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The Gospel of Lament 
e began by reflecting on loss and transition – and you may 
have begun to wonder how the church might respond and 
what it has to offer. Indeed, the church itself may be experi-

encing feelings of uncertainty, loss and anxiety in relation to its changing 
place in a rapidly evolving society. Periods of loss and transition can be 
unsettling, even profoundly debilitating at times. And what makes it all 
worse and harder to deal with is that, in our fast-paced, constantly chang-
ing, future-orientated 24/7 culture, we are expected to just get on with 
things, not look back, deliver and not ask any questions. We must function 
– and function well. 

One of today’s aims is to provide a little respite from that relentless 
pressure to function. More than that, though, we intend to use our time 
together to face the issue of loss and transition head on, rather than pre-
tend it does not exist. Later on today, we will have an opportunity to re-
flect more specifically on how we, the church, are affected by loss and 
transition, but I thought it would be helpful to take a step back from all 
that at first and think about loss and transition, and how to respond to it, 
in more general terms. 

One of my passions is the Old Testament and, although I really should 
know better by now, I keep finding myself surprised by what a rich, pro-
found and inspiring collection of texts those masterful ancient Israelite 
writers have passed on to us. In recent years, I have been thinking about 
a range of issues, including spirituality and sexuality, on the one hand, and 
refugees, asylum seekers and trauma, on the other – and every time the 
Old Testament writings have proved immensely rich but also challenging 
in approaching those issues. They have much to offer, too, as we think 
about loss and transition. 
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There is a lot of material we could turn to, but our title for today, ‘Loss, 
Transition and the Gospel of Lament’, already indicates the general direc-
tion I wish to take. I would like us to think about what I have called ‘The 
Gospel of Lament’. I realise that combining the words ‘gospel’ and ‘lament’ 
may seem a strange, absurd, for some perhaps even an irritating thing to 
do; but that lament can indeed be ‘good news’ is precisely what I want to 
suggest and explore with you today. 

When it comes to lament in the Old Testament, one of the places to 
turn to is the book of Psalms, although laments are pervasive throughout 
the entire Old Testament. Known in the Jewish tradition as the ‘Book of 
Praises’ (Sepher Tehillim), between one third and forty percent of the book 
of Psalms consists of laments. Lament therefore clearly had a significant 
place in ancient Israel’s liturgy and prayer life. It was, as Ugandan theolo-
gian Emmanuel Katongole says, ‘an essential part of what happened be-
tween God and the people’; it was ‘the inner core of Israel’s social and re-
ligious life’.1 

The Israelites would have had many occasions for lament, partly per-
sonal, of course, when faced with the crises in life we all experience, but 
also as a community and nation, for instance, when they became slaves in 
Egypt or during their difficult journey through the wilderness. Many gen-
erations later, one of the people’s most difficult times was when parts of 
the community were taken into exile to Assyria by extremely brutal means 
and, sometime later again, when another generation found themselves in 
exile in Babylon – Assyria and Babylon having been the hostile superpow-
ers of the day. 

Taking a closer look at those lament psalms, we find that they vary in 
intensity and in the way they approach God. As Kathleen O’Connor points 
out: 

Laments complain, shout, and protest. They take anger and despair before 
God and the community. They grieve. They argue. They find fault. … In vul-
nerability and honesty, they cling obstinately to God and demand for God 
to see, hear, and act.2 

 
1 Thus Emmanuel Katongole, Born from Lament: The Theology and Politics of Hope in Af-
rica (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2017), pp. 103, 105. 
2 Kathleen M. O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 
2002), p. 9. 
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As our reference point for thinking about lament, I have chosen quite an 
extreme text, a psalm that moves well beyond a melancholy lament, com-
bining an angry cry with a longing for revenge. I am not suggesting that 
we necessarily have all those thoughts and feelings when we are facing 
loss and transition – though we might – but I hope that going for such an 
unrestrained expression of pain and loss will be helpful, if only in allowing 
us to reflect on the point that there is nothing that is off-limits when it 
comes to expressing our thoughts and feelings in the presence of God. 

The text I have chosen is Psalm 137, which begins with these well-
known … and ends with these rather problematic words: 

By the rivers of Babylon – 
there we sat down and there we wept 
when we remembered Zion. 
… 
O daughter Babylon, you devastator! 
Happy shall they be who pay you back 
what you have done to us! 
Happy shall they be who take your little ones 
and dash them against the rock! 

Psalm 137:1, 8-9 NRSV 

This is a voice from the Babylonian exile, the voice of a community that 
had endured tremendous loss, a shrill, harsh voice that speaks out of deep 
hurt, frustration, anger and rage. It is an extreme but by no means a lone 
voice. Just consider these words from Psalm 139, words we regularly omit 
when that Psalm features in our lectionary: 

Don’t I hate everyone who hates you? 
Don’t I despise those who attack you? 
Yes, I hate them – through and through! 
They’ve become my enemies too. 

Psalm 139:21-22 

I have recently been reading Katongole’s book on the use of lament in Af-
rica, in war-torn countries that experienced pillaging, rape and murder on 
a shocking scale, which left whole communities numb, traumatised and 
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deeply scarred. Katongole shows how songs and poems of lament eventu-
ally emerged out of those dire situations, songs and poems that gave those 
communities a new voice. 

I was struck by the similarities between those heart-rending songs 
and poems and the laments found in the Old Testament, and was re-
minded yet again that we are struggling to come to a full understanding of 
those texts because of the enormous differences between our lives and the 
lives those Old Testament writers would have led. People from war-torn 
countries across the world must have a much more intuitive grasp of those 
laments: 

Women are crying. 
When we go forward, war; 
When we turn back, famine; 
When we go on the side, 
the rapists are waiting. 
Stretch a tent over us, oh Lord, so that we may not be blown away by the 
wind. 
During the time of hardship, Father, so that we may not be blown away by 
the wind. 
During the time of war, Father, so that we may not be blown away by the 
wind. 

From a popular lament of the women from Uvira 

 
Surprisingly they have awarded with ranks and positions  
those who yesterday raped our mothers, mutilated our little sisters, 
stabbed our grandmothers – up to the point of burying them alive at 
Mwenga/Kasika. 

From the popular song ‘Une Minute de Silence’ from Uvira 

 
Your sins are haunting your offspring. … 
Are we not paying for our sins? 
Must we not bear some responsibilities 
For our actions? 

From Paul Abim, ‘Let Us Repent, My People’ 

 
My eyes are weary looking for help, 
There is none that seems to come. 
Who will lift me up? 
I am thrown in a pit, 
I see no hope, 
I am waiting 
For the one who can lift me up … 
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They want to bury me alive, 
They throw big stones at me … 
The sun will rise, 
A new day will break, 
It may delay, but it will rise to 
A new day of peace and prosperity. … 
The lamentations of my mother will end, 
Her grief will cease, 
Her sorrow will be ended forever, 
Her tears will be tears of joy … 

From Paul Abim, ‘Who Will Lift Me Up?’3 

‘Don’t I despise those who attack you’ – and by implication, us, your fol-
lowers? the psalmist asks. With its desire for divine vengeance, Psalm 137 
gives us an unbridled expression of the people’s emotions, voicing the 
deeply wounded feelings arising out of the suffering the exiled community 
had endured. Of course, there is much that could and ideally should be said 
about that desire for vengeance but let us just note that this is profoundly 
honest prayer, prayer that does not conceal the writer’s true thoughts and 
feelings from God. And indeed, that would have been rather pointless, at 
least if the writer of Psalm 139 is right? 

LORD, you have examined me. 
You know me. 
You know when I sit down and when I stand up. 
Even from far away, you comprehend my plans. 
You study my traveling and resting. 
You are thoroughly familiar with all my ways. 

Psalm 139:1-3 

We might as well be honest then. After all, as American 
theologian and Franciscan Sister Ilia Delio once said, 
‘to pray is to be at home with oneself in the presence 
of God. It is taking hold of one’s life with its flaws, 

 
3 From Katongole, Born from Lament, pp. 79, 89, 90-91, 99-100. 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

What do you make of Ilia Delio’s words: ‘to 
pray is to be at home with oneself in the 
presence of God’? 

What does that mean for how we deal with 
our hurt, frustration, anger and rage? 
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weaknesses, and dreams, and sharing these with God’.4  

s we all know, authentic and truthful expression of what is in the 
heart can be intensely therapeutic. To be able to give vent to one’s 

true feelings, to shout out one’s pain, frustration, angers and rage in hon-
est, passionate prayer to God can be deeply liberating and transformative. 
In fact, in an article lamenting what he calls the ‘costly loss of lament’, Old 
Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann worries that that loss either 
leaves the follower of God voiceless or, as is the case in many churches 
today, permits them to ‘speak only praise and doxology’.5 

But there is more to these psalms. There is far more to lament, because 
it is also a means of struggling against chaos. It is ‘a way of wrestling and 
arguing with God in the midst of ruins’.6 In Psalm 137, it is the struggle 
against the chaos encountered in violence, war and displacement. The im-
portance of the psalms of lament lies not least in the strident way in which 
they expose the mechanisms of violence experienced at the hands of hu-
man beings and institutions. ‘LORD, remember what they did’, the psalmist 
cries, only to pronounce a blessing on the one who pays their enemies 
back the very deed they did to them (Ps. 137:7-8). 

These poets name the terror they encountered and, in doing so, insist 
on defying the ever-present impulse to minimise, ignore or even conceal 
repressive and destructive violence, the temptation to marginalise the suf-
fering inflicted on human beings by human violence. Their shrill, harsh, 
urgent voices confront us with the brutal reality of how things frequently 
are. 

Indeed, that is why I found those African songs and poems so helpful. 
After all, for far too many people throughout the world today, this is still 
how things all too often are, and their shrill, harsh, urgent voices, together 
with those of the biblical writers, press us hard to face up to that terrible 
reality of violence and inhumanity. The American theologian and ethicist 
Stanley Hauerwas once pointed out that ‘one of the profoundest forms of 

 
4 Ilia Delio, Compassion: Living in the Spirit of St. Francis (Cincinnati, OH: Franciscan Me-
dia, 2011), p. 8. 
5 Walter Brueggemann, ‘The Costly Loss of Lament’, in The Psalms and the Life of Faith 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), p. 102. 
6 Thus Katongole, Born from Lament, p. 41. 
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faithlessness is the unwillingness to acknowledge our 
inexplicable suffering and pain’.7 It is the great merit 
of Israel’s ancient poets that they will not let us get 
away with such faithlessness.  

t is also essential to recognise that there are situa-
tions, in which harsh words of protest and accusa-

tion may be the very last thing left to the sufferers to 
say. When human justice fails, sometimes all that re-
mains is to cry out for divine justice. Brueggemann has drawn attention to 
the importance of this practice, noting that when lament ‘is censured, jus-
tice questions cannot be asked and eventually become invisible and ille-
gitimate’. Indeed, he worries that, when justice questions can no longer be 
raised with God, 

they soon appear to be improper questions in public 
places, in schools, in hospitals, with the government, and 
eventually even in the courts. … The order of the day 
comes to seem absolute, beyond question, and we are left 
with only grim obedience and eventually despair.8  

he biblical laments take a defiant stand against 
any such tendencies, thus protecting victims of vi-

olence and injustice from becoming speechless and 
numb, from succumbing to an apathetic surrender to 
the overwhelming power of their suffering. Better to 
cry out in defiance than be silent like those ‘who are surrendering to their 
fears’ or face the experience ‘of poets uselessly seeking a new language’, 
two fates lamented by Syrian opposition poet Rasha Omran.9 

After all, as the anthropologist René Girard once noted, in these 
psalms the focus shifts ‘from those who are making history to those who 

 
7 Stanley Hauerwas, Naming the Silences: God, Medicine, and the Problem of Suffering (2nd 
edn; London: T & T Clark International, 2004), p. 83. 
8 Brueggemann, ‘The Costly Loss of Lament’, p. 107. 
9 Rasha Omran, ‘I’m Positively Sure about the Event’, in Malu Halasa, Zaher Omareen and 
Nawara Mahfoud (eds), Syria Speaks: Art and Culture from the Frontline (London: Saqi 
Books, 2014), pp. 165, 166. 

I 

T 
Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

What do you make of Walter Brueggemann’s 
claim that, when lament is censured, justice 
questions themselves become invisible and 
illegitimate? 

Are there any signs of that today? Can you 
think of any examples? 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

What do you make of this statement by 
Stanley Hauerwas, that ‘one of the pro-
foundest forms of faithlessness is the unwill-
ingness to acknowledge our inexplicable suf-
fering and pain’? 

Why might it be considered faithless for us 
to be unwilling to acknowledge our suffering 
and pain? 
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are subjected to it. The victims not only raise their voices but are also vo-
ciferous even in the midst of their persecution’.10 Lament, protest and ac-
cusation are important precisely because they offer a powerful mode of 
resistance that helps us overcome the hopelessness and voicelessness that 
flow from suppression, evil and suffering. 

The purpose of lament thus extends well beyond rage or therapeutic 
catharsis. As a defiant and subversive voice of protest, complaint and ac-
cusation, it can set in motion a deeply transformative process of empow-
erment. As again Brueggemann has seen, lament seeks to redress the dis-
tribution of power by insisting that those who have been suffering under 
repressive forms of violence and injustice at last be heard and taken seri-
ously.11 Indeed, it is the very practice of lament that enables them to hang 
on to their humanity and human dignity in the midst of the profoundly 
dehumanising effects of evil and suffering, to refuse to be crushed by those 
effects, and to re-emerge from the debilitating silence that so often goes 
with them. 

 Looking at it from another perspective, lament, as Katongole has 
pointed out, ‘invites and drives the church to the margins, to the crucified 
ones in history’. Lament therefore ‘is not simply a 
prayer’; it ‘is not mere “spirituality”’; it is ‘a social ethic 
– a passionate, pastoral, and practical engagement on 
behalf of the crucified of history’; it ‘is about solidarity 
with those who suffer’.12 ‘The practice of lament’, 
Katongole adds, ‘deepens and intensifies engagement 
with the world of suffering.’13 Indeed, he goes further 
than that when he claims that ‘inviting people into a 
community of lament … is a decisive and subversive form of political 
agency through which a new social reality is envisioned and enacted’.14  

he power of lament as ‘political agency’, to use Katongole’s words, the 
power of lament to make a real difference, if you like, was well recog-

 
10 René Girard, The Scapegoat (trans. Yvonne Freccero; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1986), p. 104. 
11 Brueggemann, ‘The Costly Loss of Lament’, p. 101. 
12 Katongole, Born from Lament, pp. 120, 183, 216. 
13 Katongole, Born from Lament, p. 261. 
14 Katongole, Born from Lament, p. 185. 

T 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

What does this mean? What is Katongole 
saying here? In what ways might lament be a 
subversive form of political agency? 
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nised, feared and, indeed, fought in ancient Greece where women had con-
siderable power over the rituals of death. From the sixth century onwards, 
however, places like Athens and other city-states introduced laws to re-
strict the use of lament. After all, to bolster their political and military am-
bitions, it was necessary for death in war to be glorified, not lamented, if 
they were to recruit the soldiers required for their standing armies.15 La-
ment, as this example illustrates, can be a powerful force in society. 

Tragically, however, Western Christianity has all but lost or sup-
pressed the liberating and transformative power of lament. Scottish theo-
logian John Swinton illustrates this, relating how, after the Omagh bomb-
ing on 15 August 1998, in which twenty-eight people were killed and 220 
injured and maimed, no mention of any of this was made during the 
church service he attended the very next day. ‘There 
was no room in our liturgy and worship for sadness, 
brokenness, and questioning’, he sadly concludes, 
pointing out that ‘our failure to publicly and commu-
nally acknowledge such a major act of evil within our 
liturgical space demonstrated our implicit tendency 
towards denial and avoidance’.16 

Swinton illuminates his church’s non-response to 
the bombing by comparing it to Edvard Munch’s 1893 
painting The Scream.17 

his iconic painting is well-known for its gaunt, 
skull-like figure in the foreground whose con-

torted face and body most powerfully express the 
sheer agony and distress of suffering. The twirling, 
swirling, whirling, menacing skies and waters of the 
Norwegian fjord in the background are equally eye-
catching, while the two obscured figures on the left are 
more easily overlooked. 

 
15 See Gail Holst-Warhaft, Dangerous Voices: Women’s Laments and Greek Literature (Lon-
don: Routledge, 1992). 
16 John Swinton, Raging with Compassion: Pastoral Responses to the Problem of Evil 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007), pp. 92, 93. 
17 There are, in fact, four versions of the painting, created between 1893 and 1910. The 
Scream is the popular title given to these compositions, whereas Munch himself pre-
ferred The Scream of Nature. 

T 
 

The Scream (1893), by Edvard Munch 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

What do you make of this painting? Do you 
have any observations? 
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Yet their presence is far from incidental but captures a tragic and sadly 
all too common aspect of the sufferer’s experience, namely that others 
walk mindlessly on, completely oblivious to the utter disorientation and 
disintegration of the one in agony. For them, everyday normalcy continues 
unabated, whereas the sufferer can see and feel only ‘distortion, confu-
sion, pain, and chaos’.18 But, as Christophe Munzihirwa, Archbishop of 
Bukavu in the Congo, once said, ‘there are things that can be seen only with 
eyes that have cried’.19 

Having reflected on Edvard Munch’s famous painting, let us turn to a 
piece of music that directly deals with Psalm 137, a 
song released in 1978 by Euro-Caribbean vocal group 
Boney M. Entitled ‘Rivers of Babylon’, it will, I am sure, 
be known to some of us.  

uite apart from the question as to whether the mu-
sical rendition captures what Psalm 137 is about, 

the song, originally written and recorded in 1970 by 
Jamaican reggae group The Melodians, combines 
words from verses 1 and 3-4 of Psalm 137 with words from the final verse 
of Psalm 19: 

Let the words of our mouth 
and the meditation of our heart 
be acceptable in thy sight here tonight. 

Psalm 19:14 

y personal take on this song is that, while there 
is some reference to the harsh reality experi-

enced by the poet and his community, not only have 
the shrill words of anger, rage and revenge been omit-
ted, but they have been replaced by some pious words from Psalm 19, thus 

 
18 Swinton, Raging with Compassion, p. 95. 
19 See John L. Allen, Jr, The Global War on Christians: Dispatches from the Front Lines of 
Anti-Christian Persecution (New York: Image, 2013), p. 49. 

Q 
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Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

Listen carefully to ‘Rivers of Babylon’. 

What are your thoughts about this interpre-
tation of Psalm 137? Do you have any obser-
vations? 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

What do you make of the combination of 
these words with the words of Psalm 137? 

What does this song do to Psalm 137? 
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effectively censuring the voice of the exilic community and thereby ban-
ning the authentic voice of the suffering. It suggests that, not only is it not 
okay to speak openly and honestly out of the reality of our suffering and 
anger, but our words and even our thoughts (‘the meditation of our heart’) 
must be acceptable to God, who, it is implied, cannot cope with honest 
words of anger, rage and revenge. 

Coming back to those figures in the background of Edvard Munch’s 
painting, it is, as Munzihirwa’s statement about the eyes that have cried 
indicates, our personal experience of pain and suffering that can awaken 
mindfulness, making it more difficult, if not impossible, to just walk on and 
persist in denial and avoidance. Hispanic theologian Ada María Isasi-Díaz, 
a refugee and Cuban exile, once noted how Psalm 137’s shrill, harsh voice 
from the Babylonian exile offered her refuge precisely by expressing, 
openly and honestly, an abyss of pain and trauma that deeply resonated 
with her own experience of displacement. 

‘I recall vividly’, she says, ‘the day I dared to mention to a friend how 
much I identified with Psalm 137’.20 In a culture of denial and avoidance, 
in which honest lament and accusation have been silenced and sup-
pressed, such speech becomes a daring move. And yet, it is imperative that 
we pay heed to the pain and suffering of the world, including our own, that 
we speak out and desist from silencing the voice of the suffering, that we 
do not deny them the only language they may have left. For, as German 
theologian Dorothée Sölle once said, it is vital that we find ‘a language that 
leads out of the uncomprehended suffering that makes one mute, a lan-
guage of lament, crying, of pain, a language that at least says what the sit-
uation is’.21 

Lament can give us the much-needed language of outrage with the 
way things are. Importantly, however, it also entails the seeds of hope that 
the way things are right now does not have to be the way they always will 
be. As Katongole says, lament is ‘a way of hoping in the shattered ruins of 
life’, for ‘in the midst of suffering, hope takes the form of arguing and wres-
tling with God’.22 The psalms of lament therefore are an expression of 

 
20 Ada María Isasi-Díaz, ‘“By the Rivers of Babylon”: Exile as a Way of Life’, in Fernando 
F. Segovia and Mary Ann Tolbert (eds), Reading from This Place, vol. 1: Social Location 
and Biblical Interpretation in the United States (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), p. 
149. 
21 Dorothée Sölle, Suffering (trans. Everett R. Kalin; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975), 
p. 70. 
22 Katongole, Born from Lament, pp. xvi, 60. 
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longing, of hope and of the expectation that evil and suffering may not 
have the final word. 

This seed of hope is yet another reason for the voicing of lament and 
why the voice of the sufferer must not be allowed to be silenced. For the 
biblical writers, of course, this hope in the defeat of evil was grounded in 
God. And it is for that reason that the psalms of lament, accusation and 
vengeance are what Roman Catholic priest and theologian Erich Zenger 
once called ‘a passionate clinging to God when everything really speaks 
against God. … in them passion for God is aflame in the midst of the ashes 
of doubt about God and despair over human beings’.23 

Finding themselves by the rivers of Babylon, the exiles are in mourn-
ing over the loss of Zion: ‘we wept when we remembered Zion’ (Ps. 137:1). 
The reference here is to Mount Zion, which was a hill in Jerusalem just 
south of the Temple Mount. But Zion also referred to Jerusalem as a whole, 
and connected with it were notions of safety, security, divine protection 
and, more generally, a good life guaranteed by a powerful God whom they 
had worshipped and celebrated in the Jerusalem Temple, their central 
sanctuary. Now, all of that lay in ruins. As one commentator put it, with 
the destruction of the city and the temple of Jerusalem, ‘age-old traditions 
of worship had been traumatically overthrown’.24 

This is one of the distressing and disorientating as-
pects of the trauma of dislocation, experienced by ex-
iles then and now. Instead of all those things that used 
to give meaning to one’s existence, in the words of 
Justo González, a Cuban-American theologian, life now 
revolves ‘around a center that is not one’s own, and 
that in many ways one does not wish to own’.25 It is for 
this reason that the exiled poet sings about not sing-
ing. ‘How could we possibly sing the LORD’S song on 
foreign soil?’ (v. 4), he asks.  

 
23 Thus Erich Zenger, A God of Vengeance? Understanding the Psalms of Divine Wrath 
(trans. Linda M. Maloney; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), p. 79. 
24 Leslie C. Allen, Psalms 101–150 (Word Biblical Commentary, 21; Milton Keynes: Word, 
1987), p. 241. 
25 Thus Justo L. González, Santa Biblia: The Bible through Hispanic Eyes (Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon Press, 1996), p. 92. 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

What do you make of these observations 
that the Israelite community had to deal 
with a situation in which ‘age-old traditions 
of worship had been traumatically over-
thrown’, that life for them now revolved 
‘around a center that is not one’s own, and 
that in many ways one does not wish to 
own’? 

Does any of this resonate with you? 
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nd yet here lies the irony and part of the brilliance of this psalm. 
When tauntingly and cruelly asked to sing a song about Zion, or a 
LORD’S song, as the psalmist also puts it, the poet’s response, having 

initially rebuffed the request as unreasonable (‘how could we possibly 
sing?’), is nothing other than a song that is both about Zion and the LORD: 

By the rivers of Babylon – 
there we sat down and there we wept 
when we remembered Zion. 
… 
For there our captors 
asked us for songs, 
and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, 
‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ 
How could we sing the LORD’S song 
in a foreign land? 
… 
Remember, O LORD, against the Edomites 
the day of Jerusalem’s fall … 

Psalm 137:1, 3-4, 7a, NRSV 

Psalm 137 is a Zion song, but it is one with a twist. It is, we might say, an 
‘anti-song of Zion’.26 For while the whole point of a traditional Zion song 
was to celebrate God and God’s protection, to rejoice in the invincibility of 
Zion and the powerlessness of Israel’s enemies, our poet talks about a vic-
torious enemy, the memory of Zion as a place that had been lost, and the 
defeated, mourning people of Israel. 

The psalmist expresses the people’s utter desolation potently and 
with strong pathos by repeatedly using the pronouns ‘we’, ‘our’ and ‘us’. 
In the Hebrew, where all three take the form of the ending -nu added to 
the verb or noun in question, the effect is even more relentless. The string 
of words in vv. 1-3 ending in -nu – yashabnu (‘we sat down’), bakhinu (‘we 
wept’), bezakhrenu (‘we remembered’), talinu (‘we hung up’), kinnorotenu 
(‘our harps’), she’elunu (‘asked us’), shobenu (‘our captors’), wetolalenu 
(‘our tormentors’) – establishes an intense inward-facing focus on the ex-
iled community. This is a song about a community with a strong sense of 

 
26 Thus Walter Brueggemann and William H. Bellinger, Jr., Psalms (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2014), p. 575. 

A 



 

 

The Gospel of Lament (Karl Möller) 

14 

its own identity, an identity defined by reference to its lost past, the haunt-
ing memories that linger. 

Remembrance of its past, its origins, its true belonging is vital to this 
community for whom it would be suicidal to lose its identity in an alien, 
hostile context. So important is this remembrance that it leads the poet to 
swear a double oath never to forget Jerusalem: 

If I forget you, O Jerusalem, 
let my right hand wither! 
Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, 
if I do not remember you, 
if I do not set Jerusalem 
above my highest joy. 

Psalm 137:5-6 NRSV 

Having been asked for songs of joy (v. 3), the retort now is a defiant dec-
laration that there can be no greater joy than Jerusalem alone. And so, the 
exiles sing in order to continue to live in the reality of Jerusalem, even as 
they walk the streets of Babylon or sit by its rivers. 

Those who are cruel enough to demand songs and mirth from the ex-
iles can have their song, but what a song it has turned out to be. Not one 
of joy, to be sure – how could it be? – but a formidable song of defiance 
and resistance, of allegiance to one’s past, a past that had been destroyed 
by the very people who now demand that the exiles sing and be joyful. And 
having sworn always to remember their origins and identity, the poet 
ends up asking God to remember as well, to remember everything their 
enemies have done to them. 

Summary: The enormous hurt and pain that have led to the writer’s 
outburst are palpable throughout this psalm, and we have explored the 
benefits of authentic, truthful, honest prayer, which, 
quite apart from avoiding the hypocrisy of pretence, 
can be profoundly healing, liberating and transforma-
tive. As we saw, such prayer can empower people in 
their struggle against chaos, loss, injustice, violence 
and war, which need to be named, acknowledged and 
lamented. At times, when no other words are available 
or even conceivable, this kind of prayer gives a voice 

Questions for Reflection and Discussion 

I wonder whether anyone noticed but, hav-
ing called these reflections ‘The Gospel of 
Lament’, I have not once used the word ‘gos-
pel’ other than in the title. 

Would you agree that lament is or can be 
‘good news’? 

If so, in what sense is lament good news? 
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and dignity to those who have been subjected to unspeakable violence and 
injustice, defiantly turning the tables on the powerful, protecting the vic-
tims from becoming numb and apathetic. Indeed, this shrill, raw outcry of 
protest, anger and rage must not be repressed, because it may carry 
within itself the tiny, fragile seeds of hope in the ultimate defeat of evil. 

Reflecting on Lament 
Lament … 
• is honest prayer (‘there is nothing that is off-limits when it comes to expressing our 

thoughts and feelings in the presence of God’); 
• is a passionate clinging to God when everything really speaks against God; 
• counters denial and avoidance; 
• by voicing anger, can be therapeutic and liberating; 

• is struggle against chaos; 
• exposes mechanisms of violence experienced at the hands of people and institutions, 

thus countering the impulse to conceal repressive and destructive violence; 
• keeps justice questions on the agenda; 
• offers a powerful mode of resistance that helps to overcome the hopelessness, 

numbness, voicelessness and dehumanisation that flow from suppression, evil and 
suffering; 

• sets in motion a deeply transformative process of empowerment; 
• entails the seeds of hope that the way things are does not have to be the way they will 

be; 
• is gospel. 

Which of these statements about lament resonate with you? Which ones do you find 
challenging? Which ones present lament in ways you had not encountered before? 

Can you bring to mind any occasions when you, your community, the nation or the world 
have engaged in acts of lament? 

Re-reading the statements about lament, which of them can you see as present in the 
examples of lament you identified? 

What does the church have to offer in enabling or facilitating lament? 
I would like to show you an example of the church facilitating lament. What aspects of 
lament can you identify in this brief film clip of Lyra McKee’s funeral? 

The Servant’s Hope and Task 
ament, because it does not simply accept things as they are, ulti-
mately is about hope. Lament addresses God, saying that how 
things currently are is not how they should be. Indeed, lament L 

https://youtu.be/QO_Qrx7G8s8
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turns to God, hoping that how things are is not how they ultimately will 
be. Here is another text for us to consider, not a lament but one of the serv-
ant texts from the book of Isaiah: 

Listen to me, coastlands; 
pay attention, peoples far away. 
The LORD called me before my birth, 
called my name when I was in my mother’s womb … 
saying to me, ‘You are my servant, 
Israel, in whom I show my glory.’ … 
And now the LORD has decided … 
to restore Jacob to God, 
so that Israel might return to him. … 
He said: It is not enough, since you are my servant, 
to raise up the tribes of Jacob 
and to bring back the survivors of Israel. 
Hence, I will also appoint you as light to the nations 
so that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth. 

Isaiah 49:1, 3, 5a, 6 

In her book Lamentations and the Tears of the World, Kathleen O’Connor 
offers a commentary and some profoundly insightful reflections on the 
book of Lamentations, easily the bleakest book of the Old Testament and 
another text we could have used today. Lamentations is another powerful 
expression of lament by the exiled community. Significantly, in that book, 
neither the people’s most desperate pleas nor their most radical chal-
lenges move God to respond. Appeal to him though they might, God re-
mains stone silent. 

However, O’Connor suggests that texts like Isaiah 49, in which the ex-
iled community is offered fresh hope, are a direct response to the urgent 
questions raised in Lamentations. In our Isaiah text, not only does God 
speak, but God raises up a servant to restore the broken relationship be-
tween God and God’s people. In fact, the servant’s mission is much more 
ambitious than that. But before we consider this text’s radical and hope-
filled perspective, let us remind ourselves of the situation into which these 
words were spoken. 

While texts like Isaiah 49 were later on applied to Jesus in ways that 
we cannot explore today, the prophet Isaiah was originally addressing the 
exiled community, people who had experienced the suffering and trauma 
reflected in texts like Psalm 137, Lamentations and countless others: loss 
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of property and security, loss of family and friends, war, violence, depor-
tation, displacement, suffering on the most horrendous scale, comparable 
to what people are experiencing in all the war-torn places throughout the 
world today. The prophet is addressing people who had lost all hope, peo-
ple who had lost trust in God, a God whom they had experienced as remote 
and silent during all their horrific trials. 

But now, says Isaiah, God has called a servant, here identified as Israel, 
perhaps those very exiles. God has called a servant to restore the Israelites 
to God, to repair the broken relationship between the people and their 
God, a relationship that had been wrecked as a consequence of all the suf-
fering the people had experienced. This restoration project, among other 
things, includes leading the people back into their own country to end 
their displacement, to reverse the exile. We have read all this before, of 
course, but do we fully realise what this would have meant to the commu-
nity Isaiah is addressing? 

My wife and I have become friends with some asylum seekers and ref-
ugees in the Lancaster area. Going home, returning to the country they had 
to leave because of war, violence, persecution and far too many other rea-
sons – that is precisely the kind of dream that so many have. But that is 
usually all it is, a dream, an utterly unattainable hope and longing. For 
Isaiah to be telling the exiles by the rivers of Babylon that they will be go-
ing home is massive. That is exactly what they had been hoping for all 
those years. Or maybe not. Maybe they had actually given up hope long 
ago. And yet, that is the kind of hope the prophet is now laying before 
them. 

But the prophet’s, or God’s, vision is much bigger than that. ‘It is not 
enough’ to achieve what had seemed an utterly impossible thing, a hope-
lessly unattainable dream. The defeated, discouraged, traumatised exiles 
are not only to be brought back. They are to be a light to the nations. Far 
from merely recovering, they would play a global role. They are to be the 
means by which God’s salvation, which they had not even experienced 
themselves, being still in exile, is to reach to the very ends of the earth. But 
there is more. The traumatised people, God’s servant, are to be the people 
in whom God is to show God’s glory, the people in whom God will be glo-
rified, as the NRSV puts it. 
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But what does that mean? The ‘glory of God’ – that is one of those 
phrases we might use from time to time, a phrase we come across in our 
scriptures and tradition, but also a phrase that does not spark our imagi-
nation anymore, a phrase that we find difficult to fill with life and meaning. 
Sometimes, though, a fresh translation helps, as I found when I came 
across John Goldingay’s rendering:27 

Then he said to me, ‘You are my servant – Israel in whom I will display my 
attractiveness.’ 

Isaiah 49:3 (translation by John Goldingay) 

A servant in whom God’s attractiveness is on display – that is a concept 
worth reflecting on. 

However, our next step must be a careful and, most importantly, a 
deeply respectful one. As I said, the New Testament alludes to Isaiah 49, 
applying it to Jesus, the Messiah, who either is the light the prophet talks 
about or proclaims light to the nations (Luke 2:32; Acts 26:23). Paul, in 
Acts 13, goes even further, arguing that God has set all of us, the church, 
those who believe Jesus to be that Messiah, ‘to be a light for the Gentiles, 
so that [we, the church] may bring salvation to the ends of the earth’ (v. 
47). 

At times, those kinds of texts have been read in a triumphalist, super-
sessionist, even in an outright anti-Semitic way, by people who insist that 
Jesus, Christians, the church are God’s servant now, and that Judaism, or 
God’s special relationship with the Jews, have been superseded, replaced, 
set aside, rendered insignificant by the emergence of Christianity and the 
church. 

Reading texts such as the Psalms, Lamentations or Isaiah, which were 
of profound importance and significance to the communities within which 
they emerged long before they were read by Christians and the church, 
seeing how these masterful ancient writers and their communities have 

 
27 John Goldingay, The Message of Isaiah 40–55: A Literary-Theological Commentary (Lon-
don: T & T Clark International, 2005), p. 368. 
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been wrestling with God in the most painful, distressing, terrifying or trau-
matic circumstances, leaves me with a profound sense of awe and respect. 

I was reminded of a statement by Elie Wiesel, a Romanian-born Jew, 
Holocaust survivor and Nobel laureate, who, in his book The Trial of God, 
said that, despite all the horrors he had experienced, he could never give 
up on God: ‘You can be a Jew with God’, Wiesel said, ‘you can be a Jew 
against God. But not without God.’28 What he was effectively saying was 
that, as we explored earlier, you can wrestle with God (‘you can be a Jew 
against God’), but also that he could not see any way of maintaining his 
own identity without God. 

When we read Old Testament texts such as Psalm 137, Lamentations 
or the prophet Isaiah, we are listening in on some truly special conversa-
tions, conversations in which the very future of the Israelites’, or the Jews’, 
relationship with their God was at stake. When reading these texts, we are 
therefore stepping on holy ground and, like Moses approaching that burn-
ing bush, we had better take our shoes off and step very carefully and rev-
erently. 

But let us go with the conclusion reached by the New Testament writ-
ers. Let us go with the conviction that we, the church, are God’s servant, a 
servant tasked with being ‘a light to the nations, that [God’s] salvation may 
reach to the end of the earth’, a servant in whom God’s attractiveness is 
meant to be on display. 

It is becoming more and more common in our times to speak of the 
church’s exile, given that the church, at least in western culture and soci-
ety, has lost its former Christendom position of power and influence and 
is becoming increasingly marginalised. On one level, of course, it would be 
nothing but preposterous to compare this exile with the Israelites’ physi-
cal exile and displacement, the loss of life and everything else their exile 
entailed. Indeed, in times when unprecedented numbers of people have 
become displaced, some would question the appropriateness of the 
church using the analogy of exile.  

On another level, however, the church’s loss of influence and its in-
creasing marginalisation in our culture and society today are a form of ex-
ile and has been aptly described as such by a number of writers.29 It is for 

 
28 Elie Wiesel, The Trial of God (New York: Schocken, 1995). 
29 See, for instance, (in chronological order): Walter Brueggemann, Cadences of Home: 
Preaching among Exiles (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1997); Martin B. 
Copenhaver, Anthony B. Robinson and William H. Willimon, Good News in Exile: Three 
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this reason that a text like Isaiah 49 seemed so appropriate, a text that 
addresses people in exile, offering hope, a fresh perspective and an enor-
mously wide horizon – well beyond anything the exiled community would 
have thought possible, perhaps well beyond anything the people would 
even have dreamed of. 

Significantly, the hope offered by the prophet is not simply addressing 
the community’s nostalgia. It is not just about going home. Also, as they 
would find out, going ‘home’ was not about returning to the ‘good old 
days’. What they may have remembered about good old Zion, the invinci-
ble mountain of God, did no longer exist. Return the Israelites did, but only 
to find themselves in a very different situation to what they, or their an-
cestors, had known. ‘Home’ may not have felt quite like home anymore. 
They had to start again. Jerusalem had to be rebuilt, the temple had to be 
restored, and there were lots of other tricky issues to deal with as well. 

Yet, from a Christian perspective, it was out of that loss and exile that 
something entirely new would emerge. (Of course, the same is true from 
a Jewish perspective as well, though in different ways.) As I said, Isaiah’s 
message was not just about going home. It was far more ambitious than 
that. It combined a message of hope with a new vision, a new vocation, or 
perhaps it would be truer to speak of a return to the original vision and 
vocation: to be a light to the nations, to be the means by which God’s sal-
vation would reach the ends of the earth, to display God’s attractiveness. 
Hence my title ‘The Servant’s Hope and Task’. 

The new that did emerge emerged out of loss and exile, out of a posi-
tion of weakness and marginality. The first writer I quoted today was 
Ugandan theologian Emmanuel Katongole, and it seems befittingly hum-
ble that we should look to his insights again, as we reflect further on our 
role as the church of Christ in 21st-century Britain today. Conceiving of the 
church’s task as a prophetic calling along the lines of the Old Testament 

 
Pastors Offer a Hopeful Vision for the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999); John 
Holdsworth, Dwelling in a Strange Land: Exile in the Bible and in the Church (Norwich: 
Canterbury Press, 2003); Rob Bell and Don Golden, Jesus Wants to Save Christians: A Man-
ifesto for the Church in Exile (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2008); Walter Brueggemann, 
Out of Babylon (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2010); Cathy Higgins, Churches in Exile: 
Alternative Models of Church for Ireland in the 21st Century (Blackrock, Co. Dublin: Co-
lumba Press, 2013); Robert P. Hoch, By the Rivers of Babylon: Blueprint for a Church in 
Exile (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2013); Lee Beach, The Church in Exile: Living in Hope 
after Christendom (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2015); and Brian Zahnd, Postcards 
from Babylon: The Church in American Exile (Spello Press, 2019). 
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prophets, who saw, grieved over and spoke out against the social injustice 
prevalent within Israelite society, Katongole points out that: 

Subcommunities that stand in tension with the dominant community … are 
the ‘natural habitat’ of the prophetic imagination. … it is from within this 
outside location that they critique the reigning social visions while offering 
alternative visions for a new future.30 

His point is that it will ultimately be of benefit to everyone, if the church 
operates out of what Katongole calls an ‘outside location’. For it tends to 
be the outsider, he suggests, who can see what is happening in society in 
ways that those with power and influence cannot or do not wish to see; it 
is the outsider who brings that ‘prophetic imagination’, an imagination 
that enables them to have those ‘alternative visions for a new future’, vi-
sions of peace, justice and economic welfare for everyone, like those Old 
Testament prophets did. According to Katongole, therefore, ‘marginality’, 
something none of us enjoy or are looking for, is no less than ‘essential to 
the very nature and mission of the church’.31 

Reflecting on Loss and Exile … as well as the Servant’s Hope and Task 
In relation to our experience of church and the church’s position in our society today, what 
might people identify as examples of loss and transition? 

Do you think that ‘exile’ is a helpful metaphor to describe the church’s changed position in 
society today? 

The church’s loss and transition … 
• as vulnerability and marginality; 
• as putting the church in an ‘outside position’; 
• as an opportunity for something new; 

• as being of benefit; 
• as enabling the church to see what is happening in society; 
• as not being compromised by power and influence; 
• as the ‘natural habitat’ for ‘prophetic imagination’; 
• as the location from which to develop and offer ‘alternative visions for a new future’. 

Reflecting on these perspectives on the church’s loss and transition and bearing in mind the 
‘gospel of lament’, can you identify any fresh opportunities for the church today? 

 
30 Katongole, Born from Lament, p. 222. 
31 Katongole, Born from Lament, p. 223. 
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Has anyone seen The Two Popes? Pope Francis, who provides us with an example of the 
‘gospel of lament’, came into the papacy with a heart for the poor, dispossessed and 
marginalised. In his rejection or questioning of the church’s privileges, he is facilitating a fresh 
expression of a church on the margins, speaking truth to power, standing alongside the 
powerless and offering the world an alternative vision for a new future. Early on in his papacy, 
he wrote a lament, called Laudato Si’, in which he expressed his grief at the destructive 
impact of powerful forces, such as materialism, individualism, consumerism, and capitalism, 
on the treatment of the poor and the earth, our common home. Laudato Si’ is a great 
example of lament being an expression of the gospel. We would therefore like to end with a 
video clip that adds images to a prayer crafted by Pope Francis, a prayer that expresses the 
hope and vision that emerges from loss and lament. 

Further Reading on Lament 

Billman, Kathleen D., and Daniel L. Migliore, Rachel’s Cry: Prayer of Lament and 
Rebirth of Hope (Cleveland, OH: United Church Press, 1999). 

Written by a professor of pastoral theology and counselling and a professor of systematic 
theology, this book highlights the personal and communal power of lament and its im-
portance to the practice of ministry. The authors argue that, unless we recover the prayer 
of lament, we are in danger of being trapped in powerlessness, cynicism and despair. They 
insist that an authentic and empowering spirituality requires the language of lament and 
protest alongside praise and thanksgiving. 

Brown, Sally A., and Patrick D. Miller (eds), Lament: Reclaiming Practices in Pul-
pit, Pew, and Public Square (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005). 

As the title indicates, this book offers a collection of articles that seek to reclaim practices 
of lament in and beyond the church today. It features three parts: (1.) reclaiming lament 
in Christian prayer and proclamation, (2.) loss and lament, human and divine, and (3.) re-
claiming the public voice of lament. 

Brueggemann, Walter, ‘The Costly Loss of Lament’, in The Psalms and the Life of 
Faith (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), pp. 98-111. 

Brueggemann in this famous article, originally published in 1986, notes that at that time 
scholars had ‘only walked around the edges of the theological significance of the lament 
psalm’. He argues that lament is necessary for genuine covenant interaction and ‘respon-
sible faith’, and that it is required specifically in order to be able to raise justice questions. 

Ellington, Scott A., Risking Truth: Reshaping the World through Prayers of Lament 
(Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2008). 

Ellington notes that prayers of lament are marked by loss and the inexplicable silence of 
God. Everything we believe about God’s justice and goodness is placed in doubt by God’s 
hiddenness. Throughout the Bible (Ellington discusses Old and New Testament examples), 
lament risks the possible loss of (the old) relationship with God and presses for a new, 
though uncertain, experience of God’s presence. 

https://youtu.be/XI50nAPurZs
https://youtu.be/XI50nAPurZs
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Harasta, Eva, and Brian Brock (eds), Evoking Lament: A Theological Discussion 
(London: T & T Clark International, 2009). 

This is a collection of articles that explores (1.) lament and the phenomenon of suffering, 
(2.) the assault of lament on systematic thought, (3.) lament for God’s sake? and (4.) la-
menting in Christ. As the sub-title and these section titles indicate, lament in this academic 
volume is discussed not from a biblical studies but from a theological perspective. 

Holst-Warhaft, Gail, Dangerous Voices: Women’s Laments and Greek Literature 
(London: Routledge, 1992). 

From the sixth century onwards, legislation was introduced in Athens and other city-states 
to curb the use of lament, as women’s power over mourning and the rituals of death chal-
lenged the states’ ability to recruit standing armies to bolster their military ambitions. Then 
as now, it was politically important for death in war to be glorified rather than lamented, 
but Holst-Warhaft argues that the loss of the traditional lament in Greece and other coun-
tries leaves all mourners impoverished. 

Katongole, Emmanuel, Born from Lament: The Theology and Politics of Hope in 
Africa (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2017). 

Seeking to provide an account of hope in Africa, affected as it has been by endless cycles 
of violence, war, poverty and displacement, Katongole notes that hope takes the form of 
arguing and wrestling with God. Such lament, he points out, is not merely a cry of pain but 
a way of mourning, protesting and appealing to God. Drawing on the Old Testament book 
of Lamentations and more recent theological reflections on lament, Katongole insightfully 
relates all this to theological and social dimensions of the practice of lament in Africa. How-
ever, that focus notwithstanding, this is a richly rewarding book also for 21st-century British 
readers. Issues covered include the discipline of lament, the silence of God, the peace-
building dimensions of prophetic lament, the politics of nonviolent love, and the costly loss 
of lament. 

O’Connor, Kathleen M., Lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis, 2002). 

Following some general introductory reflections on the ‘poetry of loss’, O’Connor offers a 
brief but insightful commentary on the book of Lamentations, before turning her attention 
to theological reflections that consider, among other things, God’s silence in the book, the 
abusing God, prayer for a wounded world, and the comforting God. O’Connor’s book mas-
terfully succeeds in drawing out the relevance of Lamentations for our times, while also 
helping us to engage with the profound and challenging theological issues it raises. 

Pemberton, Glenn, Hurting with God: Learning to Lament with the Psalms (Abi-
lene, TX: Abilene Christian University Press, 2012). 

Drawing on his own daily struggle with chronic pain and years of reading and teaching the 
Psalms, Pemberton, in this accessible book, calls attention to what the loss of lament in 
our churches is costing us and how the recovery of the language and prayers of lament 
help us to live with God in times of pain, hurt and loss. 

Rah, Soong-Chan, Prophetic Lament: A Call for Justice in Troubled Times (Down-
ers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015). 

When Soong-Chan Rah planted an urban church in Cambridge, Massachusetts, his first full 
sermon series was a six-week exposition of the book of Lamentations, which shaped their 
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community with a radically countercultural perspective. Rah regards lament as an essential 
component of Christian faith, because it recognises struggles and suffering, that the world 
is not as it ought to be. It challenges the status quo and cries out for justice against existing 
injustices; it opens up new ways to encounter the other. 

Swinton, John, Raging with Compassion: Pastoral Responses to the Problem of 
Evil (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2007). 

Rather than seeking to explain the problem of evil and suffering by means of philosophical 
and theological considerations, Swinton, as the subtitle indicates, focuses on appropriate 
pastoral responses that help and support people in times of suffering. Among those pas-
toral responses, he considers lament as a practice of resistance and deliverance. 

Walsh, Brian J., and the Wine Before Breakfast Community, Habakkuk before 
Breakfast: Liturgy, Lament, and Hope (Eugene, OR: Cascade, 2020). 

This book offers liturgies, written in the language of longing and lament, that call us to 
engage with the words of the prophet Habakkuk, and with the prophets and poets of our 
time. 

Zenger, Erich, A God of Vengeance? Understanding the Psalms of Divine Wrath 
(trans. Linda M. Maloney; Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996). 

Zenger’s focus is on what he calls the psalms of divine wrath, one sub-category of the la-
ment palms that, among others, includes Psalm 137. Considering what to make of these 
texts in the light of Jesus’ command to love our enemies, Zenger offers helpful suggestions 
as to how to read them today. Chapter 2, in addition, has fuller comments on the seven 
key psalms belonging to this category. The book concludes with some practical thoughts 
on issues such as revitalising lament in liturgical prayer or suggestions for a new language 
of prayer that includes honest lament. 

Grove Booklets 

Beech-Gruneberg, Keith, The Psalms and the Way of the Cross: Six Studies for In-
dividual or Group Use (Cambridge: Grove, 2012). 

Although the Psalms have been integral to Christian spirituality over generations, contem-
porary readers can feel ambivalent about them. Can we endorse their pronouncements? 
And are we to read them just to learn about Jesus? These studies take the Psalms seriously 
in their own terms, but also explore the insight they offer in understanding Jesus through 
Holy Week. They invite the reader to engage seriously with aspects of spirituality some-
times ignored. 

Bent, Helen, Celebration in Times of Grief and Sorrow (Cambridge: Grove, 2018). 

In the midst of the joy, celebration and hope of Christian faith, many continue to struggle 
with grief, disappointment and frustration – and this needs to find expression in our wor-
ship. This booklet explores the challenges involved – but also points to the many resources 
that are available in the Christian tradition, from the psalms, through the seasons and on 
to modern musical resources. 
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Bradbury, Paul, Sowing in Tears: How to Lament in a Church of Praise (Cam-
bridge: Grove, 2007). 

Lament is a well-known feature of the Psalms, but the cry of desolation to God, inviting his 
response, is also a theme right through Scripture. However, it is a theme we have lost in 
our discipleship and in our worship and one we desperately need to recover. This short 
study looks at both the biblical theme and the pastoral need for its recovery, and then 
offers practical resources for engaging with it as an element in worship and as a shape for 
worship‚ essential if we are to proclaim the ‘now and not yet’ of the kingdom of God with 
integrity. 

Stocks, Simon, Using the Psalms for Prayer Through Suffering (Cambridge: Grove, 
2007). 

All too often our forms of prayer together do not leave room for disappointment and suf-
fering; if there is ever any problem, it is ours. And yet the prayers in the Bible, particularly 
in the Psalms, often point the finger at God. This study shows how the psalms of lament, 
with their two aspects of complaint and petition, can offer a framework for prayer which 
can sustain through the dark times as well as the good. 

Thomas, Heath, ‘Until He Looks Down and Sees’: The Message and Meaning of 
the Book of Lamentations (Cambridge: Grove, 2009). 

Lamentations appears to be a book without a happy ending; its final comment is distinctly 
ambiguous. And yet is it best known for a verse that promises hope: ‘The steadfast love of 
the LORD never ceases.’ This booklet explores the issues in reading Lamentations, in order 
to help those reading it, preaching from it or using it liturgically, to hear its message and 
meaning. To do this, we must learn how to read the book with integrity, reading the whole 
book with our whole lives. 

Wellington, James, Praying the Psalms with Jesus: A Journey of Discovery and 
Recognition (Cambridge: Grove, 2015). 

The Book of Psalms has long been a source of solace and inspiration to Christians. This 
short study draws on the writings of the church Fathers, exploring how we can pray the 
psalms both with Jesus as our partner in prayer, and to Jesus who is the answer to our 
prayers. 
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