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Making space for lament
Paul Kelly’s song ‘Meet me in the middle of the air’1 is an interpretation of 
Psalm 23 that is striking in its first person address. The lyrics are sung from 
the perspective of God:

I am your true shepherd
I will lead you there
Beside still waters

Chorus

Come and meet me in the middle of the air
I will meet you in the middle of the air
Come and meet me in the middle of the air

I will lay you down
In pastures green and fair
Every soul shall be restored

Chorus

Through the lonesome valleys
My rod and staff you’ll bear
Fear not death’s dark shadow

Chorus
With oil I shall anoint you
A table I’ll prepare
Your cup will runneth over
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Chorus

In my house you’ll dwell forever
You shall not want for care
Surely goodness and mercy will follow you

Chorus
Paul Kelly sang this song at a memorial fundraising concert following the 
Victorian bushfires of January 2010. In the middle of a noisy, high energy 
concert with 80,000 attendees, this song was sung unaccompanied and 
brought the crowd to silence. It was a song that both acknowledged the 
pain of the community with its words ‘death’s dark shadow’ but also offered 
hope with its first person invitation: ‘I am your true shepherd… come and 
meet me in the middle of the air’. Paul Kelly does not claim to be a person of 
Christian faith, but he invoked both biblical words and the biblical tradition 
of lament by naming the reality of communal pain and suffering but also by 
offering an eschatological vision of peace and restoration.

Psalm 23 is not usually classified as a lament psalm, although it is often 
used at funerals and contains the verse about walking through the valley of 
the shadow of death. But Kelly’s a capella rendition set up a mood of quiet 
reflection that allowed the embrace of pain. Using lament as part of worship 
is about creating the space for suffering and pain within our worship. Lament 
is an aspect of biblical faith that is often entirely removed from worship, so 
initially I discuss how we can better honour this tradition. Later I address 
more specifically our preaching on lament psalms.

Lament is not only used in relation to mourning; most often when we 
find lament in the Bible it is as protest. It can occur at an individual level, 
in response to illness or an attack by enemies, and also at a community 
level, especially in relation to national disaster such as famine, persecution 
by enemies and often with a specific referent of the fall of Jerusalem to the 
Babylonians. Lament therefore allows us to name injustice, so there can 
be a prophetic edge to it (see Habakkuk 1:2–4). We know that a space for 
mourning is necessary following death. The biblical witness merges death 
with injustice, giving us a model for responding to injustice also via the 
lament psalms.
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Characteristics of lament
The first important thing to observe about lament is that it is a form of 
prayer. Over one third of the psalms are laments, so they form a large 
portion of the Bible’s ‘prayer book’. These psalms are addressed to God. The 
petitioner turns to God in both profound need and profound trust. Despite 
the experience of trauma or suffering, the speaker of the lament psalms 
longs for a continuing communion with God: ‘My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?’ (Psalm 22:1, emphasis added). Whether protest, com-
plaint, sad resignation or even an expression of guilt as we find in the more 
penitential forms of lament, the prayer voices loyalty to God and expects 
a responding loyalty from God, an expectation that arises from a covenant 
relationship. Lament then as a response to suffering is ‘a language that can 
lead us out of the temptation to apathy, muteness, and anger, and that does 
not resort to atheism’.2

The second thing to notice about lament is that despite, or perhaps 
because of this relationship, these prayers are not polite. There is an honesty 
of expression that often includes invective against the enemy and a desire 
for vengeance. Consider, for example, Psalm 137:8–9:

O daughter of 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!

Psalms of lament release rage in the context of faith, demanding God’s answer. 
Walter Brueggemann describes them as daring, assertive, forceful petitions:

The Old Testament regularly assumes that this is a proper, 
legitimate form of prayer and that Israel (and by extension, 
the faith community today) has a right and an obligation 
to ask of God in insistent ways.3

The third distinctive of lament is that it is profoundly hopeful. Usually psalms 
of lament also include expressions of praise, celebration or confidence. 
Sometimes the psalmist moves back and forth between lament and praise 
but characteristically the movement is from lament to praise. Psalm 13, for 
example, begins: ‘How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long 
will you hide your face from me?’ (verse 1) and finishes: ‘But I trusted in 
your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. I will sing to 



9

Lament psalms

the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me’ (verses 5–6). As John 
Swinton reminds us,

Lament provides us with a language of outrage that speaks 
against the way things are, but always in the hope that the 
way things are just now is not the way they will always be.4

The only real exception to this is Psalm 88, an especially bleak psalm that 
ends with the phrase ‘my companion is darkness’. This is an important 
exception that reminds us that, for some, the resolution to praise may 
never be experienced. Even that psalm, however, retains the relationship 
between speaker and God expressed in the opening line: ‘O Lord, God of 
my salvation’ (Psalm 88:1).

The fourth important characteristic of lament is that it allows us to 
live in the moment. The nature of lament is that it is constant and durative, 
filling the gap between traumatic event and reflection on the event.

An impatient, death-defying society demands that suffer-
ers ‘get over it’. Across millennia, by contrast, the psalmist 
asks over and over again, ‘How long, O Lord? How long?’ 
In this life are things for which there’s no getting over; such 
belong to the land of lament.5

Lament calls theology to be in the present. Whilst both reflecting on the 
past (in the ‘narrative’ telling of the distress) and imagining new futures, it 
allows time to sit with the pain.

Lament as a ‘frame’ for pain
There is a sense in which lament provides a ‘frame’ for the expression of suf-
fering. When you think about a picture in a frame, you realise it is contained. 
The impolite language of lament, the impatient questioning, the anger and 
the desire for revenge are held within the frame of a prayer to the God of 
the covenant. The invective in lament is also allowed to be expressed but, 
within the frame, it is contained. It is God who is asked to act against the 
enemy rather than there being any justification for human vengeance.

A frame also ‘heightens’ an artwork, setting it apart, enabling it to stand 
out from the environment it is in. Lament enables trauma or injustice to be 
named where space might not otherwise be allocated or ordinary words 
cannot be found. Even the realisation that there are these sorts of prayers in 
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the Psalter can be very liberating for people of faith who are suffering and 
perhaps feeling alienated by the positive worship they perceive as the norm. 
Reflecting on Calvin’s teaching on the lament psalms, Serene Jones states:

As Calvin often reminds his readers, it is only when they 
hear the psalmist lament the harm done to him that they, 
by mimicking his words as they pray, find a language for 
and an awareness of the trauma they have endured.6

‘Performing’ lament
By offering words that mirror unspeakable experience, the lament psalms 
provide a ‘script’ for parts of our lives that need expression. The idea that 
the Scriptures are scripts to be enacted rather than deposits of doctrine 
is promoted through the relatively new discipline of biblical performance 
theory, but this is not a new notion. Jones points out that Calvin under-
stood the Bible as a dramatic world that enables us to ‘enact the unfolding 
scenes of our lives before God… it is the script of our existence’. Lament, 
perhaps more than any other form of liturgy, needs to be embodied. Pain 
and protest are often felt very deeply in the body, with varying symptoms 
such as churning guts, sleeplessness, an inability to eat, tension headaches 
and so on. These provide a reminder that our spiritual life incorporates 
physical, emotional and intellectual dimensions. Denise Ackermann says, 
‘I don’t see suffering as a theological or philosophical problem that needs a 
solution, but rather as a practical challenge that requires a response from 
a community of people’.8

In most cultures lament is a performance event that is usually acted 
out by women who put ‘voice, words, and bodily motions to dramatic use 
in order to evoke affective empathy among an audience’.9 Although our 
Western culture no longer has a tradition of wailing women, using lament 
in worship will require finding ways of allowing emotion to be expressed. 
This may mean going beyond words alone. Pain can’t be intellectualised 
away. Symbolic actions, art, music, and poetry, can all play a role.10 Most 
psalms have instructions for performance at the beginning. We may not 
know what these instructions mean, but they do alert us that we should 
be treating them as more than poems. Mostly they are songs. Emotion is 
sometimes best expressed in song; one needs only to think of Negro spiri-
tuals or protest songs.
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I was privileged to live in Cape Town for a time at the end of the apart-
heid era. It is well known that for black South Africans singing and dancing 
was always part of life and part of their struggle. One of my favourite South 
African songs is Senzenina.11 I first heard this sung at a funeral but it was 
sung on many other occasions too. It is a hauntingly beautiful tune sung 
in the typical African style of an individual leading phrase which is then 
repeated by everyone else. The word Senzenina means ‘What have we done’ 
and it is usually sung with the English words too. At first I wondered if it was 
an admission of guilt, perhaps due to my own privileged perspective and 
evangelical background with an emphasis on personal sin and repentance. 
But this song is intended to be a passionate outcry against being forced to 
suffer merely for having dark skin. ‘Senzenina. What have we done? Our 
only sin is being black.’ It was in the context of apartheid that I first heard 
it but it is still being sung in South Africa as the country struggles with the 
AIDS epidemic and other social ills. Sometimes protest singing is designed 
to stir up energy, but this song was and still is a lament, a cry of despair, 
helplessness and pain. Sometimes that is all it is possible to say.

Other than music there are few other performative forms of lament 
that I am aware of in use around the world. In South Africa during apart-
heid, white South African women began a movement that became known 
as the Black Sash Organisation. Women would participate in silent ‘stands’ 
wearing black sashes as a sign of mourning for injustice. In a similar form 
of protest many women still observe ‘Thursdays in Black’ in solidarity with 
the plight of Palestinian women and more generally as a protest against 
oppression of women. Augusto Boal was a Brazilian theatre director who 
founded the ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’, a form of street theatre designed to 
confront and bring to consciousness situations of oppression. The movement 
known as the ‘Mothers of the Disappeared’ also uses public performance to 
protest injustice. Women would dance outside police stations in Chile with 
pictures of their husbands and sons who had ‘disappeared’ in ‘an incredible 
gesture of grief and protest… a feminine way of combating oppression’.12 
In the last days of the Communist regime in Poland, demonstrations and 
meetings were banned but each night thousands of ordinary people took 
to the streets dressed as clowns in a silent witness of tragedy and comedy.

Bringing the practice of lament back into communal worship and 
preaching reclaims resources that have been forgotten but were once almost 
certainly a regular feature of the public cultic life of Israel. It is interesting 
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to notice that an ‘enemy’ is rarely specified in lament psalms. This gives 
them a generic nature that is open to being used by the community in 
response to different situations. And they are powerful forms of liturgy. As 
Ackermann says,

Communal lament can be both a political and a religiously 
subversive act… when lamenting people assume the power 
to define reality and to proclaim that all is not well, things 
begin to change… they are in fact celebrating God’s ability 
to act in this world, to right the wrongs.13

Lament psalms in the lectionary
In the 2012 Year B lectionary ten different lament psalms are specified for 
Sunday worship: the communal Psalms 80, 85 and 89 in Advent; Psalm 41 
in Epiphany; Psalms 22, 31, 36, 70 and 71 (all individual) during Lent and 
Holy Week, Psalms 4 and 22 during Easter; and Psalms 14, 22, 26, 51, 89 and 
130 in Pentecost. It is interesting to note that the lament psalms are con-
centrated in Advent and Pentecost. Lament for our environmental fragility 
might be appropriately incorporated in these seasons, with Advent looking 
forward to a new reality and Pentecost focussed on the Spirit of God active 
in the world. Some Australian churches have a ‘season of creation’ during 
Pentecost, usually coinciding with spring. Some church seasons and festivals 
especially lend themselves to lament, particularly Lent, Maundy Thursday, 
Good Friday, Easter Saturday and All Saints’ Day. But there is value in regu-
larly incorporating lament in recognition that at any given time there will 
be some members of the congregation suffering bereavement or other loss, 
illness or depression, or in some sort of personal difficulty.

Preaching lament
The lament psalms can be used in preaching in a variety of ways.

•	 One could prepare an instructive sermon on the nature 
and importance of lament.

•	 A lament psalm could be used as a springboard to a contem-
porary issue. For example, Psalm 55 is evocative of domestic 
violence; or Psalm 102 could be related to disease such as 
cancer that sometimes is visualised by the one suffering 
as an enemy attack.



13

Lament psalms

•	 A carefully prepared dialogical sermon could be powerful, 
perhaps with one dialogue partner being someone that 
is suffering loss, using that experience to articulate hard 
questions and deep feelings.

•	 A lament psalm could be paired with a narrative. The 
superscriptions on many psalms do that. While these may 
not necessarily address the historical-critical question of 
who actually wrote the psalm and when, they do indicate 
how the community of faith and those responsible for 
transmission have associated the prayers with varying 
human predicaments, especially in relation to the life of 
David. ‘The psalms have nearly inexhaustible potential for 
making connections with the larger story’.14

In 2011, the tenth anniversary of ‘9/11’ fell on a Sunday. I wonder if that 
anniversary had an impact on worship or preaching in your communities. 
In an essay entitled ‘When Lament Shapes the Sermon’, Sally Brown dis-
cusses four examples of sermons that were preached in the wake of ‘9/11’ in 
in the United States.15 The text for each sermon was Psalm 137, the familiar 
psalm that begins ‘By the rivers of Babylon’ but ends with those terrible 
words quoted earlier.

The first of these sermons took the structure of lament as its key: 
bringing the situation into God’s presence, naming the pain and hurt honestly, 
‘naming the enemy’ which was to admit the impulses for revenge and to 
recognise the injustice that led to the ‘9/11’ attacks, questioning where God 
was in all that had happened and finally expressing hope in God’s ultimate 
promise to deal with the powers of evil and wipe away all tears. Throughout 
the sermon the preacher acknowledged that the psalm is prayer, and so all 
the anger, sorrow, imprecation and confusion was articulated and offered 
to God instead of allowing any desire for revenge to be put into practice.

The second was a pastorally-focused sermon, identifying the shock 
and grief of the congregation with the pain of the Israelites in Babylon: ‘we 
sat down and wept’, ‘how can we sing the Lord’s song in this situation?’ The 
preacher articulated the difficult words of revenge that could perhaps be 
understood for the first time by some listening, but affirmed that on this 
occasion the Lord’s song was itself a song of tears.
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The third was a critical-prophetic sermon preached in an African-
American community. The preacher related the psalm of Israel in Babylon 
to the Negro spirituals sung by slaves in captivity. He then reflected on the 
roots of violence, noting that the United States had been instrumental in 
causing violence in other parts of the world and was now indignant that 
violence was now in their own cities. He said,

rather than figure out who we gonna declare war on maybe 
we need to declare war on racism. Maybe we need to declare 
war on injustice. Maybe we need to declare war on greed.

He concluded by giving thanks they had been spared and given another 
chance for self-examination and social transformation.

The fourth took a theological-interrogatory approach that took its 
point of departure from the questions of where God is that arise so often in 
lament psalms: questions about suffering, evil, anger or divine power. The 
preacher concluded that the psalm and the events do not give an answer 
to these questions but do assure us of God’s presence.

Making space for lament in our worship
There is value in providing a place for lament within the structure of congre-
gational worship so that people might experience solidarity in their suffering 
and inspiration to become agents of God’s hope. Would it be worth includ-
ing a lament psalm/prayer in worship as regularly as we include prayers of 
confession? Often the community becomes the carrier of both suffering 
and hope for the individual. Dietrich Bonhoeffer claimed,

… the prayer of the psalms belongs in a peculiar way to 
the fellowship. Even if a verse or a psalm is not one’s own 
prayer, it is nevertheless the prayer of another member of 
the fellowship.16

Bearing in mind the characteristics of lament outlined above, it is impor-
tant to honour the candour of the lament: we don’t have to be polite before 
God. While recognising that vengeance is a strong voice in many lament 
psalms, we are also Christians who live in the knowledge of Jesus’ teaching 
to ‘love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you’ (Matthew 
5:44). But even in the Old Testament there is a hope frequently expressed 
that the enemies of Israel will come to join in and share God’s vision for all 
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of humanity: a vision of shalom. So the prayer of lament does not necessar-
ily lead to a desire for vengeance but can be used to highlight the need for 
justice, reconciliation and peace throughout God’s creation.

Incorporating lament in all its honesty into our church communities is 
not a call to passive acquiescence to what life brings but a stubborn determi-
nation to keep going until we can discern divine compassion. When Jacob 
wrestled with the stranger at the ford of Jabbok, he said, ‘I won’t let you go 
until you bless me’ (Genesis 32:26). Jacob emerged wounded and changed by 
the experience but recognised that it was a true encounter with God. Lament 
and complaint before God is not a denial of faith but the honest expression 
of wounded faith. Using lament faithfully is recognising that there is no easy 
fix but we can trust in God who is able to create a clean heart and renew 
our spirit (Psalm 51:10). Sally Brown has a helpful statement reminding us 
that we cannot jump too quickly to resolving the issues that give rise to 
lament. She says ‘biblical lament is a rhetoric that wails and rages, protests 
and interrogates, and finally whispers its hope’.17
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