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Shout for joy to the Lord. Worship the Lord with gladness. Come before him with joyful songs.
Many of us are familiar with these instructions of the Psalmist. Found as the opening of Psalm 100, they
are good words that call us to worship God with a jubilant spirit. But is a jubilant spirit always a
requirement for coming into God’s presence?

The writer of the book of Lamentations might very well disagree. As a survivor of Babylon’s siege
of Jerusalem and the destruction and exile that follows, the author (tradition says it was Jeremiah, but
many modern scholars aren’t so sure) reflects on and laments about the event in five poems in the book.
After 500 years of rich history in this city — including David’s victory to make it the capital and Solomon’s
building of the temple — the city falls to Babylon in the summer of 587 BC, and everything is lost.

The design of these poems is perhaps part of the book’s message — to try to bring some order to
the disorder and chaos the Israelites are experiencing. Chapters 1-4 of the book are comprised of
acrostics — or alphabet poems — in which each verse begins with a new letter of the Hebrew alphabet.
The only exception in these four chapters is found in chapter 3 where there are three verses per letter
instead of just one.

The final poem in chapter five, which we just read, is unique and completely breaks the rhythm
found in the rest of the book. The length is the same as chapters 1, 2, and 4, but the acrostic pattern is
gone. As the writers of the BibleProject so appropriately observe: “It’s as if the poet can’t hold it
together anymore, and his grief has exploded into chaos.”

Here we find a prayer that does not approach God with joyful songs or shouts of gladness.
Rather, we find a prayer where lament is unleashed, a prayer that both confesses the sins of their
ancestors as a probable cause of the heartache (verse 7) and one that is written on behalf of others.

For example, the author laments in verse 3 about those who have been affected by the death of
men, including fatherless children and women who are widowed. He also remembers women who have
been raped (verse 11), princes who have been hanged by their thumbs (verse 12), and boys who are
sagging under heavy loads they must carry (verse 13). The Israelites are being treated like slaves (verse
8), and in turn, they are completely exhausted (verse 5).

The author also laments the struggle to find what they need to survive. Verse 4 tells us that they
have to pay both for water to drink and wood to start a fire, verse 6 tells us that they tried to get help
from other countries to no avail, and verse 9 tells us that even hunting for food is a risk because of so
much violence that is prevalent in the land. And apparently most of these efforts to find food were
unsuccessful because famine is what we read about in verse 10, a famine that is causing their skin to
show signs of starvation.

And if that isn’t enough, the author reflects on the joys they once enjoyed before this time of
captivity — elders gathering at the gate, young people enjoying their music, times of dancing — but then
he laments that all of it is gone and mourning has taken its place (verses 14-15). The city where they
once found such happiness is empty and desolate, as we read in verses 17-18, and as they think about it,
their hearts are sick, and their eyes grow dim with tears.

Tears were also common for a woman whose life got turned upside down. Just prior to her 50t
birthday, she is forced to retire from her much-loved job as a preschool teacher due to a medical



condition that makes it unable for her to function in the classroom. She loses her salary and is forced to
go on disability. Eventually she also loses her ability to drive.

She copes with the situation as best she can, but her physical health continues to decline, and as
she sits in her small condo with no family and no way to get around, she cries out again and again, but
many of her friends keep their distance and others tell her that it’s time to just accept the new normal
and move on. She tries to maintain her trust in God, but at the same time feels the crushing weight of
her problems as they push themselves down upon her.

Perhaps our suffering is not as severe or as extreme as what the Israelites experience at the
hands of the Babylonians nor even what this woman experiences, but at times we can all relate to being
overwhelmed by the challenges we are experiencing in life or by the challenges experienced by those we
know and love.

Think about that for a moment. Think about someone who has been through a lot — perhaps a
friend, a fellow member here at church, or a neighbor, or a family you know. Maybe it’s even yourself.
Then think about the experiences they have been through. Is it the death of loved ones, perhaps some
at a young age? Is it health issues that seem to increase in severity and frequency without showing any
signs of letting up? Is it abuse or the breakdown of relationships? Is it the wandering away of loved ones
from the faith? As we know, situations like these often weigh not only on those who are experiencing
them but also on those who seek to walk by their side.

And as we walk through these hard times, we often wonder what we should do. Sometimes in a
culture like ours that practices denial and amnesia when it comes to the sorrow and suffering, we think
we should just stay quiet, “keep our chin up,” and respond, “I’'m fine” when asked how we’re doing.

Three professors, two from Biola University and one from Covenant College, have researched
this topic and recently released a book entitled When the Journey Hurts: finding Meaning in Suffering for
Heart, Mind, and Soul. In the book they explore, amongst other things, the topic of lament as they
acknowledge the lack of it not only in our culture but also in the church. They write: “This process of
lament — crying out to God, complaining, requesting, and remembering God’s works — has quietly
disappeared from contemporary American Christianity, and the research we’ve done suggests the costs
are both deeper and wider than most churches realize” as people struggle to find ways to deal with their
grief and their pain.

One way to address this issue is to turn to examples of lament in scripture — especially the
Psalms, as we did tonight, and to this book of Lamentations that shows us first and foremost that it’s
okay to unleash your lament, just like the ancient people of God do. To be sure, when you read this
book, you see that suffering in silence is not a virtue for them. Instead, we see that the text encourages
truth telling.

We see a clear example of this throughout the reflections found in the first four chapters of the
book and then also in chapter five, our passage for tonight, when we see the lament shift to a time of
prayer — a prayer to the Lord that shows that it’s okay to voice our sorrow to God and to do so by
pouring it out before him. “Remember, Lord, what has happened to us,” the author cries out in verse 1.
Look upon us and see our disgrace.”

While the author pleads for God to remember, he also ironically does some remembering
himself, another lesson for us as we pray our prayers of lament. We see this in verse 19 when suddenly
in the midst of all his crying out he says: “You, Lord, reign forever; your throne endures from generation
to generation.” In other words, you, Lord, have been around forever and will be around forever, and you
are entirely faithful. It is important, even when feeling weighed down by troubles, to remember the one
to whom we are praying.

Another lesson that can be gleaned from our text tonight is that prayers of lament are acceptable
even when frustration rises due to what we perceive as God’s silent treatment. “Why do you continue to



forget us?” the writer asks in verse 20 of our text. “Why have you abandoned us for so long?” When
God’s response to our prayers do not come when we desire or in the way we would like, we can keep
praying while also recalling, as we heard in the powerful words of Psalm 9, that he never forsakes those
who seek them, those who trust in his name.

The power of lament was certainly felt by God’s ancient people, and it can for us today as well,
something the authors of that book found to be true while doing their research over the course of ten
years. For many of their studies, as they worked with people who were struggling with physical,
emotional, or relational problems, they had them use an app where they would pray prayers of lament —
usually from the Psalms — each day for four weeks. At the end of the study, participants reported that
they were more satisfied with their lives and that they had more meaning and purpose.

One of the participants, for example, who described herself as “in a very angry place,” found that
lament gave her anger somewhere to go. She said the Psalms became a “jumping off point” — praying
someone else’s words until they became her own. Another participant, reflecting on a moment of
emotional breakthrough during the program, said, “I just burst into tears and cried through the whole
thing, but it was good. It helped me get the feelings out, and that was a turning point for me.”

This is the power of lament. While it does not offer an explanation for suffering nor does it
promise that circumstances will change, it does offer something more basic: a structure for telling the
truth about pain in the presence of a God who, as we also heard from Psalm 9, does not despise or
ignore the cry of the afflicted.

The final verses of the book of Lamentations end with unresolved tension. “Restore us, O Lord,
and bring us back to you again! Give us back the joys we once had unless you have utterly rejected us
and are angry with us still (for the sins of our ancestors)?” (verses 21-22). The poet does not offer a nice,
neat conclusion, just as there isn’t always a nice, neat conclusion to our pain either.

It’s almost like when reading a book to a child, and you stop right at a good part — a cliffhanger,
we might call it. “No, don’t stop there!” he cries out. “Keep reading. | want to know what happens next
and how the story ends.”

Well, we do know how the story ends, and it’s not with the book of Lamentations, for the
entirety of scripture is God’s grand redemption story from cover to cover, and it ends with the Lamb on
the throne, the one who will eventually come again and set all things right, the one who — as we read in
verse 19 of our text — reigns forever and ever, and he does so in a place where all his followers will
eventually dwell, a place where the curse and darkness, and where pain and suffering will be no more
(Revelation 22:3-5).

In the meantime, dear friends, may the Holy Spirit empower us to keep unleashing both our joys
and our sorrows to the Lord, for as the catechism reminds us (Q & A 117), Jesus, the one who
understands and bore our suffering and who prayed prayers of lament himself in the garden and on the
cross, has opened to us the way to the Father. He is attentive to all types of prayers, including our
prayers of lament. Thanks be to God. Amen. ©Chad Boorsma



