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1
Introduction



When I began my research as a biblical scholar, I had no idea that lament would be my area of interest. What could have been a gloomy topic ended up being one that sustained my soul through my own trying times. My interest in this topic began when I went through a personal trauma. I was a young wife with two small children, married to a pastor who was church planting. We struggled through ministry and other family obligations, but due to his unfaithfulness, I found myself feeling alone and abandoned. My life fell apart, and I was devastated.

It was through this experience that I learned about lament—a much-needed practice that sustained me through one of the most difficult times of my life. No one taught about lament in the church when I was growing up. Although I knew that life was not perfect and that we all go through trials, I was not equipped to face something so life changing and overwhelming. I did not know how to move on or process my feelings. I was broken and distressed to say the least. I could not eat or sleep for two weeks because I was so depressed. My life felt like a bad dream that I hoped would dissipate when I woke up the next morning, but when the morning came and my circumstances remained the same, I did not know what to do.

I felt abandoned, betrayed, lonely and lost, and the only solace I found was when I prayed and read the Bible. Sometimes my prayers were just tears and loud sobbing as I offered up my pain to God. Other times, I expressed my fears and anxiety about what the next steps were. I found myself reading the Psalms incessantly because they gave voice to my pain and uncertainties. I cried out to the Lord in my loneliness, and the truth in the Bible gave me hope. However, like the psalmist in Psalms 42–43, I found my emotions vacillating. There were days I felt hopeful that better days were ahead and that the Lord was with me, and other days I mourned the loss of a marriage and the sadness of a broken family.

Through that period, I felt like I hit rock bottom, but much to my surprise, my lament did not lead me into an endless abyss of hopelessness. Rather, lament led me straight into the arms of God—my true Rock and foundation. I realized that he was with me in my pain. He was close to me when I had no one else. He understood my feelings of loneliness and abandonment. Even when I vacillated in my emotions, his presence was close. There were times when my doubts got the best of me, but I had to remember the truth in his word.

My journey was not linear but rather a winding path that gave me hope amid a broken world. The laments found in Scripture became the catalyst for the healing that my soul longed for. These prayers gave me permission to voice my pain to God and to wait on him even when I did not see any immediate change in my circumstances.


LAMENT FOR TODAY

As I continued my studies on lament and as I experienced healing power myself, I quickly realized that lament was not just something for my personal life behind closed doors. Rather, lament can serve as a healing agent for entire communities of people. We are living in a time of uncertainty, with increased feelings of anxiety and depression stemming from isolation, racial injustice, wars, an increase in gun violence, and political unrest. The current social climate not only has caused anxiety, depression, suffering, and grief but has also left us angry, confused, perplexed, and even numb about how to handle everything that is constantly bombarding our eyes, ears, and hearts.

While lament is found throughout Scripture, it seems that only recently has the church recalled its importance. When I began teaching at Taylor University, a Christian liberal arts university in Upland, Indiana, I spoke about lament in several of my classes. Each time, several students confided that this was their first exposure to this concept or that they had not heard much teaching on lament in their own churches. While there has been an increased awareness of lament in the past few years, many still do not know how to practice lament or why it is important for our whole selves.

Furthermore, there is skepticism about lament in some spaces. I have even spoken to some Christians who view lament as antithetical to faith or confidence in God. Questions still abound: Is it not wrong to question, doubt, or wallow in grief? Does it not just exhibit weak faith? Is lament just being sad? Why do we need to keep rehearsing our pain? What exactly is lament? How does it help? How do we actually practice lament in our personal lives or as a community? These are just some of the questions and sentiments that have been raised.




DEFINING TERMS

Lament can be broadly understood as “expressing the reality of suffering,” or more specifically expressing what one feels in the midst of pain.1 These expressions are demonstrated through various means or practices. To be sure, the practice of lament and the concept of lament are not necessarily equivalent, however, because individual practices give form to the concept of lament, I will be referring to them interchangeably.

Of course, one does not have to be a Christian to lament, but the concept and practice of biblical lament goes beyond the general understanding of merely expressing the reality of suffering. Too often lament is viewed as a practice or end in itself. Some have even become stuck in their pain as they continued to rehearse their suffering. Although this book does encompass the general nature of lament—that is, the expression of the reality of pain—its main focus is on biblical lament, which is rooted in the foundational understanding of the lament genre found in Scripture. As we study lament, it is important to distinguish between lament as a genre or type of literature in the Bible and the practice or concept of biblical lament. Understanding the genre of lament in the Bible will help us in our practice.




WHAT IS BIBLICAL LAMENT? UNDERSTANDING HOW GENRE INFORMS OUR PRACTICE

While the Bible describes people lamenting—for example, Job (Job 3), Jeremiah (Jer 11:18-20), Habakkuk (Hab 1), and Paul (2 Cor 12:8)—it also features a specific lament genre, or type of literature, which is found primarily in the Psalms. This genre is composed of prayers that are characterized by a specific form with common elements. In chapter three we will discuss these elements and the lament genre in detail as well as examine how the Hebrew terms for lament are used in the Bible. Understanding these common elements will help clarify how biblical lament is a much deeper process than just expressing our suffering. Chapter four will explore how lament as a genre in the Bible is similar to and different from the lament of other societies in the ancient Near East. These distinctions offer further guidance for the practice of biblical lament in our own lives.

At its most basic level, the practice of lament offers a way for us to process suffering, injustice, pain, and disappointments because we live in a broken and fallen world. Instead of avoiding these disappointments and hurts, lament helps us to engage these pains so we can move forward. Unfortunately, we live in a context that is great at avoiding conflict and discomfort. Instead of dealing with our pain, we numb it with busyness or entertainment. We would rather spend hours surfing the internet, scrolling through social media, distracting ourselves with retail therapy, binging on Netflix, playing video games, or participating in other addictive habits rather than facing the pain, anger, confusion, and loneliness we carry in our hearts. Some even turn to other, more self-destructive behaviors such as drugs, alcohol, and other addictions to quell these troublesome feelings or silence the pain. It is no wonder that the World Health Organization reports that more than 300 million people worldwide are estimated to live with depression, and adults are not the only ones dealing with stressors.2 When surveyed in 2017, 40 percent of teens reported feeling irritable or angry within the past month, and over a third reported feeling nervous, anxious, or overwhelmed.3 As these numbers continue to skyrocket after a worldwide pandemic, is there any hope for us moving forward? How are we to cope with these bleak statistics? Are we destined to live our lives bogged down by anxiety and depression?

Psychologists affirm that the healthiest way to move forward is to feel our feelings. Failure to do so could result in negative consequences for not just our mental health but also our physical health.4 A twelve-year follow-up study found that the suppression of emotions may lead to earlier death, including death from cancer.5 This correlation between our emotions and physical health reinforces that we are whole persons who engage life emotionally, physically, and spiritually. How we process our pain, doubts, questions, and anger will inevitably affect our emotional, physical, and spiritual well-being.

The practice of lament found in the Bible is ultimately an act of faith. When we face struggles, our instinct is usually to turn away from God or shut down, but lament encourages us to press in and engage God even in our brokenness and despair. This instinct to retreat from God is evident early in the Bible. After the fall, Adam and Eve hide from God instead of turning to him—perhaps because of doubt, pride, sin, shame, or the pain of disappointing God, or perhaps all of these. As we continue to live in this broken world, these same factors have also influenced our own desire to turn away from God during difficult times. Unfortunately, I have heard countless stories from friends and others who left the church or stopped praying when they experienced deep pain, doubts, anger, and disappointments in their lives. Instead of dealing with these issues, they retreated from others, including God. Many in times of crisis have even declared that the Christian life just did not work for them. In other words, they did not feel that the Bible or God had much to offer when they faced challenging situations.

Are they right? What does the Bible have to offer us when we are suffering? Too often, many just quote Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.” Does this mean we need to be people who grin and bear all circumstances? After all, God is working all things for the good of those who love him. Is there no room for struggle or doubt? I have heard of people who lost children to terrible accidents, only to face church members who told them that even in this, God had a purpose. At the time, they were definitely not comforted by this thought. Instead, many wanted to shut down and not engage further with such insensitive statements. While God may have an ultimate purpose for this seemingly senseless loss, quoting this verse only exhibits a callousness to suffering and pain.

Thankfully, the Bible has so much more to say than Romans 8:28. We are not called to a stoic acceptance of life’s pain and hurts but rather engagement with God in the midst of these dark valleys. Instead of moving away or disengaging, lament invites God into our doubts, pain, and struggle, setting us on a path to become people of resilience. Often we mistakenly think that we can overcome our pain and doubts without ever truly facing them. But they do not just disappear because we do not acknowledge them. Instead, we need to do the hard work of feeling and working through these dark thoughts in order for us to move forward and grow. Through the practice of lament, we are able to be a people of God filled with hope and resilience. When we press into our pain in the presence of God, we are reminded that we are not alone. As the psalmist recognized, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me” (Ps 23:4 ESV). The only way we can truly find healing and strength to move forward is when we turn to God and acknowledge his presence as we face pain, confusion, and doubt.




THE STATE OF LAMENT IN THE CHURCH

Why is it that churches so often fail to model this critical practice for the life of the church? When I was growing up, most individuals in the church did not share their painful experiences while they were going through their dark valleys. What they shared were the triumphs after the difficulties had passed and they saw God’s faithfulness. Why do we hear so many stories about those who have overcome difficulties only after they have experienced victory? Sometimes we were not even aware that they were struggling. Why do we not hear from Christian believers and their testimonies while they are in the midst of their pain and suffering?

To be sure, it is inspiring to hear about those who have overcome very difficult circumstances, but why does hardly anyone share the struggles that led to these victorious outcomes? This lack of transparency inevitably creates a culture of triumphalism with little room for deep struggle and doubt. Perhaps this precedent has contributed to our unwillingness to practice lament and be honest about our pain when we are going through difficulties, both individually and collectively. Perhaps this has also contributed to feelings of isolation when we are struggling.

When authenticity is promoted in the church, many do not want to be vulnerable for fear of judgment and feeling humiliated by others. Some people, when they voiced their struggles in the church, received pat answers and were expected to overcome these issues in a timely fashion. Sadly, what ends up happening is that when people face hardship, the last place they want to be is in the church. Many have even abandoned their faith because they did not see God working or bringing the same victorious outcome that others testified to. There are also those who feel that their struggle is taking too long to overcome and have become disheartened. These patterns cause us to hide our difficulties because we are afraid that we would appear weak in faith. The judgments of those around us often lead us to portray an artificial strength that God never called us to display. In its haste to communicate the triumphant message of Jesus, the church inadvertently communicates that to experience loss, sadness, and grief is to be a failure.

While we can all think of stories where there was no room for grief and sadness, it is important to note that statistics also corroborate these experiences. A study by Lifeway Research reveals that 59 percent of those with mental health challenges and 65 percent of family members of those with mental health challenges want their church to talk more openly about their struggles.6 When we do not openly discuss mental health and other difficulties, a triumphalist culture in the church is reinforced. The church becomes a place to put our best foot forward. This should not be the case. The church is the body of Christ. As Paul exhorts, “If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honored, all rejoice together” (1 Cor 12:26 ESV). We should be just as comfortable sharing in one another’s suffering as we are rejoicing over one another’s triumphs.

Even while noting the value of lament, it needs to be noted that lament is not a substitute for professional health care. While it is important to recognize that lamenting is more than just airing our complaints or wallowing in our despair, it is not a magic bullet that will cure us of all our mental health issues and does not replace therapy or other treatments prescribed by licensed professionals. It is important to seek out professional mental health care when appropriate. While some treatments may incorporate aspects of the practice of lament, mental health issues are complex and often require additional important expertise, which I will not address due to the focus of this book.

My experience with students and personal reflection on the church has made me aware of the importance of understanding and exploring what the Bible teaches about lament. While it has been encouraging to see many advocating for lament recently, there is so much more for us to glean from Scripture and scholarship on this topic.




CORPORATE LAMENT

Until now, I have spoken about lament mainly as something we can practice as individuals. Lament, however, is also necessary for the corporate body. While pain is often felt individually, it always has implications for those around us, both for how the sufferer interacts with the community and how the community responds to the sufferer. It is unfortunate that many have found the church to be a callous place when they are suffering. Many are at a loss as to how to respond to those who are suffering, so instead of engaging, we just avoid those who are struggling in order to minimize awkwardness. But we need to heed the popular adage that the church is to be a hospital for those in pain, not a museum for saints. Lamenting together as a body of Christ will help us move closer to actualizing this ideal. Especially amid our current context, the church needs to be a healing presence for the world.

Among other things, corporate lament offers an opportunity for us to stand alongside those who are hurting. We when practice lament corporately, we are giving witness to the pain and suffering of our fellow brothers and sisters. Suffering and pain are part of the fallen world in which we live. Acknowledging this fact is not a sign of defeat. In our acknowledgment, we are facing these realities with truth. This process offers a path for us to move from despair to resilience.

Corporate lament also encompasses times when the church as a community must come together in response to suffering or injustice that surrounds us. As we will see in chapter two, the communal lament prayers in the Bible are in the context of suffering experienced by the community collectively. Such situations require us to wait on God together. Sometimes communal lament can be quite uncomfortable because we do not have the answer to the problems and pervasive evil around us, but it fosters authentic community. In discussing Lamentations 5, the final chapter of Lamentations and the only communal lament, Kathleen O’Connor notes that the ending of the book


expresses the community’s doubt about God’s care and about God’s character. It utters the unthinkable—that God has utterly and permanently rejected them, cast them off in unrelenting anger. . . . Such is the ending of this book, and I think it is wonderful. It is wonderful because it is truthful, because it does not force hope prematurely, because it expresses what many in worlds of trauma and destruction know to be true.7



Corporate lament calls us together to engage God in truth, humility, and waiting. Perhaps we have lost this focus in our churches today.




THE ROAD MAP FOR DISCUSSION

The remainder of the book will be divided into two main sections. The first section will introduce some basic categories and context for understanding lament in the Bible, for example, explaining the difference between individual versus corporate lament. Additionally, this section will discuss the different facets of the lament genre that move beyond the mere expression of sadness. As we explore the lament genre, we will see how these examples help to inform our practice of lament and the process of lamenting. There is greater depth and dimensions to lament than just the typical caricature of sadness. We will also investigate the difference between laments in the Bible compared those in the ancient Near Eastern context and address the theological and theoretical reasons for the purpose of lament.

The second main section of this book will explore some specific laments within this genre to see how they inform us about a variety of situations including doubt, anxiety, injustice, and grief. While many think that lament as a genre is focused mainly on feeling sorrow or sadness, the Bible shows us that lament encompasses a greater range of emotions. In fact, the biblical authors lament a variety of situations and circumstances. Early Christian monk and theologian John Cassian (AD 380) observed,


Not every kind of shedding of tears is produced by one feeling or virtue. For in one way does that weeping originate that is caused by pricks of our sins striking our heart. . . . There is too another kind of tears, which are caused not by knowledge of one’s self but by the hardness and sins of others. . . . And these (tears) were certainly not caused by the same as those that arise in Psalm 6 from the person of the penitent but were due to the anxieties of life and its distresses and losses, by which the righteous who are living in this world are oppressed.8



This is important to highlight as we consider the practice of lament and the various contexts of lament in Scripture. If we fail to recognize the broad spectrum of lament, we will have a limited understanding of why this practice is important for our Christian faith. To be sure, sadness is an important part of lament, but this is only a portion of what we see in the Bible. Highlighting these differences in the biblical genre of lament will help to broaden our understanding of the process of lament both individually and collectively.

This second half of the book will also discuss lamenting in the context of six broad categories with examples from the biblical genre of lament alongside personal testimonies of individuals who have practiced lament in difficult times. Chapter five will focus on lament in the context of sin and repentance. We often see this in the clarion call of the prophets to the people of Israel and Judah. They were called to lament their sins and return to Yahweh, who loved them, and this point has significance for our own contexts as well. Chapter six deals with lament in the midst of doubt and questions. The Bible gives us examples of godly people who questioned God and even doubted his goodness. As we will see, God is not afraid of our questions and doubts. Chapter seven will explore how lament helps us when we face anger, injustice, and unfair circumstances. God is the ultimate judge, and we can bring our case to him. Honesty of expression in these circumstances helps us to deal with emotions that can sometime overwhelm us. Lament also helps us when we deal with loneliness and abandonment. Chapter eight will show us that we are not alone in this struggle; the psalmist also wrestles with such thoughts. In chapter nine we will turn our attention to the experience of sickness and physical pain. Lament may be especially applicable for those struggling with chronic pain or other physical ailments. Lastly, in chapter ten we will consider lament in the context of death and loss. As we can see, these topics will touch on some relevant circumstances that require practical guidance. These chapters will explore how the practice of lament, informed through biblical lament, is an appropriate response not just for individuals but also for the church as the body of Christ.

There is much more to explore on each of these topics in our lives before God. The purpose of this book is to begin the conversation and to show that lament is a deeply rooted biblical concept. As we journey together, we will see that the Bible has a great deal to offer us regarding the practice of lament that will shape not just our individual lives but the churches and communities in which we find ourselves.












PART 1
Helpful Context
for Understanding
Biblical Lament
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2
The Genre of Lament



Scripture, especially Psalms and Lamentations, provides our primary corpora for the genre of lament, which we will be examining more closely in this chapter.1 But before we begin, it is important to point out the distinction between the genre of lament and specific Hebrew terms referring to lament. Most of these terms are more closely associated with ritual mourning of death and destruction than with general situations of pain and suffering. The three most common Hebrew words for lament are qînâ (noun), deriving from qîn (verb); ʾēvel (noun), from ʾāval (verb); and mispēd (noun), from sāpad (verb). These terms are used most often to refer to a ritual, dirge, or mourning for the deceased. They are also used literally or figuratively to describe lament over the destruction of a nation or city. Most occurrences of these terms focus mainly on mourning rituals or associated outward mourning acts. More specifically, the most common term associated with lament (qînâ, or in the plural qînôt) technically refers to a biblical funeral dirge or a eulogy and is therefore used in contexts such as 2 Samuel 1:17, where David writes a qînâ for Saul and Jonathan, or in 2 Samuel 3:33, where he writes one for Abner. The term is also used to lament the destruction of a city, such as Tyre in Ezekiel 27:32. These terms highlight the difference between a dirge, which mourns the deceased, and the broader concepts associated with lament. Dirges are not trying to change a situation. They mourn the death of something in the past. This is clearly different from laments (both individual and communal) in Psalms, which often look forward to the hope of rescue. R. W. L. Moberly rightly notes that even though these dirges and laments are distinct in the Bible, nevertheless “the usage of the term lament to depict the content of the relevant psalms, in which the psalmist cries out to God in time of trouble, seems entirely appropriate.”2

With this in mind, two questions come to the fore. What are the differences between individual lament and corporate/communal lament in terms of genre? Are these genres just general in nature, or can they be instructive for specific situations? This chapter will discuss the characteristic elements of biblical lament in detail, because we cannot recover the biblical practice of lament if we do not know what characterizes the laments we find in Scripture. Thus, we dive into the study of Scripture, so we can learn the nature of lament for God’s people.

Distinguishing between form and content is fundamental here. More specifically, we need to recognize that while the lament genre deals with content or issues that are common to humanity, it does so in a particular way or through specific forms. In general, prayers of lament often deal with, for example, sickness, oppression by enemies, abandonment by God, sin, loneliness, betrayal, mental anguish, and even death. Many if not all these topics are still relevant today. The most basic way to view these laments is to see them as prayer songs that were originally spoken and eventually written or developed over time by individuals or communities dealing with suffering. These songs provide a glimpse into their life of faith. Moberly rightly notes,


The predominance of laments at the heart of Israel’s prayers means that problems that give rise to lament are not something marginal or unusual but rather are central to the life of faith. Moreover, they show that the experiences of anguish and puzzlement in the life of faith is not a sign of deficient faith, something to be outgrown or put behind one, but rather is intrinsic to the very nature of faith.3



As was also the case in biblical times, prayers are expressed both orally and in written form. Often the written forms are created to preserve the original, which is central to our discussion of biblical lament. Carleen Mandolfo states that the laments “in the Bible are most likely a secondary form, written down in order to preserve a memory of an originary ritual.”4 Therefore, while the themes in these expressions of lament are universal, how the written prayers took shape was particular to different ancient Near Eastern cultures. These forms or genres have distinct patterns, functions, and themes.5 Topically, biblical laments are not that different from those of other ancient Near Eastern cultures, whether Egyptian, Sumerian, Hittite, or Babylonian. Specific differences and similarities between Israel’s prayers of lament and those of its ancient Near Eastern neighbors will be addressed in chapter three. The rest of this chapter will explore the genre of lament found in the Old Testament, especially in Psalms.


HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF THE LAMENT GENRE

Hermann Gunkel’s work in the early twentieth century on Psalms, or what some refer to as the Psalter, was seminal for our understanding of the different literary forms or genres found in the Bible.6 When he was reading through the Old Testament, especially Psalms, Gunkel recognized that many of the prayers had similar themes and shared similar structures, style, rhetorical features, terms, and even images. He noticed repetition of specific elements in the different types of psalms and was able to identify four main types among these prayer songs: individual laments, communal (corporate) laments, descriptive praises (hymns), and declarative praises (thanksgiving psalms).7 He also recognized that these categories were not always clear cut. Mixture of forms as well as transformation over time was also noted. Additionally, Gunkel identified other minor forms.

The identification of these four main categories was helpful in discussing both the content and structure of prayers in the Psalter. Since Gunkel’s seminal work, there has been much more discussion of these and other genres found in the Old Testament, especially Psalms.8 This literary approach to scholarship on the Psalms sought to identify not only the forms or genre but also any ceremonies, rituals, or life situations (German Sitz im Leben) associated with them.9 By identifying these associations, scholars hoped to provide insight into how these prayer songs originated and developed as well as their function.10 It is thought that these psalms functioned in both the religious and social life of ancient Israel. For example, Psalms 2; 18; 20–21; 45; 72; 101; 110; 132; 144:1-11 are identified as royal psalms concerned entirely with kings, most likely used during royal celebrations and religious festivals that were organized by the Israelite kings.11 While Gunkel recognized that many psalms could have had functions or ceremonies associated with them, he also believed that they were later liberated from their ceremonial settings to be independent spiritual songs and prayers.12

In general, the two types of lament (individual and corporate/communal) comprise about one-third of Psalms, which means there are more laments than any other types of psalms in this book.13 This may be surprising because we often associate Psalms with praises or hymns. Perhaps this proportion is a realistic reflection of life, which is often filled with difficulty and hardships.

The Old Testament emphasizes that Yahweh is the one who saves and brings deliverance from affliction. Over and over again, the people of Israel received deliverance when they cried out to him in their distress. These lament prayers are not arbitrary and disorganized. While there are variations depending on the context, lament psalms in general display a fixed structure with common elements. These elements do not always appear in the same order, nor do all the psalms of lament contain every component listed, but nevertheless scholars have identified some shared similarities.14

This is a very important point when we are trying to understand what characterizes the biblical lament genre. More specifically, we are asking why we refer to certain prayers as laments as opposed to others. What distinguishes them from other types of literature or genres? Sometimes people think that the biblical laments are solely expressions that pour out sadness and pain before the Lord. We do not necessarily associate any structure with these types of prayers. While it is important not to discount the honest, raw cries that are common in these laments, we also want to recognize that these prayers have common essential elements, which can be instructive for our own practice of lament.

Perhaps the best way to understand this topic is to think about how we study the Lord’s Prayer (Mt 6:9-13; Lk 11:1-4). Often in a sermon or teaching on this prayer, the preacher or teacher breaks down the different elements that make up this prayer. For instance, the phrase “Our Father, who art in heaven” emphasizes that this prayer is directed to our Heavenly Father, not a God who is emotionally distant or has no personal relationship with us. However, unlike our earthly fathers, he is in heaven and can accomplish more than any earthly father. Each component of the Lord’s Prayer can be analyzed to give us insight into how we should be praying. After all, this is the model Jesus gave to his disciples when they asked him to teach them about prayer. While some of us recite the Lord’s Prayer by heart, many of us also personalize the elements in this prayer to assist us when we pray. In other words, we use the Lord’s Prayer as a model but fill in the details with our own specifics. Similarly, when we study the components of lament, we are also learning to practice lament in a biblical way.

The following are the essential parts that make up individual and corporate laments:15


	address or invocation


	lamentation/petition/complaint


	motivations


	confession of trust and assurance of being heard


	vow of praise




Address or invocation. The first element in a biblical lament is usually an address to the Lord. This is often the first words of the prayer. Many times, the psalmist will refer to God’s name (e.g., Ps 9:2; 54:1) or his character (e.g., righteousness and faithfulness; Ps 4:1; 143:1). The importance of this component is that the psalmist is turning to God. This is a critical starting point because lament is based on relationship. Walter Brueggemann describes lament as dialogical, indicating that prayers of lament are not just words spoken in a vacuum. They are spoken to God, the very one who can enact change. These prayers are addressed to God, with whom we have a relationship. As New Testament believers, we can approach his throne with confidence because of Jesus (Heb 4:16). Turning to God instead of turning away or isolating ourselves in our pain is the first step in the practice of biblical lament.

Lamentation/petition/complaint. This next component can be considered the actual lament. It can include expressions of anguish, pain, hurt, anger, or even accusations against God or others. Generally, the lament may be as a result of sickness (e.g., Ps 6:2), injustice (e.g., Ps 73:4-10), personal sin (e.g., Ps 51:1-3), death (e.g., Ps 88:3-9), attacks from enemies (e.g., Ps 59:1-4), loneliness and abandonment (e.g., Ps 31:11-12), or shame and humiliation (e.g., Ps 69:19-20). This component highlights the honesty conveyed through the prayer. Depending on the context, the psalmist expresses raw pain, fear, danger, distress, disappointment, confusion, doubt, hatred, or even anger. This aspect is perhaps what we most closely associate with the idea of lament. Here the psalmists express their true feelings. They take off their masks and are vulnerable before the Lord.

This section may also include complaints against enemies or even against the Lord. There is an important distinction between complaint in the context of a lament and merely grumbling or complaining. The wilderness generation in Exodus 15–17 and Numbers 14–17 was condemned because they were grumbling and complaining against the leadership and against the Lord to one another. In other words, their complaints were not prayers. They were not bringing their thoughts in prayer before the Lord. This is an important distinction because complaint against God to others is condemned, but bringing complaints to the Lord is encouraged. For the wilderness generation, grumbling to others was just a way to express what they believed to be true about God. It was not dialogical, only a way to air out their grievances and unbelief. Tremper Longman III rightly observes, “Whereas those rebels complained about God to each other, the psalmists (and Job) voice their laments directly to God. The latter indicates that they have not given up on God or abandoned hope that God would eventually answer their prayers.”16 We must distinguish between self-focused expressions of self-pity or frustration and prayers directed to the one who has the power to bring about change. We do not have to hide our true feelings or complaints from the Lord. Like Habakkuk or Job, we can bring our complaints and questions to God. Instead of stuffing down these emotions, lament reminds us that God is there to process them with us. Similarly, when we are honest through complaints or questions with a loved one, we often grow closer in our relationship. It is through the messiness of this process that we can break down barriers and grow in the relationship. We want those closest to us to express their true feelings, even if they are not pleasant to hear, because it helps promote greater intimacy. Instead of telling or complaining to others about us or stewing over their thoughts, we desire for them to speak honestly with us. Bringing our laments, complaints, and petitions before God functions in the same way.

Motivations. This component in lament often flows out of the lamentation/petition/complaint. It gives reasons for God to act or move toward action. These actions range from protection and salvation (e.g., Ps 86:1-4), forgiving sins (e.g., Ps 25:11), healing sickness (e.g., Ps 6:2-4), to judging and dealing with enemies (e.g., Ps 7:6). Oftentimes this part of lament is an appeal to God’s own reputation and name (e.g., Ps 25:11), God’s past action or deliverance (e.g., Ps 22:4-5), the psalmist’s innocence (e.g., Ps 17:1-5), the psalmist’s helplessness (e.g., Ps 69:1), or the psalmist’s trust (e.g., Ps 57:1). This element connects the requests with what the psalmist knows to be true about God and his character. By reciting these truths about God, the psalmist is reminding himself that he is approaching a God who cares and who has revealed himself in the past. Recalling God’s character and works provides the psalmist confidence to ask God to act again in accordance with his character and lovingkindness.

Lament is not just coming before God in honesty and vulnerability; we need to remember who God is. What does the Bible tell us about God? What promises can we claim as believers in the midst of struggle or pain? How has God worked in the past, both in the Bible and in our own lives? We must spend time reflecting on these things. Like the psalmist, we can also remind God of his promises and his character. We can cry out to him to hear our prayers and to see our pain. We can ask for his forgiveness and mercy. We can appeal to his justice because of his character. These are all part of the process of lament. We are not just rehearsing our pains; instead, we are bringing what we know to be true about God into our darkest moments. When we are walking in the valley, we can’t let our pain blind us to what we know to be true about God. Our pain can make us nearsighted, but reflecting on these aspects of God can help us step back and gain a greater perspective.

Confession of trust and assurance of being heard. This element is important in that it marks the shift from lament to hope. More specifically, it is the turning point from distress to trust in the psalmist. Often this is indicated through the vocabulary of the psalmist. In Hebrew grammar, this is called a vav adversative (or waw adversative), which is translated through the conjunction vav, “but” or “now” (e.g., Ps 55:16, 23). Claus Westermann notes, “The waw adversative combined with the subject at the beginning of the clause indicates that here something else begins. . . . They indicate a transition from lamentation to another mode of speech, the confession of trust or the assurance of being heard.”17

The confession of trust and the assurance of being heard are not synonymous. While they are distinct components, generally there is not a clear boundary between the two, and thus it makes more sense to refer to them together. For instance, the confession of trust may be the result of the assurance of being heard, and sometimes the psalmist mentions one while leaving out the other.

This shift from lament to hope has perplexed scholars, and many have investigated this change.18 While there is no definitive answer for how this shift occurs, it is important to recognize that this change does exist. Perhaps the earliest and most prominent view on the nature of this shift comes from Joachim Begrich, who proposed that these transitions indicate the coming intervention of God to the individual through an oracle of salvation by a prophet or priest (e.g., Ps 60:6-8; 81:6-10; 109:7-9).19 However, Westermann indicates that these oracles of salvation are hardly ever referred to in the book of Psalms, though they occur frequently in the prophetic books (e.g., Is 33:10-13). Therefore, John Wevers argues that the insufficient examples of these oracles from the Psalms makes this view questionable. Instead, he proposes that the use of the divine name Yahweh as a vocative along with an imperative verb indicates that there was thought to be power in the use of the name, which gave the psalmist confidence (e.g., Ps 20:7).20

A recent essay by Daniel Estes argues that Wevers’s view is too narrow to explain the psychological transition evident within psalms. Instead, Estes argues that the transformation from pain into praise results from the psalmists’ meditation on the works of God, his character, and his word (e.g., Ps 1:2; 9:8; 77:12). “As the psalmists contemplate these theological truth, their view of their adversities is altered as the process of meditation causes them to perceive their experience through the lens of Yahweh’s attributes and activity.”21

All of these proposals are helpful in identifying the transition from despair to hope, and perhaps the variety of suggestions is necessary because not all experiences are the same. Therefore, no single explanation can account for all the changes in moods depicted in these lament psalms. I know from my own experience that when I seek the Lord in my distress, he does not always encourage my heart in the same way. Sometimes I am reminded of his promises in the Bible. Other times he uses circumstances or words of encouragement from other brothers and sisters. Still other times, he gives me a peace or quiet assurance as I lift up my cares to him. What is important to remember is that lament is a process. The practice of lament is not static; instead, it helps to move us from pain and despair to greater hope and praise. However, this transition is not instantaneous and not always on our timing. Lament is not a quick fix. Sometimes our pain, struggles, shame, or despair can last a lot longer than what we anticipate. This is also reflected in a couple of lament psalms that do not contain this transition to greater hope: Psalm 44 and Psalm 88. As mentioned in chapter 1, the book of Lamentations ends with uncertainty: “unless you have utterly rejected us and are angry with us beyond measure” (Lam 5:22).

Such uncertainty or lack of expression of hope does not mean that the community gave up on Yahweh or that we should do so when we do not experience the comfort or change in circumstances we were hoping for. These dark laments and the abrupt ending in Lamentations leave the outcome open-ended. The psalmist and community were still waiting on the Lord. Sometimes we are called to wait and trust in the mist of our pain and circumstances. This does not mean that all is lost or that we have no hope. In fact, the Hebrew word qāwāh (“to wait”) can also be translated as hope. Therefore, in our bleakest moments we are called to remember in the darkness what we saw in the light. Let us cling to the Lord in our waiting and say along with Peter, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life” (Jn 6:68). Let us continue to turn to him and pour out our pain and requests. Let us press in more closely instead of turning away or hardening our hearts.

In my own darkest moment, I desperately wanted God to come and save the day and bring relief, but the days just kept continuing, and my circumstances remained the same. During that time, all I could do was weep before the Lord and ask him for his comfort. Sometimes even that felt elusive to me, but I kept coming before him. I kept waiting and often crying. I immersed myself in the Psalms and in other parts of Scripture. I clung to his promises. I waited in silence. There were moments when I found great comfort and others when I felt nothing, but this process brought me closer to the Lord. I had never experienced his presence so deeply as I did during those days. He was all I had, and I knew it. I had nowhere else to turn. Waiting on God was humbling and vulnerable, but at the same time, I knew I was waiting on the only one who had the power to help me. These moments tested my faith. If I could not come with faith when I needed him most, when would I truly trust him? God eventually helped me through and brought me to a place that I could not have even imagined for myself, but I look back at those dark times with gratitude. I am thankful that I was not alone and that God heard me. His presence was close even in my deepest pain. He was so faithful.

Vow of praise. This last element is closely associated with the previous one. Because of feeling heard or experiencing deliverance, the psalmist is able to offer a vow or promise of praise (e.g., Ps 13:6; 56:12-13). According to Westermann, this is a frequent component of individual laments and almost always appears at the end of the prayer. However, not all psalms of lament have this component; nevertheless, this last component indicates that God brings hope for a future time. Though lament begins with weeping, God transforms our grief into dancing (e.g., Ps 30:11). Just like the psalmist, when we experience deliverance or assurance, we are to respond with praise.




THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN CORPORATE (COMMUNAL) LAMENTS AND INDIVIDUAL LAMENTS

While these five essential components are broadly present in the structure of laments in general, there are also specific distinctions that can be made between individual laments and corporate or communal laments. One of the most obvious differences is that corporate laments usually have first-person plural forms, for example we or us, indicating a collective and not an individual voice. While the exact number of communal laments slightly differ among scholars, Gunkel identifies the following psalms as communal laments: Psalms 44; (58); 74; 79; 80; 83; (106); (125).22 These prayers usually arose out of crisis situations that the community or nation faced together, for example, military defeat, war, exile, famine, drought, corruption in society, and other communal misfortunes. Gunkel also believes these psalms were used during fasting services, which were held by the community in response to general disasters, for example, 2 Chronicles 20:3-5.23

Another key distinction in communal laments is that they often appeal to or cite God’s earlier saving deeds, for example, Psalms 74:13-17; 80:8-11; 85:1-3. By citing such actions, they are motivating God to intervene as well as praising him for his faithfulness. At times this recollection may even take the place of confession of trust, for example, in Psalm 44:4-8. Additionally, the complaint section in communal laments is more political in nature, often pointing out the ridicule and mockery the psalmists have from their enemies. Lastly, Westermann notes that, in later psalms, the vow of praise or confession of trust may just appear as direct praise of God.24

Individual laments, as implied in the title, are oriented toward the individual and feature the usage of first-person singular forms, such as I or me. The themes and issues raised are general in nature but focused more on individual concerns often evoking great emotion, for example, sickness (Ps 38), internal distress (Ps 42–43), mockery (Ps 22:7), injustice (Ps 69:4-5), personal sin (Ps 51), and enemies (Ps 31:15). Gunkel identifies the following thirty-nine psalms as individual laments: Psalms 3; 5–7; 13; 17; 22; 25–26; 27:7-14; 28; 31; 35; 38–39; 42–43; 51; 54–57; 59; 61; 63–64; 69–71; 86; 88; 102; 109; 120; 130; 140–143. Because there are so many of these, Gunkel characterizes them as the “basic material of the psalter (Book of Psalms)” and adds, “They stand out from other genres by their number alone.”25

Even though these songs are individual in nature, Gunkel believes that some of them were used during the worship service at the temple in Jerusalem, for example, Psalms 5:8; 28:2. Others had more ordinary contexts, for example, going to bed (Ps 6:6). Unlike communal laments, which often focus on political concerns, a number of individual laments speak about threats to life (Ps 22:19-21; 69:2) or death and the underworld (Ps 6:5; 28:1; 88:3-4; 102:11). The imagery in these laments is vivid and moving, but the actual issues are usually expressed in general terms so that it is difficult to determine the specific type of distress the psalmist was experiencing. The psalmist


reaches for images that powerfully and poignantly reflect his pain and distress, his abandonment, and his betrayal. He appropriates an image as an expression of his feelings to the extent that it appropriately suggests the mood of his spiritual condition. If one image does not suffice, then he multiplies images unconcerned about whether their appearances agree as long as they shock and provoke with their burning colors. In other words, they provide a dynamic impression of what is occurring in his soul.26



It is not surprising that, due to their general nature and focus on individual concerns, it is more difficult to assign specific contexts or ceremonies to these prayers. Scholars have also noted that the confession of trust and assurance of being heard is more prominent in these individual psalms than in communal laments. Additionally, unlike communal laments, the vow of praise is a frequent component of individual laments, and it usually occurs at the end of the petition, for example, Psalm 71:14-24.27

In the second section of this book, we will look at lament psalms and passages in Scripture that deal with specific situations and struggles. But first we will examine how biblical laments and prayers in the Bible compare with those of Israel’s ancient Near Eastern neighbors.




REFLECTION QUESTIONS


	1. How does the structure of laments in the Bible inform us about biblical lament? Give specific examples of how these elements go beyond just venting or being sad.


	2. Which of the elements that make up a lament come most easily to you when you are suffering? Which element is difficult for you when you are struggling?


	3. How do these elements provide a dynamic rather than a static view on the process of lament?







INDIVIDUAL PRACTICE

Write down the different elements found in biblical laments. Explain each in your own words and give a reason why you think each is important. Try writing a lament for a situation in your own life. Include each of the essential parts. Follow the pattern of the biblical lament, beginning with complaint/petition and ending with confession of trust and vow of praise.




CORPORATE PRACTICE

If you are in a position to have some input into your church’s services, incorporate some time in your Sunday worship for corporate lament. This may be simply to pray for the suffering that we hear about in the news or for those who are dealing with difficult circumstances. It may be adding a worship song of lament for those who are suffering or simply giving a moment of silence for congregants to process difficulties they dealt with during the week. If appropriate, also consider designating a time for members in the church to fast together over a situation that the community is facing or that is heavy on the hearts of many in the community.
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