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Purchase of Hope     
a sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno on September 29, 2019  
based on Jeremiah 32:1-3a, 6-15   
     
The very least you can do in your life is to figure out what you hope for. And the very 
most you can do is live inside that hope. 
     Barbara Kingsolver in  Animal Dreams 
      
In retirement the actor, Gregory Peck traveled the country telling the story of his life.  
He said his favorite story to tell was that of the courtship of his wife, Veronique 
Passani.  He met her on his way to Rome late in the 1950s.  He was about to act in  
the film, ROMAN HOLIDAY, with Audrey Hepburn.  Stopping off in Paris his agent 
got him an interview with a very young, very smart journalist.  They spent a lovely 
hour-and-a-half together, all business, before Peck boarded his plane for Rome.  
 
Months later, having finished the film, he was back in Paris on a month’s leave 
before a new picture would begin filming in Germany.  He had the idea of calling that 
lovely, wide-eyed girl of twenty who had interviewed him six months before.  He had 
read her piece about him and it was fresh and witty.  He found that she was now 
working for another newspaper and he called it asking for her, saying that his name 
was Gregory Peck.  That seemed to mean nothing to the operator.   
 
The next thing he heard was the sound of a loud speaker system calling for 
Mademoiselle Passani.  Monsieur Gregory Peck wanted to speak to her on the 
phone.  Peck noticed that the cacophony of typewriters in the newsroom suddenly 
stopped.  Completely.   “Hello, I’m Gregory Peck,” he said – do you remember me?”  
Less than over-awed she said, “Yes, of course I remember you, what are you talking 
about?”  “Well,” he said, I realize that I’ve put you in an embarrassing position there.  
I’ll make this short.  How about lunch?”   
 
Long silence followed.  He tried again.  “I was thinking we might go over to Fauteuil 
(“Faux-tie”) to the race track.  We can get something to eat there and take a look at 
the horses. They’re having a steeplechase.”  Still there was silence.  “Are you still 
there?” he asked.  “Yes, I’m still here.”  Still ,she said nothing.  “Well,” he said, trying 
to put a good face on a bad thing, “Last chance. Will you go with me?”   
 
Finally she said yes and they made a hurried rendezvous.  They ate lunch together, 
and then dinner that night.  Then lunch and dinner the next day too.  A month later 
when it was clear to both of them that they would marry, Peck got up the courage to 
ask her why she was so evasive on the phone that first morning.  “Well,”  she said.  
“I had hoped you wouldn’t ask me. Because, you see I had an appointment that 
afternoon to interview Dr. Albert Schweitzer in the home of Jean Paul Sartre.” 
 
Years later, when asked to verify the story Veronique liked to say, “Yes it’s true. I 
had a crush on Albert Schweitzer at the time. I might have become a widow living in 
the Belgian Congo.”   
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Marrying a man as old as your grandfather?  What a crazy thought.   
And yet as I cast around trying to think of someone whose life's choices were not 
unlike those of the prophet Jeremiah, I thought of this story of Veronique Passani.  
Marrying a man three generations older than you are is an act that, let’s face it, 
makes no sense; no more sense than Jeremiah dropping a wagon load of silver to 
buy a field a mighty enemy is camped-out upon when his nation and people are on 
the verge of apparent extinction.   
 
Let me give you some background here:  it was the summer of 588 B.C..  King 
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon was on the move.  He had begun laying siege to 
Jerusalem, the capital of Judah, Israel's southern kingdom. 
 
Jeremiah, known as the Bible's preeminent "prophet of woe," preached to the 
people of his city a very ugly message, even by his own rather surly standards: "He 
who stays in this city shall die by the sword, by famine, or by pestilence, but he who 
goes out and surrenders to the Babylonians shall have his life as a prize of war." 
 
Jeremiah's point was that Judah's enemy was not just Babylon, but the Lord God.  
The people of Judah had not acted like a covenant people - they had been chasing 
after other idols.  Worse than that, the rich among them had made slaves of the 
poor among their very own people. 
 
Interestingly, the elite seemed to tolerate Jeremiah's bleak warning. They even 
seemed to welcome it.  Better to believe that the reason for their plight was 
something they were to blame for than that it was merely the result of the 
passionless ebb and flow of power in the Near East.   
 
Anyway, as a result there was a panic of fox-hole religion:  the religious elite held 
what we would recognize as a crusade; a back-to-the-Bible movement, if you will. 
This ceremony of covenant renewal culminated in an emancipation proclamation:  
all the slaves were freed.  
 
And it worked.  Well, something worked. Miraculously, the Babylonians pulled back.  
The Judahites rejoiced.  What they did not know immediately was that the Egyptian 
army, seeing the Babylonian rear guard in a compromising position, went on the 
attack and Babylon had to contend with that competing power right there in 
Palestine.  Once the noise of celebration died down behind the walls of Jerusalem  
the elite of Judah forgot God and quickly took back all the freed slaves. 
 
But this was not the end of the story.  Egypt backed off.  The Babylonian siege of 
Jerusalem was renewed and things got worse than one could ever imagine. There 
was severe water rationing, food rationing, epidemics, followed by mass starvation.   
 
Jeremiah, and the prophet Ezekiel both report cannibalism within the walls of 
Jerusalem.   It may have been the lowest moment in the history of God's chosen 
people.   
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With that as background, God's word comes to Jeremiah who is now in prison.  
Following the lifting of the siege, Jeremiah had tried to leave the city in an effort to 
look over a piece of property he is told he has a right to buy. As a relative of the 
owner, he has the right of first refusal.   
 
He was arrested immediately and charged with deserting to the Babylonians.  He 
was jailed and finally put under house arrest in the court of the palace guard. 
 
It was there that Jeremiah said he heard the word of God to him; "Jeremiah, buy the 
field offered you by your uncle; buy the field at Anathoth."  And Jeremiah says,          
“I knew that this was the word of the Lord."  Why? Because the idea was so 
preposterous, so unthinkable; it could only be the logic of God. 
 
Anne Lamott once wrote, “When God is going to do something wonderful, God 
always starts with a hardship; when God is going to do something amazing, God 
starts with an impossibility.”  
 
So Jeremiah obediently weighs out his silver; he signs the deeds and he puts them 
in an earthenware jar so that, as it says, "they might last for a very long time.  For 
thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, 'Houses and fields and vineyards 
shall again be bought in this land.'"  But not right away, of course.  
 
Life will one day again go on in Judah as it had for centuries before.  Kids will go off 
to school in the morning; people will picnic outside the city walls.  Life will be lived in 
an exquisitely common fashion once again.  But boy, that's hard to believe when 
you've seen people, people you know,  eating their dead.  You might as easily 
believe that this was the end of the world! 
 
Surely, none of us have ever seen anything like that, but there do come moments, 
don't there, when thought of the future seems meaningless?  When you've lost a 
loved one you could never before bring yourself to imagine living without, and God 
says,  "Houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land."  You 
probably don't even want to hear it.   It's much too early to hear something labeled,  
good news.   
 
Think also of a time when you've been through hell with someone you once fell in 
love with; and the whole thing turned to ashes, and it's impossible to think that you 
may ever feel like that about somebody again.  And some well-meaning friend says 
to you: "Why, Salt Lake City is full of single people."   
 
You want to slug him, but still God says to Jeremiah,  "Houses and vineyards shall 
again be bought in this land."   
 
Or, finally, how about when you're so sick that your insides ache because of the 
chemotherapy and you can't bring yourself to believe that you will ever feel like a 
human being again, and God says, "Oh yes you will.  Life will once again have an 
everydayness about it, just you wait and see." 
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The late Old Testament interpreter, Elizabeth Achtemeier, put it this way:   
 
When everything lovely and gracious and pure in our world seems to fall victim to 
corruption and evil; when no good work seems to endure and no project of love 
seems to bear lasting fruit; when every act we do is tainted by selfishness, God has 
a plan.  When the meek, the peacemakers, the pure in heart get trampled into the 
dirt; when the weak are constantly sacrificed on the alters of power and the tongues 
of the proud and mighty strut through the earth, God has a plan.   
 
When there seems to lie ahead of us nothing but a crucifixion; when the 
Gethsemene of prayer is darkened by the shadow of a looming Golgotha; when we 
would rather do any other thing than obey the will of [God] and we cry out to [God] 
to remove this cup from us -- God has a plan.   (Jeremiah p. 98) 
 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German theologian as notable for his life as for his thought, 
loved the promises of the prophet Jeremiah.  He too lived in desperate times.  He 
too knew what it was to be cruelly jailed.  He had been involved in the plot to kill 
Adolf Hitler and was executed on the personal order of Heinrich Himmler just one 
day before the British liberated his prison - so charismatic was he that his guards 
wept as they led him out to the gallows. 
 
But there was nothing of the inevitable about his execution. He had  traveled to New 
York in 1939 when he found himself at risk of being drafted into Hitler's army.  He 
was offered and accepted a teaching post at Union Seminary there in New York.  All 
seemed wonderful, but within the month he returned home to Germany, so 
homesick was Bonhoeffer.  More importantly he was terribly concerned that if he 
stayed in America he would have no influence on Germany after the war that he 
knew loomed like some dark gargantuan beast on the horizon.  In doing so 
Bonhoeffer, like Jeremiah, bought the field at Anathoth. 
 
Back in Germany he worked for his brother, a member of Nazi intelligence.  With the 
special privileges due his brother's office, Bonhoeffer gathered support for the secret 
plot to kill Hitler. 
 
Just a very few months before his arrest in April 1943 he met and became engaged 
to 19 year old Maria Von Wedemeyer, a woman he found to be his genuine 
simpatico.  Once again Dietrich Bonhoeffer bought Jeremiah's field;   
he did nothing less than make an investment in hope. 
 
He wrote the following words to his beloved from prison in August of 1943:   
 
You cannot imagine what it means in my present situation to have you.  I am certain 
of God's special guidance here.  The way in which we found each other and the 
time, so shortly before my imprisonment, are a clear sign for this . . .  Every day I am 
overcome anew at how undeservedly I receive this happiness, and each day I am 
deeply moved at what a hard school God has led you through during the last year… 
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When I also think about the situation of the world, the complete darkness over our 
personal fate and my present imprisonment, then I believe that our union can only 
be a sign of God's grace and kindness, which calls us to faith.  We would be blind if 
we did not see it.   
 
Right here in his letter he quotes today’s scripture passage –  
 
Jeremiah says, at the moment of his people's great need “still one shall buy houses 
and acres of land” as a sign of trust in the future.  This is where faith belongs . . . 
 
And I do not mean a faith which flees the world, but the one that endures the world 
and which loves and remains true to the world in spite of all the suffering which it 
contains for us.  Our marriage shall be a yes to God's earth; it shall strengthen our 
courage to act and accomplish something on earth.  I fear that Christians who stand 
with only one leg upon earth also stand with only one leg in heaven. 
 
In the face of death, Bonhoeffer made an unmistakable investment in life.  He made 
his case even more strongly when he said:  "It is only when one loves life and the 
world so much … that one can believe in the resurrection and a new world." 
 
How much do you love life and the world? How about when push really comes to 
shove?  Have you ever invested in a place like Anathoth?    
 
What must we be made of to conjure the grace within us necessary to buy such a 
field? How can we truly live out the sign of such a hope? 
 
Well, our morning's text suggests one thing:  investing in Anathoth is not something 
you should look around for.  It’s always something near at hand;  it is something as 
available to us as Jeremiah's field was to him.  It may be in your neighborhood,  
where you work or go to school, or where you worship. It may even lay right inside of 
you. 
 
Long ago, when the 5

th
 HARRY POTTER book came out, my daughter Margaret got 

a copy at midnight on a Friday, the minute it was released in the west.  She finished 
the 800 page tome by Sunday afternoon. Now, I remember that fact always in the 
context of a story connected with the release of the 4

th
 book in the Harry Potter 

series; The Goblet of Fire. It’s a story that has moved me deeply ever since.   
 
Six-year-old Catie Hoch found out she had cancer one day in 1998.  She went 
through seven rounds of chemo and many surgeries.  By January 2000, treatment 
options seemed to have run out. Catie was back home and the chances of living 
long enough to read the upcoming 4

th
 Harry Potter book (something she had looked 

forward to a lot) seemed remote. But then an e-mail arrived from someone in the UK 
who had heard about the little American girl with cancer and her special wish to live 
long enough to hold that book in her hands.   
 
It was the author of the series, J.K. Rowling.  That email began a long e-mail 
relationship between the two.   
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“I admire bravery above almost every other virtue,” wrote Rowling … “It is the virtue 
that cannot be faked.  You either walk into the woods full of spiders or you don’t.  
You stand up to bullies, or hide from them.  You hang onto hope or surrender to 
fear.”   
 
A month after Catie’s ninth birthday doctors found that the cancer had spread to her 
brain and that she had only weeks to live.  That was when the phone rang and it 
was her friend “Jo,” as J.K. Rowling is known to her friends.  She cancelled 
everything on her schedule and took several days and read as much of book 
number four aloud to Catie as she could so that Catie wouldn’t miss it.   
 
There are a million ways to buy the field at Anathoth.  You can be like Catie and 
keep your feet firmly planted on lovely planet earth even when it looks like your bags 
are packed.  Or you can be like J.K. Rowling and use your amazing power to buy a 
little field few people know about; something small and dying, and yet you give your 
whole heart to it because you know it is worth the whole world. 
 
In an e-mail written to Catie’s parents, J.K. Rowling said, “I consider myself 
privileged to have had contact with Catie.  I can only aspire to being the sort of 
parent both of you have been to [her] during this illness.  I am crying so hard as I 
type.  She left footprints on my heart.”  
 
Jo Rowling bought the field at Anathoth.  Like Jeremiah and Dietrich Bonhoeffer she 
made a priceless commitment to hope. She had invested fully in the thing at the 
very bottom of the thing that God had invested in her.   
 
 
Barbara Kingsolver said it best in her novel, Animal Dreams: "The very least you can 
do in your life is to figure out what you hope for.  And the very most you can do is 
live inside that hope."   
 
Amen 


