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Don’t hang up our harps! 

 

Lamentations 1:1–6;  3:19–26 

Psalm 137 

2 Timothy 1:1–14 

Luke 17:5–10 

 

Text: Psalm 137:1-3 

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!’  

  

Introduction 

In an article titled Pedaling to Heaven professor Liel Leibovitz wrote of his 

experience at a SoulCycle fitness class.  These classes take place in a room lit by 

votive candles.   SoulCycle invites participants to ‘Challenge your body and 

recharge your soul with our all-out, 45, 60 and 90 minute workouts.’ Leibovitz 

writes, “SoulCycle, and the many copycat high-end workout classes that have 

sprung alongside it…promise much more than exercise. They invite you to attend a 

place of significance at set times while wearing special garments and communing 

with other people who share your most intimate desires. They are, in short, a lot 

like church.”  Leibovitz makes the point that while many have abandoned their 

religious upbringing spiritual cravings persist and are being transferred to other 

places and forms.  People are seeking for something to satisfy spiritual craving. 

 

1. In 1964 membership in the United Church of Canada stood at 1.1 million.  

Church statistics for the end of 2018 showed 388,363 members, of whom 120,986 

attend services regularly.  The pandemic has exacerbated this decline.  It is my 

understanding that since 2020 approximately 300 United Churches have closed 

their doors.  I recall the first Sunday I preached here at Central United in 

November of 2003; there were two services and the sanctuary was full at both of 

them.  It may be that there was some curiosity about the new minister that may 

have driven a higher than usual attendance that particular Sunday—still week by 

week there were two services each Sunday and lots of people at both including 

many children.  Many of you can recall those days of packed sanctuary.  

 

Believers know the gospel to be good news.  For the believer, the experience of 

knowing Jesus Christ is so satisfying that it has us looking nowhere else.  The 

wonder of sin forgiven is such a release making it possible to live freely for our 

https://www.firstthings.com/article/2022/08/pedaling-to-heaven
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Lord.  The experience of the Lord’s presence by his Holy Spirit in worship is 

palpable.  Time and again in the course of worship—in the line of a hymn, in the 

words of a prayer, in the receiving of the sacrament, in the fellowship with another 

believer, in a text from scripture, and even in the sermon—our Lord does it again; 

again assures us of his love for us or addresses the concern we brought with us to 

church that very day.  Why aren’t more people here, we may wonder.  Perhaps we 

are even a little discouraged. 

 

There was plenty of discouragement to go around in all of our scripture readings 

today.  The disciples had asked Jesus to increase their faith.  Jesus had just said to 

his disciples, “And if the same person sins against you seven times a day, and turns 

back to you seven times and says, “I repent”, you must forgive.”  The disciples feel 

inadequate to the task so ask for increased faith.  ‘Lord, we can’t do this, increase 

our faith!’  We look around our church and remember fuller days and may wonder 

if the problem is us.  I have been pastor here for these past years when decline has 

occurred; I can tell you that I sometimes wonder if I am the problem.  I too, like 

the disciples, feel the need to increase in faith—be better, reach higher, go farther. 

 

When Paul writes his second letter to Timothy, Paul is in prison.  Paul realizes that 

he is not going to be released; he admits openly that “the time for my departure has 

come.” (2 Timothy 4:6)  He is in prison because of his proclamation of Jesus 

Christ—is he going to fold or remain unashamed of the good news of Christ even 

when the world sees it as bad news. Timothy is discouraged by what has happened 

to Paul to the point of leaving the ministry.  Paul reminds him “to rekindle the gift 

of God that is within you through the laying on of my hands.”  When so few seem 

to make church a priority in their lives and we struggle to fill the volunteer needs 

of the congregation we too can feel like giving up.  

 

Jeremiah’s Lamentation and the 137th Psalm are written during the same period of 

Israel’s history when the Babylonian army under King Nebuchadnezzar conquered 

Jerusalem and deported many Israelites to Babylon.  Jeremiah writes from the 

perspective of those left behind after the devastation of the first deportation and as 

the Babylonian army is back besieging the city again.  Psalm 137 is written from 

the perspective to those who were taken into captivity.   

 

Listen again to how Jeremiah’s lament begins; “How lonely sits the city that once 

was full of people!  How like a widow she has become, she that was great among 

the nations!  She that was a princess among the provinces has become a vassal.”  

(Just as an aside, Jeremiah is a wonderful poet using evocative imagery to express 

the discouragement he feels.)  Keep in mind that this is prayer.  Jeremiah is 
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pouring out his heart to God.  There was a time when Canada’s Prime Minister 

consulted the Moderator of the United Church and Primate of the Anglican Church 

on social policy because of the strength of those two Protestant churches in 

Canada. When Canada was 10 million people approximately 2 million belonged to 

those two churches.  These church leaders don’t even get a cup of coffee from 

Canada’s Prime Minister today.  “How lonely sits the city that was once full of 

people!”  And there are other things in our lives besides the welfare of the church 

that discourages faith—health difficulty, employment trouble, the welfare of a 

loved one.   

 

Psalm 137 is known as a lament over the destruction of Jerusalem.  The Psalmist is 

‘by the rivers of Babylon’ when he writes.  I can’t imagine what the experience of 

exile must be like.  I would think that if you could listen to the hearts of Ukrainian 

refugees who have come into our midst you might get some idea.  Again note the 

evocative nature of the poetry that captures the sense of discouragement so 

profoundly.  “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!’”  And the Psalmist has to be thinking of the weeping willow tree as 

he describes the place where the harps were hung.  An image that they gave up 

singing the songs of faith.  We may not be in exile, yet who among us has not had 

days when we just couldn’t sing.  I remind you that this Psalm is also a prayer of a 

broken heart offered to God.  

 

2. In as much as discouragement is writ large over all our scripture readings today 

faith is magnified even larger.   Keep in mind that, biblically speaking, faith isn’t a 

thing.  Faith isn’t a thing just as marriage isn’t a thing, nor is love a thing, for that 

matter.  Faith, marriage, love don’t exist as things like water and food.  There is no 

spring of love where you can fill a canister with love like there is a spring of water 

and you can fill the canister with water.  Faith, marriage, love all speak of 

relationship between persons.  These exist in relationships between persons.  Faith 

is relationship with Jesus Christ, according to the gospel. 

 

Increase our faith!, cry the apostles.  Yes it is reasonable to want to grow closer 

and deeper in relationship.  It all started with me when I took my oldest grandchild 

out for dinner on her birthday; I soon learned that all the other grandchildren 

wanted to do the same. What a joy it is for me to have each of them one on one and 

grow deeper in relationship.  In a similar way, as we spend time with our Lord in 

prayer, in worship, in study, relationship deepens. 

 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 4 02/10/22 

Our Lord’s response to the disciples’ request may sound demanding at first 

reading.  ‘If you had faith the size of a mustard seed, you could say to this 

mulberry tree, “Be uprooted and planted in the sea”, and it would obey you.”  Our 

Lord is using hyperbole here.  He doesn’t mean that faith doesn’t exist unless you 

can uproot trees by some magical thought process.  This is a word of 

encouragement.  Even the tiniest amount of faith can do wonders.  You feel 

inadequate to the calling—just exercise the faith you have and see what the Lord 

will do. 

 

Luke tells us of the story of a woman who was a sinner who kissed Jesus’ feet and 

anointed them with ointment while Jesus was at dinner at the house of a Pharisee 

named Simon.  To this woman Jesus said, “your faith has saved you.”  A great 

miracle isn’t uprooting mulberry tree and throwing it into the sea; the greater 

miracle by far is that though we were dead in trespasses and sins we have been 

made spiritually alive in Christ Jesus.  And how much faith does that take?  Jesus 

spoke of the publican who prayed, “Lord be merciful to me a sinner.”  That man 

went home justified, (righted relationship with God) said Jesus. 

 

Think of the mess that the Apostle Paul is in before the emperor Nero.  Things are 

going badly.  Timothy is so discouraged by this he is struggling to continue to 

proclaim Christ.  Paul reminds Timothy that “God did not give us a spirit of 

cowardice, but rather a spirit of power and of love and of self-discipline.” Paul is 

reminding Timothy of his relationship with God.  And then Paul goes on to offer 

that word that has sustained countless Christians through the ages.  In the face of 

the powers that sought to shame people for believing the good news of Jesus,  Paul 

confessed, “I am not ashamed, for I know the one in whom I have put my trust, and 

I am sure that he is able to guard until that day what I have entrusted to him.”  This 

is faith writ large. 

 

Remember that both Jeremiah and the Psalmist are offering prayer.  These laments 

are borne of each of the author’s relationship with God.  Jeremiah paints a blunt 

and honest picture of the wretchedness that people are living through.  He doesn’t 

say that the difficulties are really blessings in disguise.  Difficult things are 

difficult, horrors are horrible. And yet in the midst of that Jeremiah will write, 

“The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to an end; 

they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.”  And because of our 

Lord’s steadfast love Jeremiah confesses faith, ‘The Lord is my portion,’ says my 

soul, ‘therefore I will hope in him.’ 

And then the Psalmist in exile expressed his clinging to faith.  “Let my tongue 

cling to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem 



Rev. Dr. James Clubine Page 5 02/10/22 

above my highest joy.”  The tongue clinging to the roof of his mouth is an image 

of not being able to sing at all.  With the metaphor of the harps on the willow tree 

the Psalmist uses, we could express faith in the face of discouragement this way, 

‘Don’t hang up those harps!’  Tiny faith does wonders, I know the one in whom I 

put my trust, the steadfast love of the Lord never ceases—don’t hang up those 

harps! 

 

Consider the likelihood of this congregation having existed at all.  Babylon tried to 

destroy Israel as did many others, yet our Lord fulfilled his promise and brought 

Jesus into the world through Israel.  Rome tried to destroy both Israel and the 

church.  And yet our Lord preserved the gospel throughout the days of the Roman 

empire until Constantine’s proclamation of religious freedom.  Think of the twists 

and turns of history in general, church history within that and the ebb and flow 

church life.  It is a wonder that the church survives.  I think of the people in the 

early eighteen hundreds who formed a Methodist Society in Unionville—a small 

place with meager beginnings.  And yet here we are today.  Every congregation 

has a similar story.  Our calling is, don’t hang up those harps! 

 

4. Luke goes on to record Jesus’ admonition, “So you also, when you have done all 

that you were ordered to do, say, “We are worthless slaves; we have done only 

what we ought to have done!”  Please note that Jesus did not say his disciples were 

worthless slaves.  I think Jesus is addressing that attitude that creeps in so easily 

and says that God is obligated to do certain things if I do what is right.  If we are 

faithful in our proclamation of the gospel then God should do his part and our 

church should be bursting at the seams with people.  Jesus is the Lord of his church 

and is building it; our job is to keep on singing faith, don’t hang up our harps.  

 

At the same time, as we think about the gospel message of salvation, were any of 

us worthy of God’s saving act on the cross?  The prayer of humble access that 

Thomas Cranmer crafted for the communion service in the Anglican Book of 

Prayers has it right: “We do not presume to come to this thy Table, O merciful 

Lord, trusting in our own righteousness, but in thy manifold and great mercies. We 

are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under thy Table. But thou art 

the same Lord, whose property is always to have mercy.” The wonder of the 

gospel is that our Lord has obligated himself to us in the Son.  We don’t obligate 

God by believing.  God facilitates our very believing.   

 

This is the song we have to sing.  The song of our Lord’s great love for us.  Jesus is 

the One whose property is always to have mercy.  Friends, don’t hang up our 

harps. 


