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For the Old Testament People of God, the conquest of Jerusalem in 587 BCE and the exile in Babylon that followed was a national trauma beyond imagining.  Remarkably, it eventually turned out to be faith defining and faith renewing.
Sweeping through the countryside, King Nebuchadnezzar’s armies surrounded Jerusalem and starved the city into submission.  The temple, symbol of the presence of God, was razed to the ground. The temple vessels were taken away to grace the altars of Babylon. Leaders of the people were taken captive and led away in chains to exile, where their cry was one of despair:
	How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land (Ps. 137)
The People of God had found themselves exiled to a foreign land, shattered, grieving, questioning their very foundations of belief -- struggling to sing the Lord's song. 
By the rivers of Babylon, we sat down and wept.
Shocked at finding themselves in the place of exile, the exiles struggled to understand what had befallen them. They had seen so much trauma.  Invasion. Destruction.  The sacred temple, symbol of their spiritual identity, razed to the ground, and then in chains, they are marched to Babylon with no reasonable hope of return.
Their experience of trauma was acute and overwhelming, matched by very few in contemporary Australia outside of the armed forces or among our refugee communities. But parts of our Church have experienced genuine trauma, often of a secondary nature, often not named. Revelations of widespread, and sometimes systematic child sex abuse have left some church communities deeply damaged.  And this has been against a more general background of dislocation and decline. 
Our world has changed. We have not been physically relocated, but we have come into something of a Babylon space.
At the beginning of the 90s, Loren Mead suggested that the Church in the West was living in a sort of Babylonian exile.[endnoteRef:1] It was not, he suggested, that Church in places like Australia had been physically removed from their place, but their place had been removed from them.  [1:     Mead, L. The Once and Future Church: Reinventing the Congregation for a New Mission Frontier, Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, South Africa, 1991.  ] 

We had not been led off to captivity in a strange land, as the People of Israel had been, but a strange land had quietly moved in around us. It was, said Mead, as if we had awoken one morning to find ourselves no longer in the land of our belonging, but in a strange land not so comfortably home; a land where we could no longer presume influence, or even that the great bulk of people shared our assumptions, where our story was but one in the pluralist many, where for many Church was an irrelevance, if not outright offensive.
In 1991, when Mead penned his little book, “Once and Future Church”, his image of the church waking up to find itself in exile was received as an insightful warning of what might be.  In 21st century secular-materialist Australia, with the Church under the shadow and shame of a Royal Commission into Institutional Abuse, Mead’s image of exile has become very painful reality.
We have come into a Babylon space.
I’ve been struck by how some of the dynamics of the Babylonian exile have played out in our church in recent times. One of the things that confronted me, in both ancient and modern stories, was how a misplaced sense of holy vocation could feed the denial of what was looming.
In Israel, prophets like Isaiah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, battled against this denial. They were persecuted because of it. Israel was convinced its divine vocation meant it should stand regardless: “No evil will come upon us.  We shall not see famine or sword”, they said in response to the warnings of Jeremiah (5.12-13).  And Ezekiel spoke out against those who he said denied impending disaster with pronouncements of peace (Ezek. 13: 8-14).
After coming to Adelaide in 2005, I tried to come to grips with what had gone before.  As in all human stories outside of the magazines, much of it is messy and complex.  But part of it, I think, is this:  that the strong and influential history of the Diocese of Adelaide, its sense of influential place and vocation in city and State, meant that it was very difficult for leaders to recognise and respond appropriately to revelations that contradicted the very story that gave them identity. There was a default of denial.
A leading lay person, who became a great support to me and others as we sought to craft a response to survivors, later admitted with shame that when the matters first arose, his response had been that the institution had to be defended first and foremost. It was how he and others saw the world.  Because of its place and vocation, the church had to be protected.
Good and faithful people were part of that response.  And that’s the tragedy of it. If the needs of survivors had been preferenced when they first came to tell their stories, the history of the Diocese of Adelaide in the 21st century might have made different reading. 
But it took years and the painful gift of two whistleblowers along with the resignation of an archbishop to open the heavy oak doors of denial. By then much was lost.
By the rivers of Babylon, we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion.
After trauma, it can feel like there is nothing left but memories. Numbing memories.
when we remembered.... we sat down and wept
Communities that suffer trauma often get stuck in remembering.  They can be swallowed by loss, consumed in their remembering of what was and is no longer.  As Shelly Rambo puts it, “the central problem of trauma is a temporal one. The past does past does not stay, so to speak, in the past. Instead, it invades the present”.[endnoteRef:2] [2:     Shelley Rambo, Spirit and Trauma – A Theology of Remaining, Louisville Kentucky: John Knox/ Westminster Press, 2010, p. 19.] 

One of the things that I learnt in Adelaide was that for those who had been abused, and for those who had experienced even secondary trauma, there is a form of remembering that came every time there is coverage in the media related to sexual abuse. Every time a story would hit the news we could expect to hear from one or two survivors. Sometimes it was a new matter, where after so many years, a person had gathered the courage to make a call.  Sometimes it was a person we knew, where the scab had been torn from their emotional wound once more and they needed to express what they were feeling.  
And there was a sort of remembering within the diocese as well, in the parishes, among the clergy, at diocesan office. Heads would go down. The office would be subdued.   There would be an anamnesis, a remembrance, of shame. 
Communities that have suffered trauma struggle to see beyond loss; struggle to see beyond the grave clothes of tragedy; struggle to see the different shapes of hope before them. As Miroslav Volf puts it “memory metastasizes into the territory of the future”.[endnoteRef:3]  Even when we try to look ahead, we see what is behind us. [3:    Miroslav Volf, The End of Memory – Remembering Righty in a Violent World, Grand Rapids Michigan: Eerdmans, 2007, p. 81.] 

In his first Easter sermon as Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams focused on Jesus’ words to Mary, “Do not hold on to me...”
Mary Magdalene wants Jesus back as she remembers him; failing that, she
wants his corpse in a definite place, she wants a grave she can tend. Jesus
appears to her – in one of the most devastatingly moving moments of the
whole Bible – and her first instinct is to think that yes, he is back as she remembers, yes, she has hold of him after all.[endnoteRef:4] [4:    Published in a number of places at the time, but available as an article at https://sojo.net/magazine/july-august-2003/do-not-cling-me] 

But then Jesus says to her: “Do not hold on to me...”
When a community goes through a major trauma or crisis, what has happened acts like a great divide.  Around that divide is the tension between what was and what now might be. Like Mary, we can find ourselves so captured by the familiar shapes and figures of how things were, that we struggle to recognise a new moment of encounter. We long for the familiar past before the trauma and we can be so focused on tending the grave of what has been, that the possibility of resurrection eludes our sight. 
By the rivers of Babylon, we sat down and wept when we remembered...
If traumatised communities can be captured by the memory of grief, there is a deeper sort of remembering that enables us to move on. Volf talks about “right remembering”.[endnoteRef:5]   It is, he says, a remembering that recalls us to what we should be now. We remember not just what we were, but what we shall be.  [5:     Volf, 2007, pp. 42-44.] 

That great story of the disciples on the Road to Emmaus allow us to glimpse the two sort of remembering.[endnoteRef:6]  The two men on the road have been caught up in terrible events and the person in whom they had invested so much hope had been cruelly tortured and crucified.  And so, as they make their journey of 10 or 11 kilometres, they recount “all these things that had happened”.  The scenes are being replayed, re-run. Over and again.  [6:    Luke 24:13-35.] 

Even though they were not tortured and crucified, they re-live the horror and, like so many survivors of trauma, they are without hope and are blind to the identity of a fellow traveler who takes up stride alongside them.
Eventually the stranger enters the conversation with a gentle question, before engaging in a more forthright manner:
Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! 26 Was it not necessary that the Messiah[e] should suffer these things and then enter into his glory?” 27 Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures.
What Jesus is doing is helping them to a right remembering. The first thing Jesus does, by re-locating their recollections into the great story of salvation, is to give profound validation to their experience.  This is something many survivors of abuse feel the Church has withheld from them; validation. They are ignored. Or they are treated as a problem. Or they are treated as people in need. And they are most certainly people in need; in need of care, in need of a hearing, justice, redress ... all the things that bodies like the current Royal Commission is looking in to. 
Beyond this, Jesus “re-members”, puts back together, the story of the disciples on the road in a way that makes it part of great story of salvation. Through what has happened to them, Jesus helps them understand even more deeply the story of faith.  They are engaging in a journey of “right remembering”, a journey that comes to a high point of recognition when Jesus breaks the bread and they seem him for who he is.
It was a similar, but much longer journey for the exiles in Babylon.  At first the memory of what had happened was unreflected and paralysing:
By the rivers of Babylon, we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion. How can we sing the Lord’s song?
But then came a much profounder journey of remembering, deep theological re-membering.  During that exile in Babylon, a writer or group of writers that we know as the Deuteronomist brought together a history that helped Israel understand and take some responsibility for its downfall. We know this piece of work as the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and I and II Kings.  
Another writer, or group of writers, that we know as Second Isaiah, helped Israel to reflect again on its vocation in the world and to see it not as a matter of privilege, but as service; to be a light to the nations.  And the same writer brought us to one of the high points of the Old Testament, interpreting trauma and suffering redemptively in what we now call “Servant Songs” and which inform how we understand the Passion story.
Out of painful exile, slowly came depth and renewal. Out of Babylon came renewed resources in faith that would enable a rebuilding of the City of God. What would emerge was no reproduction of what had been lost, but a new building and a new response to a different time. 
They had been through massive trauma.  They had been brought to a place of exile where all they could do was sit down and weep. They had known the paralysis that could see only what had been lost... and in that they struggled to sing the Lord’s song in the place where they were. 
But slowly they began a journey into the very depths of their story, and life-giving resources began to emerge.  The Lord’s song was sung in this new land and faith took on new perspectives and new depth.
So what does that mean for a Diocese that has been through traumatic revelations of abuse, with all the impact of that upon leaders and upon faithful members?  What does it mean, with all the complexity of grief that you cannot avoid but carry, as you now look towards the election of a new bishop?
I can speak only from my experience in Adelaide and in my desire to be with you. But here are some thoughts you may choose to accept or decide to ignore.
Look for someone who will “abide” with you and help you “abide” with each other.  Don’t look for someone simply to help you “move on”. It’s not that simple and a premature desire to “move on” can be just another form of denial. 
Don’t approach the election of a new bishop with a yearning for how things were before.  There is no return to Zion past and any such expectations will be an unrealistic burden for your new bishop.  There will still be opportunities, of course, but the familiar times we once enjoyed are gone, and, to pick up the image from Jesus’ encounter with Mary, we must not hold on to them.
Look for someone who will help you explore the depths.   Careful management and an element of pastoral pragmatism is essential in crisis, but in the longer term, the Church will only be renewed when it draws afresh on the depths of the salvation story. This is a time for the church to be even more thoroughly, more passionately, more sacrificially, the church ... only there does hope lie. 
Profound renewal can come out of the Babylon space, but only when we let it speak to us deeply. 
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