


“As the contributors to A Time for Sorrow so helpfully demonstrate, the practice 
of lament has always constituted a profound expression of faith. The failure of 
contemporary Christianity to adopt the language of lament robs the church of 
one of its greatest resources. In an age where the pursuit of happiness is prized 
above all, A Time of Sorrow offers a different path, where joy and sorrow are not 
competitors but essential expressions of a robust faith.”

—Kit Barker, Lecturer in Old Testament 
Sydney Missionary and Bible College, Australia

“Joining the invitation to explore lament through this book will undoubtedly ex-
pand the reader’s appreciation of the importance of practicing lament for both 
individuals and communities of faith. Through considering what the biblical text, 
theology, history, and contemporary pastoral practice have to contribute to our 
understanding of this vital subject, these writers insightfully reflect on a chal-
lenging and yet necessary practice. In their own unique ways, each contributor 
reminds us that God is not detached from our need to lament and, in fact, em-
pathizes with us, listening and responding to our distress. They also remind us 
that the biblical text of both testaments describes and models lament for atten-
tive readers to appreciate and take as exemplary when responding to their own 
distresses. There is much here to be reflected upon and heeded in our practice 
of lament within the church and beyond.”

—David Cohen, Head of Biblical Studies  
Lecturer, Hebrew Bible and Language 

Vose Seminary, Bentley, Australia

“The recent upsurge in works that explore Christian appropriation of Old Testa-
ment lament has been much needed. For too long, the Western church has 
neglected the topic and assumed a dominant narrative of power and success. 
Utilizing interdisciplinary insights from seasoned scholars, A Time for Sorrow 
challenges that assumption and offers an alternative biblical, theological, and 
pastoral response to the reality of pain and suffering. Truth be told, we need 
more books like this. Left unaware of the power of lament, the church is left 
to groan in silence. How welcome, then, to find a book that encourages God’s 
people to cry out to him as a means of remaining faithful till the day Christ 
appears.”

—G. Geoffrey Harper, Lecturer in Old Testament 
Sydney Missionary and Bible College, Australia

“A Time for Sorrow: Recovering the Practice of Lament in the Life of the Church is 
a book that truly lives up to its title. Integrating excellent scholarship, keen theo-
logical reasoning, and passionate exhortation, it calls both individual Christians 
and the church collectively to take seriously the biblical laments. These essays 
need to be read carefully, because as they are read they will lead to heartfelt 
change, and Christians will learn afresh to weep with those who weep.”

—Daniel J. Estes, Distinguished Professor of Old Testament 
Cedarville University, Cedarville, Ohio



“Profound confusion, emotional distress, spiritual failures, and physical hard-
ships are all too characteristic of our collective life together. Moreover, many 
are bewildered by the deep social crises experienced in our world. With biblical 
depth, theological insight, ethical concern, and pastoral care, A Time for Sorrow 
is a book that speaks to the human condition. It challenges us to recapture the 
important role of lament in the life of the church. May the church embody and 
practice what the gospel has preached!”

—Patrick T. Smith, Associate Research Professor of 
Theological Ethics and Bioethics, Duke Divinity School

“The church needs to learn how to lament. Here is an important book for pastors 
and lay leaders explaining the biblical, theological, and historical reasons why. 
As a pastor responsible for planning corporate worship, I was challenged and 
encouraged by this book to make the biblical practice of lament a regular part of 
our church’s gatherings—not only for the care of God’s people, but also for the 
sake of our mission to a hurting world. If you are a leader in Christ’s church, A 
Time for Sorrow will help you understand the urgent need and biblical imperative 
to recover the lost practice of lament.”

—Nicholas Lauer, Co-Pastor 
Trinity Baptist Church, New Haven, Connecticut

“The authors of this volume each present us with unique insights while echoing 
a common theme—that lament is natural, beneficial, and, most of all, good. It 
is the appropriate response to the human experience of trauma, modeled by 
Jesus and proclaimed in Scripture. Most importantly, A Time for Sorrow serves 
as a much-needed clarion call to recover and promote the practice of lament—
whether alone or in community, whether as sufferer or empathizer—as a disci-
pline integral to a healthy spiritual life.” 

—R. Brian Siebeking, Assistant Professor of Religious Studies 
Gonzaga University, Spokane, Washington

“I have read many references on lament in the Bible. A Time for Sorrow is by 
far one of the most helpful in promoting the practice of lament for the church 
today. It provides a good foundation for understanding lament, not only from 
the Old Testament but also from the New Testament. I find the treatment on the 
latter comprehensive and convincing. The book also provides a good theological 
discussion and practical advice on the practice of lament in the context of the 
church. I highly recommend this book!”

—Federico G. Villanueva 
General Editor, Asia Bible Commentary Series 

Author of The Uncertainty of a Hearing: A Study of  
the Sudden Change of Mood in the Psalms of Lament
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Introduction
Why Lament Matters

Sean M. McDonough and Scott Harrower

People want to be happy. It is not surprising, then, that modern 
churches often seek to create a purely positive, upbeat worship en-
vironment. People come to be inspired and uplifted, and they want 
to leave feeling contented about God, the world, and themselves.

That is the plan, anyway. In reality, of course, the throngs of 
peppy parishioners still carry around disappointments, grievances, 
hidden sins, and all manner of physical and emotional troubles. 
Some of the causes of lament are obvious: the death of a loved 
one, a painful divorce, a terminal diagnosis. But people can often 
be ground down toward despair by the gradual wear and tear of 
everyday life. They feel trapped in a job they hate but cannot give 
up. Their children seem unable to get the hang of adult life and be-
come a source of perpetual disappointment. They find themselves 
friendless in a soulless new city.	 If the gap between the relentless 
positivity of worship and the unyielding difficulty of life becomes 
too great, they may simply stop coming to church altogether, under 
the (often correct) assumption that the church really does not know 
how to deal with their problems.

The good news is that God offers a different way forward. 
In addition to the roads of thanksgiving and praise, the Bible 
acknowledges that God’s people often need to walk the way of 
lament—a path on which life’s ills can be openly shared with God 
in the confidence that he is big enough to handle them.

This volume is intended to assist the church in recapturing 
the biblical practice of lament. Drawing on the major theological 
disciplines—Old and New Testament studies, church history, and 
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dogmatic and practical theology—we explore the benefits that flow 
from a faithful approach to God that brings before him all of our 
lives, not just the positive bits. We will see that the individual and 
corporate recognition of life’s struggles is fully endorsed by Scrip-
ture and should be an integral part of church practice.

The first essay, “Lament as a Prayer of Faith” by Old Testament 
professor Lindsay Wilson, serves as an overview of the theme of 
lament in Scripture, with special emphasis on the need to recapture 
lament in the contemporary church. Professor Wilson’s expertise 
in Job and the Psalms serves him well as he leads us through the 
biblical witness on lament.

Another Old Testament scholar, Donna Petter, devotes her at-
tention to the theme of lament in the book of Ezekiel. She delves 
into the specifics of Ezekiel’s historical situation and then draws out 
a critical pastoral point: Lament should not only address situations 
of personal distress, but it should also give voice to sorrow over sin. 
Even when the consequences of our sinful choices are unavoidable, 
a repentant heart is the first step in the restoration God desires for 
his people.

Rhys Bezzant next offers an historical perspective in his piece 
“Lament among Evangelicals: Historical Reflections on Pastoral 
Practice.” Bezzant—a scholar of church history, theology, and 
Christian worship—demonstrates that the evangelical church’s 
ability to properly lament has been hamstrung by a persistent need 
to pursue social and political power rather than to embrace gospel 
weakness. As he puts it, “There is . . . in our story an allergic reac-
tion at almost every point to feelings of powerlessness.”

Sean McDonough explores “Lament in the New Testament.” 
He begins by noting that Old Testament lament texts were very 
much in play in the early church. He then shows how the call to 

“rejoice in the Lord” is balanced by Jesus and the apostles with the 
acknowledgment of human frailty and the ongoing need to bring 
our sorrows before the Lord.

Scott Harrower combines biblical exposition with theologi-
cal reflection in his essay “God the Trinity and Christian Care for 
Those Who Lament.” He focuses on the question of divine empa-
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thy and action for those recovering from trauma, and the ways in 
which God’s triune nature serves as a balm to those who have un-
dergone life-shattering experiences. He finds Paul’s second letter to 
the Corinthians to be of particular relevance to victims of trauma.

Finally, Emmett Price—professor of worship, church, and cul-
ture and founding executive director of the Institute for the Study 
of the Black Christian Experience at Gordon-Conwell Theologi-
cal Seminary—explores the role of lament in congregational life 
in “‘There Is a Balm in Gilead:’ A Call to Lament Together.” Draw-
ing upon the often unrecognized anguish of the African-American 
community and other beleaguered peoples, he challenges the 
church at large to “weep with those who weep” and embrace the 
way of lament as the path toward a more just and compassionate 
body of Christ.

We pray that these essays will be an encouragement to all who 
care about the progress of God’s kingdom, and who know that its 
path is often paved with lament—and who also know that while 

“weeping may stay for the night . . . rejoicing comes in the morn-
ing” (Ps. 30:5).



1
Lament as a Prayer of Faith

Lindsay Wilson

Introduction: Lament Has Been 
Neglected in the Christian Church

A popularly held view in Christian circles is “that to express la-
ment is necessarily to take up a stance of doubt and unbelief; that 
verbalizing words of grief to God represents a lack of spiritual ma-
turity rather than being an acceptable, even mandated, response to 
life in a broken world.”1 Thus we often counsel someone to suffer 
without complaining. Yet, have you ever wondered if there is room 
for something more than submissive trust when confronted with a 
great loss? Do we cease to be human when we become a Christian, 
or are we more human than ever?2

A Filipino friend of mine, Rico Villanueva, has written a small 
insightful book, It’s OK to Be Not OK: The Message of the Lament 
Psalms. He notes the following in today’s churches:

There’s no room for:

yy Negative emotions like despair/sadness/loneliness; fear; anger

yy Negative actions like struggling; mourning/weeping/crying; 
questioning God

yy Negative situations like failure; accidents; calamities

Generally today, it’s not OK to be down; it’s not OK to be sad; it’s not 
OK to cry; it’s not OK to be afraid; it’s not OK to struggle; it’s not OK 
to be angry; it’s not OK to question God; it’s not OK to fail.3
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The net result is that the laments have “all but disappeared from 
Christian prayer.”4 It appears that the lament has been both delib-
erately ignored and subtly replaced. The negativity of lament seems 
to be on a different wavelength to our world, which is so strongly 
committed to the need to be positive and affirming. Hence, P. H. 
Kelley notes that the lament “has been repudiated by purveyors 
of positive thinking.”5 In many Christian circles, we are urged to 

“claim the victory,” rather than complain or lament.
In September 2012, Todd Billings, a Reformed systematic theo-

logian at Western Theological Seminary, was diagnosed with incur-
able blood cancer at the age of thirty-nine. In Rejoicing in Lament, 
he shares,

My response was not simple. At times I would cry out in grief to God; 
along with this, I would lament in protest to God for the sake of my 
young children. At times I responded in gratitude for—and awe of—
all of the gifts that God had already given, even if my life were not to 
be extended much longer.6

Since his diagnosis, he describes how he experienced the neglect 
of laments in churches to be “a stinging loss.” “Cherry-picking 
only the praises from the Psalms tends to shape a church culture 
in which only positive emotions can be expressed before God 
in faith.”7

Over the past forty years, there have begun to be a number of 
champions of prayers of lament, urging us to rediscover the lament 
and its contribution to individual and corporate prayer.8 Walter 
Brueggemann comments that “the lament psalms offer important 
resources for Christian faith and ministry even though they have 
been largely purged from the life of the church and its liturgical 
use.”9 While this rediscovery of lament emerged mainly from that 
curious breed of creatures, “biblical scholars” or “Christian aca-
demics,” I am not persuaded that the majority of everyday Chris-
tians or even Christian ministers are convinced about the value of 
lament.

Perhaps it is time to take a fresh look at the lament as a valuable 
resource for Christian prayer, and this is now where I want to turn.
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What Is Lament?

It Is Widespread in the Old Testament

You would never guess it from Christian hymns or songs based on 
the Psalms, but laments make up about 40 percent of the Psalms. 
Lament is at the core of the book of Job, as he struggles to hold on 
to his faith, and prophets such as Jeremiah and Habakkuk express 
their anguish in words of lament.10 And, as its name suggests, the 
entire book of Lamentations is lament.

It Is One Form of Petitionary Prayer

What, then, makes up the lament? While there is no rigid form for 
them, Claus Westermann points out that “the lament . . . has its 
fixed, regularly recurring parts.”11 The basic skeletal structure of 
individual and community laments typically includes an invoca-
tion, the lament or complaint itself, a review of God’s past help (or 
expression of confidence), petition, and a vow to praise (or actual 
praise).

Several important aspects of the lament are crucial. First, the 
focus of the lament is not just the complaint, for it is fundamentally 
a plea or petition for help. Westermann rightly observes that “peti-
tion, or at any rate something like petition, intrinsically belongs to 
the lament.”12 The fact that the writers continue after the complaint 
is uttered shows that the mere pouring out of a complaint is not the 
goal. A lament is not just a venting of feelings, nor is it intended to 
stop with the voicing of the complaint. Those lamenting seek a reso-
lution of their distress, since the lament is an appeal for help.13 It is 
not simply a complaint about God; it is addressed to God. A lament 
is asking for change from the God who is able to bring about change.

Second, the lament is not static, but is heading toward a goal. 
This is essentially moving through one’s present trouble in order to 
turn in praise to God. “Anger is not the final word. Almost without 
exception, the lament concludes on a note of confidence and hope, 
trust and joy.”14 The only individual lament psalm not to end with 
praise or a vow to praise is Psalm 88, though even here the linked 
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psalm titles of Psalms 87 through 89 suggest that Psalm 88 is to be 
read alongside, and lead into, the praise in Psalm 89.15 It is the pres-
ent circumstances of the lamenter that are found to be overwhelm-
ing; yet as they are expressed, the worshipper is able to clarify his 
settled convictions and turn expectantly to God. Thus the complaint 
is expressed in order to move on in a relationship with God.

Lament is designed to bring about change, and so Job, David, 
and the prophets lament in order to change or restore their rela-
tionship with God.

It Is Addressed to God and Moves toward Him

A striking feature of the lament is that, even in the darkest times 
of feeling forsaken by God, the sufferers still lament and complain 
to God. Though their complaints include blame and rebuke, the 
underlying dynamic is to restore their relationship with God. These 
are expressions of a faith not shaken by God’s seeming silence. Thus 
the movement within the lament is of crucial significance—the 
move from questioning to a restored relationship. Yet a lament does 
not skip too quickly to hope and praise. It lingers on the present 
distress and allows it to be expressed and faced. Of course, the 
lament does not stop at complaining, for the deeper goal is to rees-
tablish a renewed relationship with God

Laments contain bold questions and even accusations leveled 
against God, but God is still the one to whom the lamenter turns. 
They still firmly believe that God is the one in charge. So, for example, 
Job’s core complaints are addressed throughout to God, which marks 
them off from the speeches of his friends. Thus Francis Andersen 
comments that “his friends talk about God. Job talks to God.”16

It Includes Complaint, Strong Emotion, Protest, and 
Even Accusation

While some in our Western societies view crying as a sign of weak-
ness, we are better served to follow Gandalf, who in Tolkien’s Lord 
of the Rings observes, “I will not say: do not weep; for not all tears 
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are an evil.”17 Tears are often a natural human response to loss and 
a healing expression of grief. Strong, “negative” emotions may be 
frowned upon in the church, but they are part of the fabric of bibli-
cal laments.

Psalm 13 is often given as a parade example of an individual 
lament and may help us to ground our observations. In verses 1–2, 
the psalmist pours out the depths of his despair in complaint to 
God. His questions are complaints that express how he sees his 
desperate situation, and they lay the blame at God’s feet. He de-
scribes his plight as:

yy Being forgotten by God (forever, utterly, continually).

yy Being out of relationship with God. God has hidden his face 
from the writer. The image is of a broken relationship that is no 
longer face-to-face.

yy Having pain and hurt within (“sorrow in my heart”).

yy Grief, sorrow, and loss with no end in sight.

yy All of these are made worse because the enemy of God and the 
writer seem to be in the right because of God’s apparent absence.

Here is the frustration: God appears to be absent, silent, and 
seemingly unconcerned (v. 1), yet pain and grief are present. Fur-
thermore, the presence of pain and grief and God’s seeming ab-
sence are exacerbated by the haunting presence of the enemies.

In verses 3–4, the writer turns to God and protests about how 
God is managing the world, and there is an implied rebuke directed 
to God.

yy Look! Answer me—this is not a cool, dispassionate request to 
“consider” the situation. Indignation, anger, and the feeling of 
being unfairly treated are all bubbling up.

yy Yet he knows that if anything is to be done about his situation, 
only God is able to do it—and so he calls out to the one he ad-
dresses as “Lord my God.” It is his big view of God that causes 
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him problems. If he did not believe that God was in absolute 
control, he could at least understand why he was suffering. But 
he will not try to trim down his understanding of God even if 
that would make it easier.

yy He voices a desperate petition—it’s now or never, God! “Look on 
me and answer.” Come to my aid! Deliver me!

yy Again, the presence of enemies exacerbates his situation. The 
enemy here may be death personified, or it may have been the 
actual enemies of the writer, but their role is clear. This time, it 
is filled out by reference to the content of their taunting—“I have 
overcome him” (v. 4)—and their callous reaction of rejoicing at 
the writer’s pain and loss.

yy Until now, it has been a picture of deep despair—a person out of 
relationship with God and his fellow humans, disoriented in an 
alien world. Perhaps the only flicker of hope—a faint one, almost 
snuffed out—is that the writer is at least still turning to God in 
prayer, even though there seems to be no answer. He continues 
to cling on to his God, although his God seems absent or, even 
worse, against him. Up to this point in the psalm, the writer 
persists, in the face of grief and pain and in wrestling with God 
in a struggle for authentic faith.

Interestingly, this psalm does not end with the writer stuck in 
his despair. Between verses 4 and 5, something has happened. Per-
haps his circumstances have now changed, or there is a change 
within him. It is commonly suggested that a prophetic oracle of 
salvation, or cultic word of assurance, was uttered here.18 Yet the 
precise identity of what happened is unexplained and apparently 
not where our focus should be. The very fact that no details are 
given enables this psalm to have a wider use in a variety of situa-
tions. What is crucial is that something has brought him to see that 
his God does care and is for him. Thus he rejoices in a deliverance 
that either has already happened or has been promised (v. 5). He 
has experienced God’s committed, unfailing, steadfast love. The 
Hebrew word order in the original makes it even clearer that the 
focus is on God’s covenant love. He has no doubt that God is faith-
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ful, and he now asserts the very point he questioned. What was at 
stake in the first part of this psalm was that the writer did not feel 
cared for by God, that he was cut off from God’s love. Thus he now 
responds in singing praise to God based on God’s character (his 

“unfailing love”) and his actions (“salvation,” “deliverance,” CSB).
Of course, the writer records all this after the event, after God 

has delivered him. Yet, unlike many of the hymns of praise in the 
Psalms, he does not simply record God’s actions and his glad re-
sponse. He still records the darkness, the disorientation, the despair 
of that seemingly endless time before he was delivered. That is the 
beauty of the lament. It ends with a reminder of God’s faithfulness 
and his deliverance, but it does not seek to deny just how hard 
those hard times were. It deals fairly with both the harshness of 
God seeming not to care and the joy of finally coming to see his 
faithfulness. The movement within the lament is therefore of cru-
cial significance—the move from questioning to praise gives full 
weight to both.19 God’s verdict on the laments is seen even more 
clearly in the book of Job, where God twice commends what Job 
has said to him or about him (Job 42:7–8).

It Can Include Repentance but Need Not Do So

One of the features of the lament psalms is that they do not nor-
mally include the confession of sin. Of course, the book of Psalms 
includes repentance and confession of sin, which is what we see 
in penitential psalms such as Psalm 51.20 But confession is not a 
frequent feature of laments. Laments focus primarily on the pain 
of loss itself, often at the hands of enemies of different kinds. There 
is little focus on what the individual or even the community has 
contributed to the loss (for example, through sin).

In biblical scholarship, lament has been overshadowed by an 
emphasis on the need for repentance from sin. Indeed, Wester-
mann has proposed that “the confession of sin has become the 
Christianized form of the lament.”21 The suffering presupposed in 
a lament is seen to pale into insignificance in comparison to the 
drastic consequences of sin and guilt.
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