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Intro.:   

A. Almost 16 years ago I went to work on a Sept. morning @ 1st 
Menno. Church of McPherson KS 

It felt like a very normal fall day, until my secretary Ronda looked pale and said, “Neil, you need 

to watch the news!” So we pulled out a TV cart, & hooked it up in the foyer. We watched in 

horror as a hijacked airplane plunged into one of the World Trade Center towers in New York 

City, which later collapsed.  

 

That began one of the biggest laments any of us had ever experienced, even if we were 1200 

miles from New York and we didn’t personally know any of the almost 3000 victims of the 

September 11 terrorist attacks. We were bluntly & brutally introduced to shock, as a nation; to 

anger, as a nation; to wailing & crying, as a nation; in other words, we were confronted with 

corporate lament. 

 

The intervening 16 years have softened & normalized that corporate pain in many ways.  We’ve 

gotten used to hearing about frequent terror attacks both in our country and around the world. 

They sadden us but no longer shock us. We’ve gotten used to long lines & frustrating security 

measures at our airports and public buildings. With a historic black presidency for 8 of those last 

16 years, we may delude ourselves into thinking we’ve made great racial progress in this 

country. We may believe that we’ve moved beyond the race problems of the 1960’s. 

B. Well, my friends, last Sunday I came to church blissfully 
unaware of the breaking news from Charlottesville, VA 

 
So last week I wondered what incident might have happened at the right-wing rally there. I heard 

Liz Gingrich’s vague mention of the events in Charlottesville, but I was clueless. I don’t think 

anyone is clueless today.  Brothers & sisters, we cannot begin a worship series from the book of 

Lamentations without acknowledging the communal lament that is right in front of our faces!  

1. To me it was astounding the brazenness of the white supremacists marching to 

honor civil war figures whose cause was defending the enslavement of black 

people!  

a) KKK members and sympathizers no longer bothered to wear hoods!  
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b) Why?  Because they were emboldened by powerful supporters in the 

highest government places … leaders who have refused to unequivocally 

reject the white supremacist groups responsible for this tragedy!  

2. I’m sorry if that sounds partisan of me, but top Democratic AND Republican 

leaders have criticized the Administration’s response.  

a) But you know, regardless of what the politicians say, when blatant 

injustice and bigotry go unchallenged, the church needs to be one of those 

who declare, “In the name of Jesus, THIS … IS … WRONG!” …  

b) Along with denouncing hate-based groups & events, we as Christians 

need to also pause & take a reflective step back.  

3. As horrible as the Charlottesville events were to witness, the most sobering 

thing to me is a more hidden reality:  

a) Such groups could not exist in this country without widespread 

discriminatory systems of money and power to support them.  

b) They could not exist without common racist assumptions and values 

that millions of us ordinary white folks allow to go unchallenged … in 

others, and even in ourselves! 

C. Yes, indeed, a worship series on lament seems very timely.  

1. Some of you have suffered through horrible losses and tragedies, and we 

pastors hope that this series ministers to you … but that focus on individual 

personal laments will wait more until next week. 

2. it is a time in the church today for communal laments:  

a) to lament for our society and our nation, which is coming to routinely 

expect periodic shootings and bombings and car killings targeting people 

of color or Muslims or gay people 

b) It’s a time to lament other tragedies and violence around the world that 

have devastated whole people groups: 

for the Trail of Death in 1838 when an Indiana-sponsored militia 

forcibly removed 859 Potawatomie people from this land in 

northern Indiana & marched them 660 miles to a reservation in 

Kansas, resulting in the deaths of 42 of them.   

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Potawatomi_Trail_of_Death  

For the unspeakable violent atrocities inflicted on thousands of 

Congolese people, including Mennonites, in the Kasai regions of 

Democratic Republic of Congo … even now as we speak 

 https://www.mennonitemission.net/news/Evil-beyond-

telling-in-Congo  

3. Such trauma survivors have often wondered if dying would have been better. 

II. THAT … is where the book of Lamentations is coming from 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Potawatomi_Trail_of_Death
https://www.mennonitemission.net/news/Evil-beyond-telling-in-Congo
https://www.mennonitemission.net/news/Evil-beyond-telling-in-Congo
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A. In 586 BCE, Jerusalem & its Holy Temple were destroyed by a 

Babylonian invasion  

1. Almost 600 years before Jesus was born, the people of the kingdom of Judah 

considered themselves God’s “chosen people” … And why not? 

a) After the northern kingdom of Israel had been conquered over a 

hundred years earlier, Judah saw themselves as the faithful remnant. 

b) They were citizens of Jerusalem … guardians of the Holy Temple built 

for King Solomon himself! 

c) They trusted in the promises that God would never abandon them, & 

God would keep the city & the Temple safe 

2. But over a span of 10 years, the absolutely unthinkable happened 

a) The Babylonians took control of the city, putting King Jehoiachin in 

prison & raided God’s temple. They deported the king, and most of his 

officials and the wealthy people, sending them far away to Babylon 

b) Then they took the king’s uncle, made him a puppet king & forced 

Judah to do what Babylon wanted 

c) Twice more, the Babylonians sent more Jewish leaders and elites off 

into exile … until in 586 BCE they finally destroyed the city & the temple 

… They left a few Jewish commoners behind to fend for themselves 

(Wilma Bailey, Lamentations [BCBC] Herald Press: Harrisonburg, VA 

©2015, p. 112-13) 

3. Imagine how crushing & disorienting this was to those people! 

a) They had no mental categories to think about this kind of catastrophe, 

because they believed God would never allow it to happen! 

b) How does one speak to God when one’s whole universe has been 

ripped apart? 

B. The book of Lamentations is part of a significant tradition of 
lament in the Bible …  

1. a body of materials including prayers & expressions of complaint, anger, 

grief, despair & protest to God.  (Bob Yoder, Helping Youth Grieve: The 

Good News of Biblical Lament, Resource Publications: Eugene, OR, ©2015, p. 

21) 
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2. I recognize many of you may never have heard much preached from the book 

of Lamentations, and probably never studied it 

3. This morning we’re entering specifically into communal laments.  So let me 

introduce us a bit to this unfamiliar book: 

III.  There are 3 noteworthy things re. book of Lamentations 

A. 1st is the way it is structured on the page:  The 1st 4 of its 5 
chapters are Hebrew alphabetic acrostics 

1. An alphabetic acrostic is a poem where each verse or stanza begins with a 

successive letter of the alphabet 

a) Since the Hebrew alphabet has 22 letters, chapters 1, 2 & 4 each have 

22 verses … v. 1 starts with 1st letter of the alphabet, v. 2 with 2nd letter of 

alphabet & so on 

b) Of course you can’t see this in our English translations, but here’s an 

example of what an alphabetic acrostic poem might look like in English:  

Sample alphabet acrostic poem in English by Angela Yardy … a poem about World War Two: 

  
Air raid shelters, damp and black 

Bombs exploding, back to back 

Children crying, adults too 

“Down the cellar – after you” 

Evacuees on the train 

Farewells said in pouring rain 

Gone to live in some strange place 

Hoping for a friendly face. 

 

http://angelaspoems.com/uncategorized/world-war-two/  

2. (back to Lamentations) Now to make it more interesting, chapter 3, which 

we’re reading from, actually has 66 verses in it:  So the 1st 3 verses all start with 

aleph, the next 3 start with beth, etc. 

3. By now, I bet some of you are saying, “That’s kind of cool” while others are 

wondering, “So what? Why does this matter?” 

a) Well, this form is not merely a clever gimmick of ancient Jewish poets 

b) What do most of us do when we’re helpless & out of control?   

We blindly grasp for any activity to do to make it better … any 

mental clue to help us make sense of what is senseless 

We try to reassert control over something beyond our control 

c) So this well-thought out literary form about a catastrophe showed the 

poets desperately trying to manage the impact of Jerusalem’s fall 

The acrostic brought a small sense of orderliness to the chaos felt 

http://angelaspoems.com/uncategorized/world-war-two/
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by those who were dealing with this destruction. 

Think of this Hebrew acrostic as a form of artistic expression of 

communal pain 

4. You know what?  This is what artists have been doing for thousands of years 

to help them make sense of the world 

a) In 1899 the composer Jean Sibelius wrote what became the Finnish 

national song “Finlandia”. During a time of censorship, he wrote it as a 

protest against imperial Russia’s suppression of Finland’s independence. 

You may know that famous hymn with the lyrics “Be still my soul” 

b) Almost 6 years ago our local community was horrified by the brutal 

murder of Professor Jim Miller by an intruder in his own home.  My 

daughter Leah was best friends with Jim’s daughter and had spent many 

hours in that home. Like Jim’s Goshen College students, Leah took this 

loss very hard. So as a way of giving expression to her grief, she produced 

this painting which appeared in the local scholastic art show 

 She titled it, 

“Turmoil after tragedy”  

c) Indeed, what you have seen happening up here by our own Mark 

Daniels is not an alphabetic acrostic, but visually it is the same thing: an 

artistic expression of lament.  

B.  A 2nd noteworthy thing is what God says in this book: 
NOTHING   

1. Within Lamentations, God is silent 

a) The writers and the people themselves do have words of hope and of 

trust in God, even in their dire situations … but there is no comforting 

word of assurance from God’s lips 

b) There is no oracle where God promises deliverance … not even a word 

of explanation from God as to why this disaster happened. God is silent! 

2. That silence is startling, and it may be on purpose … 
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a) Abandonment is one of the feelings that Lamentations is very good at 

connecting with. People demand responses from God to their suffering, 

yet strangely God’s voice is not heard 

b) If you’ve ever felt deeply depressed, seeing the whole world as a dark 

cloud, you know that it’s not helpful for someone to come up, try to paste 

a smile on your face and tell you to cheer up because it’s not so bad 

Sometimes we have to feel the pain and know that others have felt 

it with us, before we can even consider getting up or moving on 

 Deep suffering and loss cannot be overcome by those bringing 

quick, cheap words … promising quick, cheap comfort 

c) Biblical scholar Kathleen O’Connor has written,  

Lamentations expresses human experiences of abandonment with full force. And because God 

never speaks, the book honors voices of pain. Lamentations is a house for sorrow because there 

is not speech for God.   (Kathleen O’Connor, in Bob Yoder Helping Youth Grieve, 

p. 38-39) 

C. The 3rd noteworthy thing follows from the 2nd: There is no 
happy ending in this book 

1. As Christians we’re resurrection people, so our hope is in God’s ultimate 

victory over suffering & death,  

a) Even so, in this book of the Bible hope does not have the last word  

b) It doesn’t even have the last word in this chapter … recite v 23 & 24  

Everyone loves those verses … we have favorite songs from those 

verses 

but when you move on beyond those verses, the tone of chapter 3 

becomes darker until it sounds hopeless, angry or despairing again 

We’ll wait a few more weeks to really focus on those verses 

2. Lamentations is a metaphor for the bitter-sweetness of life 

a) You & I were not promised a “happily ever after” kind of life on this 

earth, & we can’t provide that life to our children & our grandchildren, 

much as we’d like to 

b) In our series title, and in Fannie & Fancheon’s reading this morning, 

you heard about both lament and hope. 

The fact is, lament and hope are and always have been deeply 

intertwined 

Sometimes they come to us in alternating cycles. Most of us do not 

live perpetually in one or the other 

Often it’s not hope OR lament visiting us …  It’s BOTH at the 
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same time – We can’t tell whether lament is poisoning our joy, or 

if hope is mercifully reducing our pain 

3. Goshen College’s campus pastor Bob Yoder has written an excellent book 

that was very helpful to me for this series. It’s titled, Helping Youth Grieve: The 

Good News of Biblical Lament. Yoder’s own comments about Lamentations 

articulate well what I mean about the lack of a simple happy ending: 

 

Though this book is one of extreme lament, there are glimpses of hope found within it. 

Unfortunately, as soon as the hope surfaces it then seems to vanish. This may be true to life for 

many of us who have suffered a great loss; some days are better and more positive than other 

days. … The words of this book affirm our up-and-downness.   (Yoder, p. 43-44) 

 

D. This morning I’ve introduced us to the book of Lamentations, 
and particularly the idea of communal laments  

IV. Now I invite you as God’s people at Waterford to not just 
learn about lament … Join me in actively engaging in lament 

A. 1st, let us pay heed to the important pronoun change that 
happens within Lamentations 3,  in v. 40 & beyond 

1. The words of chapter 3 up to that point have been an individual lament … the 

complaint of the one who has seen affliction 

2. But then in verse 40 the language becomes communal: it changes from “me” 

to “us”… (read 40-41) 

a) You know, I think that would be a very good practice for God’s people 

at Waterford to engage in often 

b) Let’s repeat these words together right now, as a corporate prayer 

 

c) I invite you this week in your own prayers at home, to pray this same 

prayer of self-reflection. Envision yourself as part of a larger faith 

community, joining with others praying the same prayer 

3. I’ve observed that in North America when we talk about suffering, our 

laments almost always start out in individual terms: 

a) MY struggle with cancer … or addiction … or back pain …  
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b) MY feelings of hurt and betrayal in a rocky marriage 

c) MY anger at God for letting my friend get killed 

4. These individual laments are real, they’re legitimate, & understandable … but 

if we’re going to lament, God calls us to be a little less selfish and a bit more 

inclusive in who we lament for 

B. Secondly, let us not just change our language from “me” to 
“us”.  We can also get in the practice of praying laments as part 
of our regular diet of prayer  

1. In the book of Psalms, there are more psalms of lament than any other type of 

psalm. Let those Psalms give you expressive language for your own prayers when 

things are not right in the world. 

2. For example, turn with me to Psalm 79 and hear a few verses from this psalm 

of lament, which is actually referring to the same tragedy from Lamentations:  the 

fall of Jerusalem (Read Ps. 79:1,4-5) 

   

   

 

3. That biblical phrase, “How long, O Lord?” is a great tool to help us express 

laments for ourselves & for others. 

a) Besides Psalm 79, this cry of “How long, O Lord?” appears in several 

other Psalms 

b) So besides praying prayers of lament this week, I invite you to take 

one more action to help you enter this series on lament:  Write your own 

psalm of corporate lament 

c) There’s an insert in your bulletin just for that purpose.  

As God brings to your mind the sufferings of a nation, or some 

other hurting group, I encourage you this week to use that paper to 

write or draw your own psalm of lament for that group or situation 

You may want to start out with that proven biblical phrase, “How 

long, O Lord?”   If you want some inspiration, try reading through 

the rest of Lamentations or other Psalms of lament. 

This week after the horrible hate-based events in Charlottesville, I 
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wrote my own Charlottesville psalm of lament. There are a few 

copies for the taking on a table in the foyer if you’re interested. 

V.  Conclusion 

A. In a world that wants to jump from one celebration to the next, and simply smother or 

deny pain & loss, lament is not fun … but it can be one of God’s greatest gifts to us 

B. Let’s take a minute or so of silence, as we hear again that call to corporate action 

in Lam. 3:40-41 (read)  
 

 

 

 

 

Charlottesville Psalm of Lament 

 

For August 20, 2017 

 

O God, what a mess we’ve made of the beautiful land you’ve given us on these shores! 

The blood on the ground … the lack of skidmarks under that Dodge Challenger …  

The brandished guns and shields  …  

The tiki torches and Confederate flags –  

These ugly icons haunt our memories.  

God, which is it that causes you more tears looking down on this mayhem: 

 The grieving families of Heather Heyer, Jay Cullen & Berke Bates? 

 Or the dissonant claims that we are “One nation under God?” 

How have we gotten to this place, God, where strangers are automatically suspect? 

 … where people from other religions are considered threats? 

 … where skin color alone prompts fear more than curiosity? 

God, we often feel powerless to do anything in the face of such hateful forces. 

As white followers of Jesus, we too are scared –  

scared to offend our white neighbors …  

scared to stand up for what we believe is right …    

scared to be targeted ourselves if we speak out …  

But also … scared of wounding our brothers & sisters of color by saying the wrong thing … 

 or by saying nothing at all. 

Your enemies must be dancing with glee at how this so-called Christian nation is self-

destructing. 

O God, we cry out!  What else can we do? 

 Neil Amstutz 


