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Purpose: to challenge congregation to give full expression of their laments to God as an act of trust in God.  

 

It is a gift to not have to work to get our prayer language right. A gift to release the 

burden of working so hard to be sure that we are always politically correct; or give in to the felt 

need to edit and reedit our prayers to God to be sure that we are polite. It is a gift to lay down the 

filter we have worked so diligently to keep in place between us and God. Instead we are invited 

to just say it. Just speak it. Just be honest – painfully, brutally, gut wrenchingly honest. 

Today is the second of three sermons on the psalms. Last week Ron introduced us to the 

psalms and talked about psalms of orientation – those psalms and prayers that we utilize to 

reflect when our lives are going well and we desire to articulate the “joy, delight, goodness, 

coherence, and reliability of God, God’s creation, God’s governing law.”1 However, as we all 

know, our lives do not always consist of times as depicted in the psalms of orientation. Walter 

Brueggemann reminds us that “Human life consists in anguished seasons of hurt, alienation, 

suffering, and death. These (times) evoke rage, resentment, self-pity, and hatred.” 2 It is during 

these times that we need to employ the “’psalms of disorientation’, poems and speech-forms that 

match the season in its ragged, painful disarray.” 3 Commonly these psalms are called psalms and 

prayers of lament.  

I wonder – how often on your journey with God have you turned to the psalms of lament 

to give voice to the depths of emotions that you are experiencing? Or even how often have you 

voiced your own laments to God? My assumption is that many of us rarely employ the prayers of 

                                                 
1 Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms (Augsburg Publishing House: Minneapolis, Minnesota), 19. 
2 Brueggemann, Psalms, 19. 
3 Brueggemann, Psalms, 19. 
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lament and for a whole host of reasons which are connected with our understanding of God, our 

understanding of prayer, and our inability to grieve well. If we could be honest I think that we 

would project that hearing laments releases something within us and connects deep within our 

soul resonating with our deepest needs and desires. And yet at the same time hearing laments can 

make us very uncomfortable and strike a cord of dissonance within us. Why is that?  

Well, if we engage in true lamenting in our prayers we will be led and forced to 

acknowledge how life really is. Unfortunately, and I do say unfortunately, most of us do a pretty 

great job of pretending that all is well. And I would go a step further to say that for some of us it 

isn’t even pretending as I think we are so busy and fast paced that we do not take the time to 

even ask ourselves - “How am I doing? How are things going with God?” I think for some of us 

it is not a matter of pretending, but it is a matter of survival. We know down deep that we are not 

okay, that we are not okay with God, but we are not sure if we can trust the strength of our 

orientation in and with God to be able to voice the laments. So therefore because of fear we 

remain silent and unable to move to the prayers of disorientation. One must pray prayers of 

orientation before one can fully embrace the prayers of disorientation. One must know God, trust 

in God’s provision and steadfast love that endures forever, before one can voice the depths of 

pain and abandonment that is found in the psalms of disorientation, of lament.  

Prayers of lament also question our preconceived understandings of what is okay in our 

conversations with God, in our prayers. If one were to read through the psalms of disorientation, 

and at least a third of all psalms fall into this category, one would realize that there are no 

boundaries as to what can or cannot be included in our prayers. Furthermore, there is not a group 

of language that is permitted or expected in prayers, and conversely there is not a list of words or 

emotions that are not acceptable when you communicate with God. Eugene Peterson reminds us  
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Untutored, we tend to think that prayer is what good people do when they are doing their 

best. It is not. Inexperienced, we suppose that there must be an ‘insider’ language that 

must be acquired before God takes us seriously in our prayer. There is not. Prayer is 

elemental, not advanced, language. It is the means by which our language becomes 

honest, true, and personal in response to God. It is the means by which we get everything 

in our lives out in the open before God.4 

 

Lamenting takes space, time, honesty, and willingness to do some inner searching and 

reflecting. Lamenting takes trust that one’s orientation to God is strong enough to handle 

embracing the disorientating experience of that which is life. We all have reasons to lament. 

And yet many of us shield away from it. Why? Beyond fear, denial, and lack of trust in our 

orientation with God, I think we also do not embrace lamenting because of the temptation to 

compare ourselves to others. On one hand comparing ourselves to others might give us more 

reasons to lament because we see others that appear to have everything we desire or have lost, or 

see others who appear to not carry any significant burdens. However, normally I think we look at 

our painful situation, our disappointing news, our seasons of disorientation and we look to those 

around us to determine if ours are bad enough to warrant a lament. And I think that at least 99% 

of the time we can find someone else (even if it is a complete stranger’s) whose life experience 

appears worse than our own. Therefore, instead of allowing ourselves the freedom and gift to 

lament our own pain, our own dissonance, we say well, it could be worse and “at least….” And 

therefore we work to squelch the pain, the grief, the sorrow, the fear, the sense of being 

abandoned.  

One of the hard parts of being a pastor is striving to authentically live the sermon before 

one preaches it. So, for a concrete example in the past week or so I have received a tentative 

diagnosis of Celiac Disease and another tentative diagnosis of Crohns as more results from 

biopsies are coming in. As I am undergoing additional testing for a final diagnosis, while fully 

                                                 
4 Eugene Peterson, The Message (Nav Press: 2002), 686-687. 
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living into a gluten-free lifestyle, I found myself this week repeating to myself the mantra “at 

least it isn’t cancer. At least it isn’t cancer. You can handle this Cindy, you can figure a way 

through it Cindy, at least Cindy it isn’t the cancer you were fearing.” In essence I was adequately 

telling the parts within me that were lamenting in no polite way “to sit down and shut up”. 

Silencing those parts of me that were lamenting this huge change not only for myself but for my 

family, the parts that were lamenting the perceived loss of one of my most favorite past times 

and gifts of hospitality of baking and cooking, the parts of me that were lamenting really God, 

why me, why now when I am in still in the survival mode of balancing life, ministry, mothering, 

those parts that were lamenting but God I was just living into and believing that I was fearfully 

and wonderfully made. And then I sat down to write this sermon on lament. We must allow 

ourselves to lament without first figuring out if our pain is deep enough to warrant lament, or to 

try to talk ourselves out of lamenting by finding out or reminding ourselves that “see, it could be 

worse!” 

Related to that is that it is usually far easier to intercede on behalf of another, even as a 

lament, than it is to lay before God our own brokenness, pain, needs, and disappointments. For 

example, think for just a moment of someone you know that could use some prayers. Now if you 

were to pray for that person right now what you would ask God to do for him or her? Now, if 

Jesus were standing before you like he stood before the blind men in Matthew 20 and asked you, 

“What do you want me to do for you?” How would you answer him for yourself? What would 

you lament for yourself? See, it takes longer to reflect on, and I assume could be harder for most 

of us to quickly answer those questions for ourselves.  

I remember a couple years ago a specific time that came after we had recently moved to 

Goshen after living in Harrisonburg, Virginia for eight years. I was at Panera Bread, a place that 
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has been holy ground in my walk with God, to have time to journal and pray. I can recall 

spending time praying and lamenting for Luke and the losses and transitions he was experiencing 

due to our move, and then moved on to writing a prayer of lament for Elijah, and one for 

Thomas. And finally, when it was just about time for me to leave I asked myself, “Okay Cindy, 

how are you doing adjusting to this strange land?” As I sat for just a moment and allowed that 

question to seep deep into my soul the sobs started and erupted and I wrote these words in my 

journal:  

God I feel so disoriented, lost, overwhelmed and alone… things in Goshen still feel like a 

mystery and I like things concrete, known…things that can be anticipated. I feel 

emotionally, mentally, and physically drained after the first week. How long will I feel 

like this? How long until this becomes home? How long will I feel alone? Where are you 

God? Where is the affirmation from you that this was the right place? Why are you so 

silent?... at this point staff at Panera Bread probably became concerned because as I 

begin to weep. I sat in silence and wept for the silence, for God’s seemingly silence in my 

life, for the pain of fractured relationships, for the lack of identity.  

I think that we do not readily employ laments in our prayer life because there is this false 

understanding that lamenting means that we do not trust God or have faith in God’s provision. 

So therefore only those with weak faith, or superficial faith will lament to God when life is 

difficult, or one is overwhelmed by pain, or flooded by anger. Walter “Brueggemann refers to 

lament as “Israel’s characteristic way of opening a new way of daring protest”. Lament is speech 

about God’s failure and neglect in the relationship. The speech erupts in indignation and 

urgency. It is an act of insistence and of hope. The lament is uttered in trust that God is still 
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listening and can reshape the relationship and the community.”5 I would argue that to truly 

lament one must have deep faith and trust in God. I would go a step further to also project that as 

one trusts in God the sense of abandonment and therefore gut wrenching pain at God’s 

seemingly abandonment only increases. Said a little differently, the more I trust God, the more I 

depend upon God, the more I believe that God will provide, protect, love, and cherish… the 

deeper the pain and the anguish when the carpet is pulled out from underneath you. When  

you are hurt –physically or emotionally  

you receive the phone call that causes an earthquake in your life 

you receive the diagnosis that you feared was coming for yourself or your loved one 

a significant relationship ends in heartache 

you stand over the grave of your beloved  

your dreams end in failure 

you feel alone and afraid… and the list could go on and on and on. 

 

Throughout our lives we each have and we each will have reason to lament, and today the 

invitation before us to lament, to remove any filter we try to put in place and talk openly and 

honestly with God even if it doesn’t sound polite or correct. Some of you are saying that this all 

sounds great, but you are not even sure where to start, or how to go about doing it. Well thanks 

to the psalms, the prayerbook of God’s people, we can see that almost all laments fall into a 

typical pattern or form. I think that it is helpful for us to study the biblical form of laments as it 

gives us more handles on ways to include this type of prayer in our lives.  

If you have your bible I invite you to turn to Psalm 13 which Veronica just presented for 

us, in this short psalm we can clearly see the form of a lament. The structure of laments fall 

under two broad parts of plea and praise. Then within those two parts there are several sub parts.  

As we look at Psalms thirteen we see that verses one and two consist of four questions that when 

translated end up being five questions. These verses serve to address God and offer the 

complaint. The prayer begins abruptly and full of emotions! It is “indeed a speech of 

                                                 
5 Waltner, Psalms, 82. 
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disorientation. Something is terribly wrong in the life of the speaker, and in the life of the 

speaker with God.”6 The question is repeated, “How 

long, Lord?” When we sense that God is absent it is a 

time of disorientation, and yet the words are directed 

to one’s Lord, not a stranger, not to the cosmos, but 

to God, the one the psalmist has a relationship with.  

Moving to verses three and four we read the petition and the motivation. Perhaps we 

struggle the most with the petition part of the prayer because it sounds like demands, or orders to 

Almighty God! The psalmist says “Look, answer, give light!” And all this must have happen 

because if not I will sleep in death and my enemy will say “I have overcome him and my foes 

will rejoice.” It is as if the psalmist believes that if only God knows what is at stake than surely 

God will be motivated to action. To our ears, and I think a reason we shy away from laments, is 

that it can almost sound like bargaining or bribery.  

Then after verse four the psalmist waits. Walter Brueggemann describes the waiting like 

this: “It is a long wait after verse 4, a wait in the darkness of death, a wait in disorientation, a 

waiting “until hell freezes over.” There must be such a wait, perhaps a long wait, because there is 

no other court of appeal. One must simply wait here until there is a response.”7 Friends many of 

you know from experience that this waiting is sometimes hours, days, and months. Sometimes 

we have seasons of our lives that are full of disorientation. Times when we feel abandoned by 

God. Times we feel utterly alone. Times our very beings are filled with pain and sorrow and 

grief. And we cry out to God. And we wait. And wait. And wait.  

                                                 
6 Brueggemann, Psalms, 58. 
7 Brueggemann, Psalms, 59. 



Voth, 8 

 

As we come to verse five we realize that “When the psalm makes its next move, it is a 

surprising one. Things are different. Something has 

changed. We cannot ever know whether it is changed 

circumstance, or changed attitude, or something of both. 

But the speaker now speaks differently. Now the sense of 

urgency and desperation is replaced with joy, gratitude, and 

well-being… This movement from plea to praise is one of 

the most startling in all of Old Testament literature”8 The psalmist says “But I will trust in your 

unfailing love; my heart rejoices in your salvation.” I take it to mean that the psalmist David is 

working hard to remind himself, “remember God has been faithful to you on your journey, 

remember the joy that you experience in the salvation of the Lord.” This remembering, this vow 

to trust, does not negate the sense of abandonment, the sense of isolation, the sense of pain, the 

sense of being alone. However, it does help to begin to help one become reoriented. The psalm 

ends with a vow to praise “I will sing the Lord’s praise, for he has been good to me.” I wonder if 

part of that claim is just the belief and the trust that the psalmist has been heard. Sometimes I 

think that being heard, and trusting that God has heard you and that God cares, is enough. I 

remember some extremely disorientating times in my own life when I experienced deeper pain 

than just thinking that God had abandoned me. Instead the deeper pain was that I trusted that 

God was still near but I thought that God did not care about the pain that was flooding me.  

The parts of lament that include praise – the statement of trust, and the vow to praise – 

begin to move us to a new orientation that emerges after the period of being disoriented. Next 

week Pastor Lyle will talk more about psalms of reorientation. I think that too often when we 

think of laments we try to move too quickly to the psalms of reorientation, perhaps because we 

                                                 
8 Brueggemann, Psalms, 56. 
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feel more comfortable with them, and so instead of giving into that temptation we will leave 

things at that and wait, like the psalmists of laments wait, for Lyle to talk about psalms of 

reorientation.   

Psalms thirteen, as well as all the psalms of disorientation, remind us that God welcomes, 

beckons, and expects us to be authentic and real in our prayers with God. This means then that 

we will may live into the gift of being painfully, brutally, gut wrenchingly honest in our 

conversations with God. It means that hallelujah we are able to give up the burden in our prayers 

of needing to be sure that we are always politically correct, polite, and calm.  

We will now be moving into a brief time of silence in which I invite you to do the 

difficult task of asking yourself - how are you doing? How are things going between you and 

God? What is it that you need to lament today, for yourself? It might be something major or not. 

It might cause you to well up with sobs from the depths of your being or not. In the time of 

silence I invite us all to lament, to give voice to the elements of disorientation we are 

experiencing in our lives – be it only parts of our live, or the all-encompassing disorientation as 

we join with the psalmist in shouting at God “How long, Lord?!” Don’t worry about making sure 

your lament fits nicely in the biblical format. Just tell God what it is that needs to be said.  

And thank you God, that you are a God that invites, welcomes, and desires to hear our 

laments. Embolden us Spirt of the Living God, to be authentic and honest with ourselves and 

with our God. Amen.  

 


