defines “hoping 

against hope” this way:  “to hope very strongly that something will 

happen, although you know it is not likely.”  That it is a perfect 

description of my mental state as I wended my way back through 

security.  While I really, really hoped I would find my lost card, I 

thought it was highly unlikely I would get it back. 

  “Hoping against hope” is actually a phrase that comes from 

the Bible.  When writing in the book of Romans about Abraham, 

Paul said that he “Against hope believed in hope that he might 

become the father of nations, according to that which was spoken” 

(James Rogers, The Dictionary of Clichés). 

 Our lesson from Psalm 137 is about people who have lost 

hope.  600 years before the birth of Christ, in 587 B.C.E., 

Jerusalem and its temple were destroyed by the Babylonians.  The 

best and brightest of that society were carted off to Babylon as 

slaves.  As the Psalm opens, the Jewish leaders are lamenting their 

lot.  They are missing Zion, their beloved city, and feel like 

strangers in a strange land:  "By the rivers of Babylon--there we sat 

down and there we wept when we remembered Zion."  The 

feelings of sorrow and sadness at being torn from Jerusalem are 



exacerbated by the fact that their masters torment them.  They 

mock the Jews by asking them to entertain:  "Sing us one of the 

songs of Zion!"   But the Jewish people do not have it in them.  

Babylon is not their Holy City.  As Eugene Petersen translates it in 

the message:  "Oh, how could we ever sing God's song in this 

wasteland?"    

 For the writer of Psalm 137, nothing could be more important 

than remembering the former life in Jerusalem.  To mentally move 

on would be an unthinkable travesty:  "If I forget you, O 

Jerusalem, let my right hand wither!"   For the Jews, recalling their 

proud past is essential; it provides a valuable link with the present  

day--however dismal it may be. 

 But the exiles in Babylon aren't merely homesick, aren't just 

pining for the deserts of Palestine versus the canals and rivers of 

Babylon.  They are also angry--furious at the way Zion and the 

temple were destroyed and their way of life as well.  In his 

commentary on the Psalms, one scholar has said that "587 B.C. 

was 9/11 on an even more massive scale” (Brent Strawn).  

Following the terrorist attack on our country, and the terrible 

suffering unleashed by the violence and destruction, many 

Americans were calling for revenge.  And so the exiles remember 

the devastating cry of the Babylonians as they sacked and burned 

Jerusalem:  "Tear It Down!  Tear It Down!  Down To Its 

Foundations!"   

 And that word brings us to the stunning conclusion of the 

Psalm--the terrible final verses full of rage.  These are lines that are 

not easy to read or to preach, but they are very real.  The writer of 

Psalms echoes the cry for justice uttered by a heartbroken Jewish 

parent who witnesses a Babylonian murder her own little child.        

  To be sure, Psalm 137 is a poem of deep longing, grief and 

rage.  The lament of the conquered peoples is truly hopeless.   

Fortunately, our gospel lesson from Luke provides something of an 

answer for these bereft exiles in Babylon.  The Jews are out of 

answers--locked in a mindset that they are forsaken and all is lost.   



 In a sermon that he preached on this passage a few years ago, 

a North Carolina Pastor by the name of Kenneth Carter has said 

this:  "The people in exile knew that this world has come to an end.  

The old had passed away."  With this being the case, the children 

of Zion and people who face similar crises have several options 

open to them, says Pastor Carter:  "We can long for the world of 

the past, for...the way it used to be.  We can give up, and be 

confident that we are God's chosen people."  Then he adds:  

"Neither is adequate." 

 What the disciples ask Jesus to do in the Luke passage is to 

"Increase Our Faith!"  In other words, make us more hopeful.  

Allow us to see the possibilities in a world which is often cruel and 

filled with war and suffering and pain.  Indeed, in the face of all 

that is happening, there is no time like the present to be hoping 

against hope. 

 The only way I can personally deal with our often 

inhospitable universe is to remain hopeful.  When you and I live in 

hope, our faith will be increased, will be strengthened.  Indeed, our 

faith will grow from the size of a mustard seed to something we 

can set store by. And that is what led our Stewardship Committee 

to select “Anchored In Hope” as the theme of our 2020 campaign.  

And that sense of abiding hope is what we believe and celebrate 

with our brothers and sisters in Christ on this World Communion 

Sunday.    

 Our closing hymn, “My Hope Is Built On Nothing Less,” 

will be the signature song during our October month of Sundays.  

The hymn was written by Edward Mote, who was born into 

poverty in 1797 in London.  Edward's parents were innkeepers 

who wouldn't allow a Bible in their home.  Somehow as a 

teenager, Edward heard the gospel message and accepted Christ.  

Eventually he became a skilled carpenter and came to own his own 

cabinet shop. 

 One morning Edward testified that the thought came to him 

to write a hymn on the Christian experience.  As he was going to a 

job in Holborn, the chorus flashed in his mind:  On Christ The 



Solid Rock I Stand/ All Other Ground Is Sinking Sand.  Before the 

day was through, Edward Mote had four verses completed.   

 A week later, he met a Christian friend, Brother King, who 

said that his wife was very ill and asked that he call on her.  Later 

in the day, Mote visited the dying woman.  Brother King said his 

custom was to sing a hymn, read scripture and say a prayer.  When 

the man could not locate his hymnbook, Edward suggested that 

they sing his new hymn together.  Because Sister King loved “My 

Hope Is Built On Nothing Less” so much, the hymn writer had a 

thousand copies printed for distribution. 

 When he was 55, Edward Mote gave up carpentry to pastor a 

Baptist Church, where he remained for 21 years.  He died at the 

age of 77, convinced of the truth of his verses. Truly the words of 

Edward Mote's Hymn continue to ring down through the ages:  My 

Hope Is Built On Nothing Less Than Jesus' Love And 

Righteousness (Robert J. Morgan, Then Sings My Soul).  

 Let Hope Be Our Anchor!  Amen.  
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