
Pentecost 20 

The word, lament, has entered not only the language, but also our psyche. We say something is 

lamentable, it is a dreadful occurrence. It is a dreadful occurrence tinged with sadness. Indeed we 

say this occurrence should be acknowledged; but acknowledged in a particular way. We should 

express our pain that it has happened, or is still happening.  We should lament.  

Lamenting however, is something different to grieving and mourning – although often the same 

incident may give rise to the need to lament, and at the same time we will want to express our grief.  

A lament usually involves something that is avoidable. So we might think of a boat carrying refugees 

and it capsizes. Several hundred refugees die.  It is an occasion to mourn, and to remember those 

who have died. People need to come together in the face of tragedy, support each other and 

certainly gain comfort and solace from beyond themselves, from God.   But then the drowning of 

refugees or in Australia’s case – the ongoing horror of being detained in off shore detention is not 

only matter for us to express our grief and sorrow. It is also a cause of lament. There is a sense the 

tragedy could have been avoided. An obvious sense, the tragedy could have been avoided.   

A lament at its base is a raw, agonised, statement of truth telling of what it is like. It is a no holds 

barred expression of what is happening – and we cry out. Why has it happened . . . especially as it 

could have been avoided.  A lament has a political edge.  . . . a thought I would like to come back to. 

To lament is often to be controversial and challenging.  

There are many laments in scripture. We however particularly think of this short Old Testament 

book in fact known as Lamentations – when it comes to laments. It is a book we associate with 

Jeremiah – and hence our location of it in the Christian Old Testament, next to the text of the book 

of Jeremiah. We can understand why this would be the case. Jeremiah is pre-eminently known as 

the prophet of doom relating to that period of Jewish history when Jerusalem was destroyed, and 

the survivors were taken off into exile in Babylon. And this event is the standard scene referred to in 

this book: Lamentations. However, in the Hebrew scriptures these poems, laments are located in 

that section of scripture, known as “The Writings” –  along with the Psalms. This at least gives the 

hint that Lamentations should not just be seen as a one off writing specifically tied to a historic 

event, and a particular historic figure  . .  rather there is some general applicability here. There is a 

timelessness about these dark verses. Lamenting is not just something Jeremiah does. We all need 

to recognise its power.  

Indeed, in Hebrew scriptures, the book Lamentations are not known by that title – but by the first 

word in the book: How! “Ekah!” In the English language version of Lamentations we also have “how” 

as the first word. And in Hebrew, also in English, “how” has two meanings. On the one hand it can be 

an exclamation.  . . appropriately written with an exclamation mark. “How can this be!” “How” can 

also ask a question - “How can this be?” This time with a question mark.   So note the first verse of 

our reading: 

“How lonely sits the city that was once was full of people! 

How like a widow she has become, she that was great among the nations!” 



 A lamentation, in other words, is both a cry of pain, and a cry seeking answers! And as we have seen 

in the excerpts we have read today, these cries are evocatively and imaginatively rendered.  As one 

of my commentaries observes:   

“Lamentations is a searing book of taut, charged poetry on the subject of unspeakable 

suffering. The poems emerge from a deep wound, a whirlpool of pain, toward which the 

images, metaphors, and voices of the poetry can only point.”    (Interpreters 1013)  

And we see that poetry and metaphor at play in Lamentations 1. The once great city of Jerusalem is 

likened to a woman, a widow – bereft and wracked with uncontrollable grief. She is alone and 

cannot be comforted.  Indeed this poetry is enhanced in the Hebrew by the fact that most of these 

lamentations are set out as an acrostic poem.  Just as we might at a joyous celebration for 

someone’s birthday or a particular achievement take the person’s name and attribute a quality to 

each letter of that name. So for a Fred we might say F is for fun, r is for reliability, e is for experience  

and d is for determination–  which spells FRED and as we all know FRED is like that. Here virtually the 

whole book is structured with each verse advancing through the Hebrew alphabet. . .  these 

lamentations are easy to remember and recall. 

So these laments were thus meant to be well memorised and known – and of course said often. Said 

often not just in the time of Jeremiah – or perhaps over there in Babylon, when the consequences of 

the failure of the Jewish people to follow the way of Yahweh were plain to see. But lamentations, 

like in the section of Lamentations we have heard, would be regularly used in Jewish worship and on 

other occasions.  Indeed, for the Hebrew people the book of Lamentations, the whole of it, was 

publicly read once a year – and still is: the Fast of Tisha B’Av (Ninth of the Jewish month of Av). By a 

remarkable coincidence the temple built by Herod the Great was destroyed by a Roman army in A.D. 

70 on the very same day that the Babylonian army had destroyed Solomon’s Temple, the ninth day 

of the Jewish month Av (or for us late July). Thus this Fast of Tisha B’Av is a moment of sorrowful 

commemoration in the calendar of Judaism.  The book of Lamentations is read.  

So what is happening with these particular Lamentatons – and what do we learn, and can we use 
them still today? Can indeed we as Christians use them today?   

To begin with we need to note that missing from the poetic voices in Lamentations, is the voice of 
God. Compare this to the writing of the prophets themselves: they represent the “word of the Lord”. 
This missing voice looms over the book. The speakers refer to God; they call to God for help; ask God 
to look after them – and in Chapter 3, there is even a recollection, a famous recollection of the  
“steadfast love of the Lord, God’s mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning.” 
(3:22-23)  Indeed  it is thought that these verses in Chapter 3 are the pivotal and central message of 
the book – but the book soon descends back into lament, and God does not answer. The laments are 
cries of anguish, cries of profound regret – but how long can it be like this, how long? How long 
indeed, when God is in fact faithful and just.  

The book does not just quickly slip into  - there, there, everything will be all right (as we often piously 
just spout). God will save you. The book of Lamentations on the other hand practises truth telling. It 
refuses denial and avoidance. It reverses amnesia, forgotten memory, inviting readers into pain and 
affliction in all of its rawness. It urges us to face the reality of suffering, to speak of it; to be 
dangerous proclaimers of truth that society wants to suppress.  



Lamentations refuses to whitewash what actually happened for the Children of Israel.  The Children 
of Israel, specifically the daughters of Zion, expected a future; they wanted a narrative of prosperity 
and security - but that narrative is all smashed to bits.  It is a chaos story – and the images and the 
style of telling reflect all of that agony and anguish speak of that chaos. A lament, as I said earlier, is 
ultimately political .  . .  but also profoundly theological.  Political because it tells it as it is – and 
therefore can be challenging to the structures and the powers of the day; theological, because we 
can only ask – where is God in all of this. You see ultimately,, the only answer is, God come and 
rescue us. 

Each year in Australia we remember on Anzac Day a military defeat.  It is said to be formative of who 
we are as Australians - well that is the oft strongly expressed theory anyway. But how do we recall 
that occasion?  What do we do? What do we say, and what is the centre piece of those 
commemorations – or are they actually celebrations.  Do we lament the futility of war; its senseless 
destruction of lives and the utter brutality and chaos of not just the Gallipoli campaign, but the 
whole of the First World War.  Do we utter words, just taking a random verse from Lamentations 

“My eyes are spent with weeping; my stomach churns; my bile is poured out on the ground because 
of the destruction of my people, because infants and babes faint in the streets of the city.”  (2:11)  

Or is this narrative turned into some sort of victory; some feel good celebration at which the truth is 
not told and we forget what actually happened. It becomes, sadly as I think what happened with the 
centenary of the Gallipoli Landing – a national celebration of nationhood – and even victory. The 
words “Lest we forget” are actually quite powerful . . . and should form the starting point for our 
own lament, but don’t seem to get there.  Politically I think you can see the power of a lament.   

In contemporary Australia – is it not a responsibility of the Christian Church to speak the truth plainly 
and as a political act, offer our laments.  Surely there are two topics that immediately come to mind: 
our treatment of refugees, and our history with aboriginal people.  A lament is not a black arm band 
of history.  As I said, a lament refuses denial and reverses amnesia. It can speak of fault, guilt and 
shame – and their dreadful consequences. But more, a lament opens up that theological space not 
to forget the role and response of God. God does not just appear, and all the horror and terror is 
reversed, and everything is shoved under the carpet – with a click of the fingers. God’s presence in 
our lives and the particular situation, has to be first struggled into existence – along with all of our 
questions and doubts.  We come to cry in our laments  - how long, O God O long.   

I want us to spend some time – either by yourself – or with a neighbour to write a lament. And here 
the acrostic style of the book of Lamentations is helpful.  To the words REFUGEE or DISPOSSESSION, 
VIOLENCE or DRUGS -say let us compose a brief lament.  Remember also the fact that the word 
“how” has a double meaning. It can be the basis of our exclamation – usually our exclamation of 
horror. The word can also be the basis of how has it come to this; how come; or how long – in other 
words “why”?   Of course a lament can be more personal and you may wish to write about that as 
well. It can relate to a personal tragedy; an illness; an estrangement.  

Friends there are many things which as we might say, are lamentable, and they in faith, need to be 
said: we need to name them – truthfully, for we know they are not right; and it is not God’s way.  


