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Introduction

This handout for pastors to help youth write their own prayers of lament is in partial requirement for my final project of my Doctor of Ministry program through Western Theological Seminary in Holland, Michigan.  My interest in biblical lament stems from happenings in my personal life, as well as my pastoral walk with people, especially those with youth and adults who walk with youth in their faith journeys.  Through this timed-writing prayer exercise, my hope is that pastors and youth workers will be encouraged and motivated to engage youth in expressions of biblical lament.

Overall, I believe there is a gap or absence in the Mennonite church culture that does not enable young people to adequately engage in biblical lament.  Furthermore, I believe there is a proliferation in our American culture for a “feel good” attitude that compels us to rush through our pain and grief, and view God’s role in our lives as a therapeutic being who merely “helps us” when we need God to make us feel good.  At times, I believe these cultural forces influence youth workers to rush youth through their emotions, challenges, questions, doubts, and transitions either because they are uncomfortable with their own grief issues or because they struggle to know how to pastorally walk with young people in such times.  Therefore, there is difficulty in demonstrating a theology and image of God to youth that allows for honest suffering and pain to be acknowledged in God’s presence.  

What is biblical lament?

Though expressions of biblical lament can be found in numerous books of the Bible, I will draw upon two books in particular, the Psalms and Lamentations.  Of the one hundred fifty Psalms, nearly half can be categorized as a form of lament.  These prayers and laments can be for both individual and corporate settings.  Though not all lament psalms follow the same format, there is often a common flow and movement among these prayers.  For example, many include address of God, complaint, petition, remembrance of God’s goodness, confession of trust in God, and praise of God.  In these psalms, a critical turning point in most of them occurs when the plea or complaint turns to praise.  

Biblical theologian Walter Brueggemann suggests that most of the Psalms fall into one of three categories – orientation, disorientation, and new orientation.  Psalms of Orientation include those hymns of creation (8,33,104,145), Torah (1,15,19,24,119), wisdom (14,37), and well-being (131,133).  These Psalms “were created, transmitted, valued, and relied upon by a community of faithful people.  To these people, their faith was both important and satisfying.”
  The Psalms of Disorientation, however, include the laments and recognizes that “life is also savagely marked by incoherence, a loss of balance, and unrelieved symmetry.”
  There is both personal (13,35,86) and communal (74,79,137) songs.  Finally, the Psalms of New Orientation include those of personal (30,34,40,138) and communal (65,66,124,129) thanksgiving, as well as certain aspects of praise (100,103,113,117,135,146,147,148,149,150) stemming from a disoriented experience.

Another book of the Bible that I have given attention to the form of lament can be found in Lamentations.  This book contains five chapters, or five different poems and expressions of lament that describe the pain of survivors in the aftermath of the destruction of Jerusalem.  The context is thought to be during Babylonian occupation and exile of the Jewish people to Babylon in the sixth century B.C.E.  Interestingly enough, the voice of God is missing in Lamentations.  God is silent.  God does not speak.  God does not get defensive of the human rants and complaints attacking God.  “And because God never speaks, the book honors voices of pain.  Lamentations is a house for sorrow because there is no speech for God.”

Biblical commentary author Kathleen O’Conner describes laments as “prayers that erupt from wounds, burst out of unbearable pain, and bring it to language.  Laments complain, shout, and protest.  They take anger and despair before God and the community.  They grieve.  They argue.  They find fault.  Without complaint there is no lament form.  Although laments appear disruptive of God’s world, they are acts of fidelity.  In vulnerability and honesty, they cling obstinately to God and demand for God to see, hear and act.  Laments are prayers of the discontented, the disturbed, and the distraught.  They protest God’s rule of the world, bemoan the speakers’ physical condition, and whine about enemies.  But remarkably, in the process of harsh complaint and resistance, they also express faith in God in the midst of chaos, doubt, and confusion.”

The Role of Lament in Pastoral Care of Adolescents

Grief is a normal part of life and it expresses itself differently among people.  Adult spiritual caregivers can play a part in whether or not this grief goes unresolved or unattended among adolescents.  G. Wade Rowatt, Jr., author of Adolescents in Crisis: A Guide for Parents, Teachers, Ministers, and Counselors (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), suggests that young people may experience two different types of crises: “disruptive” or emergency crises, and the more “normal” or expected crises.  The former include those of teenage suicide attempts, rape, parental divorce, pregnancy, sexual abuse, death of a parent or peer, cancer, etc., whereas the latter are attributed to adolescent development.  Rowatt also suggests that disruptive crises may affect up to half of our youth before they reach the age of eighteen, so in some ways, this is a normal part of reality for many young people.  Nevertheless, both kinds of crisis will force young people to encounter grief.  Biblical lament can be one avenue that gives youth space and permission to bring their gut-wrenching honest thoughts, feelings, and pains into the presence of God and their faith community.

The Role of Lament in Faith Formation

As young people navigate adolescence and the journey of life, they will face doubts, fears, and questions related to their faith.  They will also search for meaning, identity, and belonging.  Lament invites young people to authentically name such concerns to God, and allow them to know that God is listening and receptive to their innermost wonderings.  God is one who then offers acceptance and demonstrates willingness to enter into meaning-making amidst the confusions and struggles of life.  Articulating their laments will help them better understand their own faith understandings.  According to the National Study of Youth and Religion, youth are overall very inarticulate about their faith beliefs, who also serve as a mirror-image of where many of their parents are in their own faith understanding.
  Biblical lament offers them a way to voice and give language to their life and faith experience, and may also serve as a prophetic witness to other adults in their faith community and thus encourage them in their continued faith formation.  

Prayers of Lament

“The practice of lament gives you time and permission to vent your pent-up anger, your deep sadness, and your self-blame.  You allow yourself to grieve in a way that leads to healing and renewal.  As you pour out your grief, loss, pain, and anger in the presence of God, you discover that God hears your cries of anguish and comforts you.  While you can’t remove the storms, quiet the thunder, or stop the lightning from striking, you can trust your tears to be the raindrops that release the clouds, allowing rays of sunlight to shine through.  Before catching a glimpse of the rainbow, though, you have to brace yourself for the raging storm within.”

Prayer Exercise

Write your own “3-Act” psalm.  It does not need to be long.

Act I:
Arguing with God
· People get mad at God and pour out their raw emotions.

Act II:
Remembering God’s goodness
· Gradually those who complained to God remember God’s help in the past and know that God has heard them.

Act III:
Praising God
· Those who lament realize they can trust God with their lives and they tell God, “Thanks!”

Psalm 13

1 How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long will you hide your face from me? 2 How long must I bear pain in my soul, and have sorrow in my heart all day long? How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? 3 Consider and answer me, O Lord my God! Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, 4 and my enemy will say, "I have prevailed"; my foes will rejoice because I am shaken. 5 But I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation. 6 I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt bountifully with me. 

 “Perhaps you are grieving a personal loss... Perhaps you are standing with others who are mourning the death of a loved one. The grief and other emotions you are experiencing are natural and inevitable. But when you glimpse the rainbow amid the storm, know that you are not alone. God is with you, and God can handle all the anger and cursing and complaints that your grief process provokes. You are surrounded by fellow sufferers who are also grieving loss; they will open their hearts to you and hold you up as you try to get your bearings again. Give yourself—and others—time and space to grieve in a way that leads to healing and renewal. That’s what the practice of lament is all about.”
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