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Introduction
I was 12 years old.  My dad and I were feeding the cows.  He was in the tractor and I was in a wagon shoveling off corn silage for the cows.  A car came racing in our farm lane explaining to us that a young man who was driving a red car was in a serious car accident about a mile from our farm.  “He’s calling out and he is in bad shape,” were the words of this message bearer.  
The young man was my brother, who was five years older than me.  My dad and I quickly went back to the house, and my parents and I set off to the scene of the accident.  I remember sitting in the back seat of the car scared, worried, unsure what we would find out.  Try as I might, I couldn’t keep the whimpering silent enough to shield the noise from my parents.  My dad said, “Bobby, it’s okay to cry.”  We arrived at the scene.  I had my first ride in an ambulance.  And my brother was okay.
It’s okay to cry.  My dad was a good church song leader.  When he led songs he would often share the stories behind the song of how and why it originated.  Occasionally he’d share a story that got him choked up, tears would fill his eyes, and in front of the entire church he’d say something like, “I guess I got too much farm dust in my eyes and they need a cleansing.”
It’s okay to cry.  I am extremely fortunate that I had a father who not only told me that it was okay to cry, but who modeled it to me as well.  In a time and place when men were encouraged by society around them to keep their emotions bottled up inside, my father bucked the cultural system.  
Lament Spirituality

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  Many of us will associate those words with Jesus as he hung on the cross dying.  Words that he called out to his Heavenly Creator as death gripped him.  Growing up I had often wondered how Jesus got away with saying such harsh words.  Did God truly abandon him in his time of need?  Was the pain too much for God to bear that God needed to turn away?  If God turned away from Jesus, would God turn away from me in my hour of need?

It turns out as many of you probably know, these words did not originate from Jesus.  Listen to the first two verses of Psalm 22: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning?  O my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer; and by night, but find no rest.”

Jesus relied on his Jewish spirituality.  My guess is that the words that Jesus cried out to God on the cross was not the first time he uttered that prayer.  As many of you know there are 150 psalms that comprise the book of Psalms in the Bible, and nearly half of those psalms can be considered a form of lament.  This book is what helped shape the spirituality of God’s people; it was their prayer book.  Can you imagine if we spent half of our time in Sunday morning worship engaging in lament?
Several years ago as part of my own doctoral work I invited several youth pastor friends of mine to have their youth groups engage in a particular form of prayer by writing their own laments.  They wrote laments on four different occasions in a period of 4-6 months.  My thought was that our culture, both society and church cultures, do not adequately teach young people to grieve and lament in ways that may lead to God’s healing and renewal in their lives.  At times I think our culture, again both society and church cultures, rush our youth through the painful aspects of life onto praise and happiness.  We are a culture based on success, and so to admit pain, doubt, questions, frustration, can imply that we are weak, not sure of our faith.  In other words, not successful. 
So I wanted these youth in these youth groups to engage in biblical lament several times so that they could first learn what biblical lament is and then know it better so that it would become more of a routine part of life rather than solely when those “Good Friday moments” occur.  Life is filled with loss, even when there are many happy moments.  For example, babies being born in our culture is a wonderful thing, until you are a couple who is struggling to conceive.  Youth are often quite excited to get their driver’s license, but a rite of passage also associated with much pain when you consider that car accidents are one of the top killers of young people.  Graduating from high school is a happy achievement, but the transition of those next steps toward adulthood can be quite challenging for some because friendships and support systems may be altered as people move onto college, voluntary service, or whatever.  
Our lives are filled with many wonderful, happy moments of praise…and that’s a good thing…but I believe grief and loss go hand in hand with praise.  No wonder so many psalms are prayers of lament.  And so for a people who regularly fed themselves with this expression of spirituality, as Jesus did, then it’s quite normal and expected for us to cry out to God with the type of gut-wrenching honesty we find in lament.  An honesty that not only says, “It’s okay to cry,” but an honesty that at times allows and models for us to place blame on God for not acting in ways that we think God should act; an honesty that at times questions whether or not God is even real.
I believe the psalms of lament are some of the richest, deepest, most intimate expressions of prayer found in the Bible.  Through lament God invites us to be honest, to fully engage our emotions, and to get things off our chest.  Through lament God reminds us that God has broad enough shoulders to handle it.  But through lament we are reminded that God is ever-present with us.  The prayers of lament are between two parties who are in relationship with one another.
Lament Structure

In a few minutes I am going to invite you to write your own prayer of lament through a particular 3-step timed writing prayer exercise that is based on a common structure of biblical lament.  In Step 1 the psalmist gets things off their chest with real, authentic words.  In Step 2 there is what I call a “holy but.”  After the psalmist gets things off their chest, there is a change in tone of the psalmist of them remembering a time when God was good and faithful.  Often you can pick up the change in tone because the word “but” appears in the English translation.  For example, “Oh God you are the cause of all my distress…wah wahh wahh…BUT I remember when you were close to me several years ago.”  In Step 3 the psalmist once again is able to offer praise to God.
This 3-step movement is common for many psalms.  For example, listen once again to the 6 verses of Psalm 13.  Step one is comprised of the first 4 verses.  Step two is verse 5 and step 3 is verse 6.  (READ Psalm 13)

As I said, this 3-step format is a common structural pattern found in many of the Psalms of lament; however, not all.  For example, Psalm 88 is an extreme expression of lament.  The one praying starts in the pit and ends in the pit.  They blame God for the terrors they suffer and for turning their friends against the one praying.  The psalmist never really engages steps 2 and 3; they hang out in in Step 1 for 18 verses.  

Another example of extreme lament is the book of Lamentations.  You can recall that this book is as if the writer came onto the scene of a horrific accident.  After laying siege to Jerusalem for quite some time, the Babylonians destroyed the city, slaughtered many people, and carried off many Jews to Babylon.  The point of view of Lamentations is “the day after.”  The loss and grief is extremely raw and fresh.  This book is comprised of 5 short chapters or poems.  A number of the different authors place blame on God for this atrocity and said some fairly nasty things about God to God’s face, so to speak.  All the while, God never uttered a word.  God never got defensive.  God was silent.  In this way, I believe that God honored the voice of pain.  Sometimes no words can really offer anything, but one’s presence and listening heart is what is called for.  Any of you who have ever been in a receiving line at a funeral of a loved one knows that at times the best words of comfort are no words at all.  

I believe that God’s silence in Lamentations functions in a similar way.  Once again, the painfully intimate language used in Lamentations occurs because there is established a deep, trusting relationship between God and God’s people.  God invites people to be brutally honest, even if the language is a bit colorful at times.
Lament Prayer Practice
At this time, I invite you to pull out your piece of blank paper and a pen or pencil.  I am going to lead you in writing your own prayer of lament through a 6-minute timed-writing prayer exercise.  I will invite you to write Step 1 for two minutes.  Then I will signal that it’s time to begin Step 2 and will give you 2 minutes for that.  And finally, I will signal when it’s time to write Step 3 for 2 minutes.
As a reminder, Step 1 is getting things off your chest.  Step 2 is remembering a time when God was good and faithful.  Step 3 is praise.  Now I recognize that some of you may not be in a particular “lamentful mood” and might find it difficult to pray in this way on your own behalf.  That’s okay, then think of someone else and write the prayer on behalf of someone else; in this way this timed-writing prayer exercise functions as a form of intercessory prayer.  Others of you may be in a place where you discover that you simply want to hang out in Step 1 for the entire 6 minutes, just like the author of Psalm 88 and Lamentations; that too is okay.
Two other thoughts before you write your prayer; a “caution” and a “grace.”  First the caution.  This three-step prayer exercise should never be treated as a “magic formula.”  On the one hand we should not rush through our grief and assume that by writing this prayer that all of our painful realities will go away.  This leads to the word of grace.  We do not know how long it took the authors of biblical lament to write their prayers.  Maybe it took them days or weeks or months or years.  Maybe they wrote Step 1 and put their paper aside until such a time they were ready to move into Step 2.  I take that as grace; we don’t know how long it took them to write their prayers.
Let us pray together.
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