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Communal lament seems different now. In the 1980s-90s our national consciousness was triumphalistic and optimistic. We were powerful. We won a ground war in 100 hours. We were wealthy. The economic greed of the 80s and the explosion of wealth in the 90s dominated our culture. We were both the world police and the world bank. Lament was private and personal though there were some significant exceptions (e.g., Challenger accident).
But 9-11 changed our mood. Communal lament almost became the solution. Churches held special services. Television networks devoted time to remembrance. The entertainment industry empowered our lament. Lament brought the nation together. But in American culture communal lament quickly passes into private arenas as the materialistic, consumer-driven and success-oriented spirit re-emerges. American culture is unrelentingly optimistic, individualistic and self-focused.
Communal lament, though rare in America’s recent history, is embedded in the experience of many cultures. For example, the Ukrainian consciousness, given its history as victims of foreign oppression, is filled with and oriented toward lament. When I lectured on the Psalms in Kiev, the lament Psalms resonated with their experience more than the praise Psalms. The opposite is the case among suburban American churches.

Yet one subculture of the American experience is characterized by lament. The African-American heritage is a culture of sorrow. While the church as a whole has picked up some of the “negro spirituals” that have nourished the African-American church (e.g., “A Little Talk with Jesus,” “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands,” etc.), it has not generally embraced those which express lament in what W. E. B. Du Bois called the “sorrow songs.” For example, these words would not fit well in most evangelical worship assemblies: 

 Sometimes I feel like a motherless child
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child
A long ways from home
There’s praying everywhere
Or:

O Lord, O Lord / Have mercy on me / Trouble done bore me down / O Lord, O Lord / Have mercy on me / Trouble done bore me down
I've seen some strangers quite unknown / I'm a child of misery / I'm sometimes up and sometimes down / I'm sometimes level with the ground
O Lord, O Lord / What shall I do, / I asked God Almighty for to run me 'round / O Lord, O Lord / What shall I do?
Such songs seem so distant to most suburban churches in America, even in our post 9-11 era. We are dominated by a liturgical style that is upbeat, perky, positive and celebrative. There is little room for songs that express the misery of life because, for the most part, we are communally disconnected from misery.
Yet, our churches are filled with people who are disconnected from our preaching and worship because it is so often triumphalistic. Believers in the midst of lament find no voice and no community in churches where week in and week out the liturgy only expresses thanksgiving and joy. A mother who prayed intensely for months and endured bed-rest for weeks only to suffer the birth of a stillborn enters a Sunday assembly the next week that is singing “God is so good” and her response is to weep alone in the women’s restroom. A group of parents who have lost children feel distant from God partly because there is no sense of loss or hurt in their “church services” or manifestation of public lament in their community of faith. Because the community does not lament, lamenters sense their faith is perceived as inauthentic or worse they think themselves faithless.
Yet, Israel’s experience was more similar to Ukrainians or African-Americans than American suburbia. Lament, or disorientation, characterizes almost half of the Psalms, and communal lament is part of their communal expression of faith. Other than funerals and perhaps during Lent, American churches have few intentional and regular moments of communal lament. Preaching the communal laments of the Psalms is one way to recover that experience in the church.
Communal Laments in the Psalms

The narrative of Israel describes many occasions of communal lament. In fact, four of the seven situations envisioned in Solomon’s dedicatory prayer for the temple in 2 Chron 6 are communal lamentations: defeat in battle (6:24-25), drought (6:26-27), natural disasters (6:28-31) and exile (36-39). In those moments the people come to the temple and pray. Jehoshaphat’s prayer in the face of a Moabite invasion models what the Chronicler described (2 Chron 20:6-12).
These communal occasions followed some general patterns. The community engaged in a day of fasting (Judg 20:26; Joel 2:15; Jer 36:9; 2 Chron 20:3; Esther 4:3, 16), perhaps including abstinence from sexual intercourse and normal activities (Joel 1:14; 2:15). They gathered before the Lord at the sanctuary (Judg 20:16; 1 Sam 7:5; Joel 1:14; Jer 36:6, 9; 2 Chron 20:4, 13; Esther 4:16). The day might involve several different acts of mourning, including fasting (Judg 20:26; 1 Sam 7:6; Isa 22:12; Jer 14:12), wearing sackcloth and ashes (Isa 22:12; Isa 58:5; Jer 6:26; 32:11; Esther 4:3), and weeping (Judg 20:23, 26). Prayer was a central facet (Josh 7:6-9; 1 Sam 7:5; 2 Kings 19:14-15; 2 Chron 20:5; Joel 2:17).

The Book of Psalms contains prayers which are communal in nature. They probably used in the kind of moments of communal fasting, gathering and prayer described above. Ferris defines a communal lament as:
a composition whose verbal content indicates that it was composed to be used by and/or on behalf of a community to express both complaint, and sorrow and grief over some perceived calamity, physical or cultural, which had befallen or was about to befall them and to appeal to God for deliverance.

Bouzard argues that, analogous to other cultures in the Ancient Near East, these communal lament Psalms were used not only on occasional days of mourning or anxiety, but also at regularly scheduled times in the Hebrew calendar. In other words, Israel had a liturgical cycle that included lament as well as praise and thanksgiving.

There is no unanimity in the identification of communal laments. Part of the problem is that some laments which first appear individual in character are perhaps communal in nature.
 Ferris identifies the following Psalms as communal laments in his study of the genre: Psalms 31, 35, 42-44, 56, 59, 60, 69, 74, 77, 79-80, 83, 85, 89, 94, 102, 109, 137, 142.
 Anderson identifies communal laments as 12, 14, 58, 60, 74, 79-80, 83, 85, 90, 94, 123, 126, 129.
 Bellinger also identifies 44, 53, 106, 108.
 Of these, there is a general consensus, as Bouzard argues, that the following are clearly communal laments: Psalms 44, 60, 74, 79, 80, 83, 85, 89.
 Taking these lists together, potential communal laments include: 12, 14, 31, 35, 42-44, 53, 56, 58, 59, 60, 69, 74, 77, 79-80, 83, 85, 89, 90, 94, 102, 106, 108, 109, 123, 126, 129, 137, 142.

Though the structural components of communal laments are variously identified, Ferris offers the most detailed picture:

1. Invocation—or direct address to God, calling him by his name (Yahweh) or identifying a relationship with God (“my” or “our God”).

2. Hymn of Praise—usually addresses God in the second person and recounts past acts.

3. Expression of Confidence and Trust—prior to the complaint, e.g., that God is able and willing to hear; a trusting confidence that God is listening and will respond.

4. Lament—description of lamentable circumstances along with an expression of the anxiety, fear and hurt that accompanies those circumstances as well as the questions and doubts which arise within the believer.
5. Appeal and Motivation for Response.

a. for deliverance—or, redemption; seeks to move God to act on the ground of God’s mercy, faithfulness and/or love.

b. for cursing—or, imprecation; seeks to move God to avenge his people on the ground of God’s justice and righteousness.

6. Protestation of Innocence—though rarely explicit the laments often reflect bewilderment and perplexity over the cause of their lamentable circumstance
7. Expression of Confidence and Hope—expresses the expectation that God will deliver and act on behalf of his people.

8. Vow of Praise—when the day of deliverance comes they will praise God for his redemptive act.

Not all of the above components are found in every communal lament and not necessarily in this order. But, according to Ferris, “invocation, the lament proper, and the appeal are the elements found in all communal laments.”

To illustrate the nature and function, as well as the preaching value, of communal lament Psalms, the next two sections will briefly survey Psalms 44 and 58.
Psalm 44 as Communal Disappointment with God
Israel had recently experienced defeat. Though perhaps an exilic context, it probably reflects a military defeat in the pre-exilic period (e.g., the invasion of Zerah the Cushite during the reign of righteous Asa in 2 Chron 14:9-10 or the invasion of the Moabites during the reign of righteous Jehoshaphat in 2 Chron 20:1). The protestation of innocence does not fit the exilic community. Though the voice of the Psalmist is sometimes singular (44:4, 15-16), the plural indicates it’s communal character though perhaps led by one who represents the people.
 The king or priest speaks for the people. Israel is bewildered by Yahweh’s hostility and indifference despite their own relative faithfulness, but they nevertheless trust in God’s own ultimate faithfulness to Israel because this is his history with Israel. Their communal lament confronts God with complaint and accusation but at the same time appeals to his faithful love.

Psalm 44 may be divided into five stanzas.

1. Praise: Memory of God’s Past Acts (1-3)
2. Trust: Present Community’s Orientation (4-8)
3. Complaint: God’s Unfaithfulness Towards the Community (9-16).
4. Protestation of Innocence: The Community’s Faithfulness (17-22)
5. Appeal: Divine Aid in the Present (23-26).

The Psalm begins with the past history of God’s faithful acts and the community’s trust in their faithful God. At the center of the Psalm, however, is a complaint directed at God’s seeming unfaithfulness. God has acted against his people even though Israel had been faithful throughout the episode. Despite this incongruence, Israel appeals to their God for redemption. Psalm 44 is the communal lament of a people who, though bewildered, even angry, nevertheless invoke the faithful love of Yahweh.
The stories of God’s mighty acts in Israel’s history shape this poem. They are the background for the communal lament. As Crow comments, “In Israelite thought the Heilsgeschichte was not merely a story about the past, but a mythos which touched the life of every person.”
 Israel’s story as a corporate people shapes the individual lives of each person. Israel’s story is their story. But more importantly, it is God’s story. To rehearse God’s acts is not only a mode of praise, but it also evokes expectation of divine action in the present and reminds God of his covenant with his people. Kraus rightly notes that the motive clause in verse 3 (“for you loved them”) is a “hidden appeal.”
 
In contrast with God’s past history with Israel, the present stands in radical contrast (the adversative in verse 9—“but now”). The series of second-person addresses in 9-14 presents God as the actor in the disaster that befell Israel. “The verbal presentation of God as taking drastic action against his people,” Crow states, “is so surprising as to be doubly forceful. Its value is primarily shock.”

The protestations of innocence (17-18, 20-21) are each followed by an adversative (“yet”) that describes God as the responsible party in their suffering (19, 22). The appeal is relational. It is not simply a matter of Israel’s covenant faithfulness, but it is an appeal to the relationship that the covenant formalizes and embodies. The appeal might be characterized as not only the logic of covenant obligations but also the emotional appeal of betrayed relationships. Israel feels betrayed. God has not been faithful to his covenant.

The tension is highlighted by the phrase “all the day” or “all the time” in verses 8, 15 and 22. Israel boasts in God “all day long,” but now their disgrace is before them “all day long” despite the fact that they have faced death for God’s sake “all day long.” Despite Israel’s “all day long” praise and sacrifice, they presently experience disgrace “all day long.” Israel is disappointed with Yahweh. This is also highlighted by the shepherd/sheep motif. The Shepherd watches his sheep slaughtered (44:11, 22), and this creates the question: “where is God?” (44:23-24).
The community appeals to their sleeping giant who is no longer pictured as the aggressor but is inattentive. The appeal, however, is made from the posture of “prostration or self-abasement” where the belly cleaves to the ground (25-26). As Israel prostrates itself, God is exhorted to “arise” on their behalf.
 “Falling to the ground is the posture taken after Israel lost against Ai (Joshua 7:6), while the six men in Ezekiel’s vision were killing the people of Jerusalem (Ezek. 9:8), and when Pelatiah son of Benayah died (Ezek. 11:13). In all these cases the posture is accompanied by fervent prayer to Yahweh not to destroy his people.”

The final appeal to God’s love brings God’s past salvific acts into the present as the motive or rationale for the petition. The appeal for redemption uses the language of the Exodus (cf. Exod 13:12; Deut 13:6; Micah 6:4; 1 Chron 17:21). God’s story is the norm by which God should act. God will eventually act out faithfulness to that norm which is his faithful love. The petitions (23, 26) frame the questions (24-25). The petitions remind Israel of God’s forever love for them and this shapes the nature and function of their complaint. Israel complains, but it complains in faith as it appeals to God’s faithful love.
The Psalm is filled with rhetorical and theological tension. “God as the only savior (king) (2-9) is in tension with God as initiator of the disaster which the people experience (10-15).”
 The covenant faithfulness of the people (18-19, 21-22) is in tension with God’s hiddenness (10-17, 20). This creates an appeal filled with questions, but yet rooted in God’s character.
National or communal disaster evokes disillusionment and disappointment. It should also arouse introspection and self-examination as a communal process. In the process, the community laments—sometimes perhaps in penitent confession, but sometimes (as in Psalm 44) with protestations of innocence. Doubt, frustration, bewilderment, questioning and complaint often arise in the hearts and prayers of the faithful people of God when they suffer.
The confidence of God’s people is God’s own history with his people. The history of salvation testifies to God’s faithfulness to his covenant even when Israel is disappointed or disillusioned. That history climaxes in Jesus Christ who is the testimony of God’s covenant loyalty. Nothing—no communal or individual disaster or tragedy—can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus. This is how Paul applies Psalm 44 to the new situation that Christ creates. God has demonstrated his faithfulness to his own redemptive intent through Jesus Christ (Romans 8:35-39).
Israel probably read Psalm 44 in times of national distress when there was no seeming reason for the disasters that befell them as in the days of Asa or Jehoshaphat. Narratizing Psalm 44 in the life of Israel is a helpful way of contextualizing it, and it provides a link with our own narrative. Psalm 44 could have been proclaimed, sung and prayed at the Mount Zion United Methodist Church in Philadelphia, MS during June, 1964. On the 17th of that month the African-American church was burned, and on the 21st James Cheney, Andrew Goodman and Michael Schwerner were murdered by seven members of the KKK.

Psalm 44 could have been proclaimed, sung and prayed by Christian churches in southern Sudan where the African Dinka people living in Bahr-El-Ghazal were raided in January 1996. Several of their daughters were taken into slavery.
Psalm 44 is even now proclaimed, sung and prayed in memory of millions who died during the Nazi Holocaust, especially the six million Jews—a million of whom were children. The following is a contemporary Midrash on Psalm 44:

“You desert and shame us” -- as they cut our beards and mass-rape our women.
“You do not go out with our armies” -- with our resistance.
“You put us to flight from our enemies” -- in mass exodus and transports.
“Those who hate us tear us to pieces at will” -- using our skins for lampshades and our flesh for soap.
“You hand us over like sheep to be devoured" -- in the gas chambers, crematoria, and gang burning-pits.
“You cast us among the nations” -- as stateless and displaced persons.
“You sell Your people for nothing” -- we are worth less than slaves, less than animals.
“You do not make a profit on their sale price” -- our value is precisely calculated for work, starvation, and death.
“You make us an object of shame for our neighbors” -- so that no one touches us, in the camps and even after liberation.
“A thing of scorn and derision for those around us” -- they toss scraps of bread into the trains of our starving people; they make us defecate in our clothing.
“You make an example of us to the nations” -- of degradation and dehumanization, a sign par excellence and a symbol of Jew-hatred.
“An object of head-shaking among the peoples” -- in disbelief that something like this is happening to anyone, much less to us, Your chosen people.

In the midst of communal tragedy, the people of God are bewildered by God’s absence. We protest his inaction or, more potently, his violence against his people, just as Israel did. However, as Israel models for us, we also remember God’s past redemptive deeds and appeal to them. We remember God’s faithful track record. However, the present seems so incongruent with that past. Why does God sleep? Why does not the shepherd protect his sheep? Has God forgotten his people? The present and the past do not line up and something seems terribly wrong, even wrong with God. Nevertheless, the people of God maintain their covenant commitment as they appeal to God’s faithful love. Given God’s track record, the bewildered and confused community trusts even as it accuses.

The homiletic point is that in the midst of our distress we lament God’s apparent hiddenness, but yet we appeal to the unfailing love that characterizes him. Our God has a track record—his history with his people reveals his love, particularly the demonstration of his love in Jesus Christ.
Psalm 58 as Communal Zeal for Justice
Occasioned by the injustices of the ruling class, the community petitions God to judge their unjust judges. A worshipper speaks for the community in a kind of "cultic prophetic lament."
 One might imagine a Jeremiah or some priestly leader voicing this complaint at the temple as Israel’s judges gathered to worship. Jeremiah may have appeared at the temple with Jehoiakim to protest his injustice before God (Jer 22). When human leaders fail to administer justice in the world, the God who judges the earth will judge them. And the people of God appeal for divine action against unjust judges.
Psalm 58 may be divided into three sections.

1. Complaint (1-5).


A. Arraignment of Unjust Leaders (1-2).


B. Description of the Wicked (3-5).

2. Petition (6-9).


A. Imprecation with Invocation (6).


B. Description of the Curse (7-9).

3. Praise (10-11).


A. Description of Results of the Curse (10).


B. The Confession of the People (11).

The verb "judge" appears in verses 1 and 11 as an inclusio. The imprecatory petition of verse 6 is the structural center of the lament. Human judges, who sit in God’s judgment seat, act out of self interest rather than for the sake of the kingdom of God. Consequently, Israel complains about injustice, appeals for justice and expects God’s righteous judgment.

The judges ("gods") do not act according to covenantal equity, but they devise inequities in their hearts and carry out their design with violence. Equity is a key term (cf. also Pss 9:8; 17:2; 75:2; 96:10; 98:9; 99:4). God is the model for this equity. The Psalmist addresses the enemies directly like some other lament psalms (4, 6, 11, 52). They are like cobras with their lies--they destroy; they intend to do evil. They are like deaf cobras in that no one can charm them--they are incorrigible. As Mays comments, "They are so enchanted with the lie of their life that they are deaf and blind to any other influence.”

The Psalmist calls upon God to act—to defang the judges or take away their power. "Break the teeth" is a curse/penalty found in legal documents of the ancient Near East. It is who have not kept their contracts are punished.
 The metaphor evokes images of a failure to keep covenantal obligations. The judges have not judged according to the principles of the covenant. The imprecation is addressed to God who judges the judges. He is the sovereign King who exercises Lordship over earth and executes justice.
Unjust judges deserve to wither rather than blossom. Thus, the lamenter seeks their demise according to the figures (drain, wither, dissolve, miscarry) of verses 7-9 (cf. Psa 52:1-7).  But the joy of the righteous is rooted in the defeat of the wicked by a just God. The vivid and hyperbolic language should not obscure the essence of the Psalm's call for divine righteousness in the world (cf. Deut 32:42-43). The imagery of "feet in blood" is not about relishing cruelty, but victory (cf. Isa 63:1-6; Rev 14:19-20; 19:13-14).

The reality of a victimized world must be taken seriously, especially when structures of power oppress the poor (the likely scenario here). Pauls notes: "The forcefulness and prominence of this complaint, if it is to be taken seriously, must raise the recognition of an equally forceful experience of oppression and anguish lying behind it.”
 The lamenter seeks justice from God. He does not take vengeance in his own hands. It is God's job to meet out vengeance, not ours (cf. Psa 94). The lament will turn to joy when this vengeance is manifested (cf. Psa 52:6-7). This is submitted to God because the God of the covenant takes injustice seriously, and the lamenter trusts that God will act.
The lament evokes a vision of God's justice which takes the side of the oppressed over against those who abuse their power. It challenges us to enter into their experience and cry to the Lord with them. It challenges us to seek God's kingdom and his righteousness. "The words which we have sung,” Augustine preaches, “must be rather hearkened to by us, than proclaimed. For to all men as it were in an assemblage of mankind, the Truth crieth, 'If truly indeed justice ye speak, judge right things, ye sons of men.'"
 Consequently, Zengar appropriately comments, "The psalm fights for the indispensable union of religion and ethics. The truth about God that people believe or proclaim can be tested by 
whether it preserves its adherents from the ways of violence and impels them to a life in solidarity with the victims of violence."

This psalm functions to express our righteous indignation against structural injustice within society. It laments the wickedness that pervades human social institutions, especially judicial ones. It offers a form by which oppressed people may pray for God's justice in their land.
Consequently, Psalm 58 functions to curse the wicked who have rebelled against God's kingdom and sought their own interests through injustice and violence. But it is God's curse that is offered. We do not originate it, but rather we voice it to one who judges justly and with equity.
Israel’s struggle with injustice continues as our struggle. Just as this Psalm arose out of the narrative of Israel’s oppression by its own leaders, so our proclamation of this Psalm must be placed in our history. Dietrich Bonhoeffer preached this Psalm only days after key church leaders, including Martin Niemoller, were arrested on July 1, 1937. He railed against the injustice that was sweeping his country and called upon God to act.
 We can hear the cries of African-American churches during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s. We can hear the cries of Palestinian mothers whose homes are blown up by Israelis because their sons were involved in illegal activities.
 

If we proclaim Psalm 58, however, it will make demands on us. It will call us to stand with the oppressed and empathize with the victims of injustice. But as we share the experience of the marginalized, oppressed and poor, the Psalm calls us to leave vengeance in the hands of God.  It is God’s work, not ours. Bonhoeffer made this clear for his own church under Nazi oppression: 

It would mean much if we would learn that we must earnestly pray to God in such distress and that whoever entrusts revenge to God dismisses any thought of ever taking revenge himself. Whoever does take revenge himself still does not know whom he is up against and still wants to take charge of the cause by himself. But whoever leaves revenge in God's hands alone has become willing to suffer and bear it patiently-without vengeance, without a thought of one's own revenge, without hate and without protest; such a person is meek, peaceable, and loves his enemies. God's cause has become more important to him than his own sufferings. He knows God will win the victory in the end. "Vengeance is mine, says the Lord, I will retaliate" (Deut. 32:35)-and he will retaliate. But we are free from vengeance and retribution. Only the person who is totally free of his own desire for revenge and free of hate and who is sure not to use his prayers to satisfy his own lust for revenge-only such a person can pray with a pure heart: ‘Shatter the fangs of the young lions, O Lord, break the teeth in their mouth’.
Even more dangerously, however, is how Psalm 58 calls us to reassess our own relationship with the oppressed and victimized. Are we certain that we do not participate in the structural realities that oppress the poor and victimize the marginalized? As we proclaim this Psalm we must confront our own life. Zengar offers an important perspective: 

In the process, they very often compel us to confess that we ourselves are violent, and belong among the perpetrators of the violence lamented in these psalms. In that way, these psalms are God's revelation, because in them, in a certain sense, God in person confronts us with the fact that there are situations of suffering in this world of ours in which such psalms are the last things left to suffering human beings--as protest, accusation, and cry for help. It is obvious on the face of it that these psalms are contextually legitimate on the lips of victims, but a blasphemy in the mouths of the executioners, except as an expression of willingness to submit oneself, with these psalms, to God's judgment.”

The cry for justice against injustice is not unchristian. On the contrary, we cry out for justice (vengeance) as we await the coming Son of Man (Luke 18:7-8). The parable of the persistent widow is particularly appropriate for the proclamation of Psalm 58 as a widow cries out for justice against an unjust judge.
 Further, should we not rejoice in the day of justice (vengeance) when God's kingdom is fully established (Rev 19:1-4)? Did not the saints under the altar pray for such a day (Rev 6:10; cf. 18:20). Christologically, the Son will execute vengeance upon the unjust (2 Thess 1:8) and believers will find rest in that justice. The Thessalonian epistle addresses young, persecuted Christians who find hope in the eschatological vengeance of the second coming of Christ. Preaching imprecatory Psalms needs both an eschatological perspective and a sense of the present in-breaking of the kingdom of God that establishes justice and righteousness in the earth.

Homiletically, when we find empathy with the oppressed, we must stand in their place and pray for the revelation of God's justice. Psalm 58 not only cries out for justice, but it invites hearers to stand with the oppressed and act on their behalf.
Communal Laments and Worship

In many ways the contemporary church is recovering the value of lament in private prayer. The recovery of individual lament Psalms in the life of believers is growing and encouraged by many. The private experience of lament easily connects with the experience of the Psalmists. That was my own entrance into the world of the Psalms as it has been for many. 
 But Brueggemann warned us twenty years ago that while the “recovery of personal lament is a great grain,” if the communal laments are not “set along side, the record of personal religion can serve only privatistic concerns—and that is no doubt a betrayal of biblical faith.”
 Without faithful communal lament, the church continues the dominant privatization of faith and fails to “think theologically about public issues and public problems.”


Without faithful communal lament, private hurts live in tension with public joy. Those who regularly attend celebrative and even contemplative liturgical assemblies sense that they are inauthentic Christians or that those assemblies are inauthentic because they do not connect with their experience of lament and suffering. While they may bring their hurts and pains to support groups, small groups or even to their pastors in private, they have no access to the communal or shared expression of lament in their liturgies. Ultimately, their community does not weep with them but projects a joy that they do not experience. Consequently, when they attend those joyous assemblies without the opportunity of lament or the encouragement to lament they feel like outsiders rather than participants, like hypocrites rather than authentic people, because their joy is forced rather than experienced.


Without faithful communal lament, the cry for social justice remains behind the closed doors of private discussions. Or worse, it is left in the hands of faithless secular advocates and the community of faith has no voice in the public square. Without communal lament social justice becomes the task of the individual rather than the church. 


Without faithful communal lament, sin and injustice remain private matters of individualistic concern. Sin and injustice, just as spirituality itself, remains private. It is an individual problem and not a structural one. It is a personal problem and not a generational one. 


Without faithful communal lament, communities of faith do not share the hurt and pain of public, national or global tragedies and anxieties. Without faithful communal lament, we do not participate as communities in the realities of the human predicament. Consequently, we exist as superficial, inauthentic and uncaring communities in a fallen world filled with hurts and pains.

Unfortunately, communal lament is often perceived as a “downer.” Boomers have often told me that they do not want lament in their worship time because they come to “church” to be revived and not to be brought down. Boomer worship renewal has often meant emphasizing the joy of celebrative worship to the exclusion of lament. One problem with this statement is a misunderstanding of lament. Lament for the lamenter is not a “downer” but a necessary expression of faith. It sustains hope. Yet, if we use communal laments as a means to wallow in the sorrow of the human predicament so that it amounts to no more than self-pity, then we misunderstand the function of lament. Lament transforms. Lament enables perseverance. Lament empowers. Lament gives hope because embedded in the lament is an appeal that arises out of trust in the God whose love is forever. Lament is the mode by which hope is reborn.

W.E.B. Du Bois, the turn of the century African-American author who voiced the hopes and dreams of African-American people, called the “slave songs” of his people their “sorrow songs.” But, he argued, the songs embodied hope. In his The Souls of Black Folk, he wrote:

Through all the sorrow of the Sorrow Songs there breathes a hope -- a faith in the ultimate justice of things. The minor cadences of despair change often to triumph and calm confidence. Sometimes it is faith in life, sometimes a faith in death, sometimes assurance of boundless justice in some fair world beyond. But whichever it is, the meaning is always clear: that sometime, somewhere, men will judge men by their souls and not by their skins.

Lament is an act of faith. It is an appeal to divine faithfulness. Consequently, it assumes hope or at least will yield hope.

But another problem is the lack of community. Perhaps we do not have communal laments because our liturgies are not about community in the first place. Rather, they are about the self, the individual. Perhaps we do not have an authentic sense of weeping with those who weep.

Can our assemblies become a place of weeping as well as celebrating? Can our triumphalistic concept of worship make room for lament in our liturgy? Biblical faith demands that it must. Half of the Psalms give voice to disorientation, hurt and pain. Half of Israel’s public liturgy was lament. Communal lament must become part of our church life. If we are to share the story of Israel and its life of faith, it must become part of our liturgy.
Conclusion

In the wake of 9-11 the church has learned the value of communal lament.
 It is a lesson we learned, but perhaps it had only a momentary impact. The first anniversary was observed by many, but the second lost ground and the third anniversary will lose even more. My point is not that we should institute an annual liturgical memorial day for 9-11 though I would not oppose such a move. Rather, my point is that communal lament, though it had a brief brilliant life, has not become part of the regular cycle of our liturgical experience.
Communal lament needs to become, as it was for Israel, part of the rhythm of our liturgical life.
 It is part of the rhythm of our human experience and consequently it should become part of our divine service. We need communal moments of penitence (e.g., Lent). We need communal moments of memorial for past or present national tragedies (e.g., 9-11). We need communal moments of prayer for justice in the world and our society (e.g., Martin Luther King Day). We need communal moments of memory for those who died in our congregations (e.g., at least an annual day of remembrance).

Preaching communal laments, however, will not only give voice to the cry of the disoriented but will also become a Word of God to the disoriented. Through the communal lament the church expresses its lament, hurt and pain, but also through hearing the communal lament of Israel’s past it hears a Word of God that gives hope in the present. The Word bears witness to God’s faithfulness and rehearses Israel’s own memory of God’s mighty acts.

The “sorrow songs” of African-American liturgy enabled an oppressed community to endure through faith. 9-11 remembrance services express our continued pain and hurt but also call us to peace and justice. Lament services as part of the cycle of our Sunday morning rhythm will empower and transform the hurting as the church weeps with those who weep. The present is a good moment for the renewal of communal lament in our churches through the preaching of communal laments.
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