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“Sad Songs Say So Much”

“My soul continually thinks of it and is bowed down within me.  But this I all to mind, and therefore I
have hope …”

The Long Island Rail Road is the busiest commuter train line in the world, transporting hundreds of
thousands of commuters daily from across Long Island into New York City.  While it is a very large and
efficient rail system, no one will every confuse it with the Rocky Mountaineer, because the view outside
of its windows is far from scenic.  Most commuters who take the LIRR every day barely look out of the
window, preferring to read the newspaper, catch up on work, or take a nap.  During my years on Long
Island, I would frequently take the train into the city for meetings and other events and found myself
also focusing more on my reading than of the view of the backyards of Queens.  But one day, something
outside of the train window caught my eye: a quote in large letters on the wall of a church facing the
train tracks: “Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?”  The quote was from Lamentations, an Old
Testament book that is often overlooked but has great significance to many people who find themselves
crying to God “out of the depths.”

The book of Lamentations is a small psalter of communal laments over Jerusalem following its
destruction by the Babylonians in 587 BC.  Laments in the Hebrew Bible were dirges sung by individuals
or communities in times of grief or mourning; they were the cries of people who find themselves in the
pits of despair or living in seemingly hopeless situations.  The laments in this book were composed or
adapted for public recitation on days of fasting and mourning, in the tradition of the prophets who called
the people to repent and “return to the LORD your God” (Joel 2:13):

· “Blow the trumpet in Zion; sanctify a fast; call a solemn assembly; gather the people.  Sanctify
the congregation; assemble the aged; gather the children, even infants at the breast.  Let the
bridegroom leave his room, and the bride her canopy.  Between the vestibule and the altar let
the priests, the ministers of the LORD, weep.  Let them say, ‘Spare your people, O LORD, and do
not make your heritage a mockery, a byword among the nations.  Why should it be said among
the peoples, “Where is their God?”’” – Joel 2:15-17.

The common theme of each of the dirges in Lamentations if the agony of the people, the apparent
desertion of Zion by God, and the hope that God will yet restore a humbled and repentant Israel:

· “How lonely sits the city that once was full of people!  How like a widow she has become, she
that was great among the nations!  She that was a princess among the provinces has become a
vassal.  She weeps bitterly in the night, with tears on her cheeks; among all her lovers she has no
one to comfort her; all her friends have dealt treacherously with her, they have become her
enemies … Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?  Look and see if there is any sorrow like my
sorrow, which is brought upon me, which the LORD inflicted on the day of his fierce anger.” –
Lamentations 1:1-2, 12.

In the third chapter of Lamentations, a poem concerning the dread-filled loss of Jerusalem and its
Temple, Israel is bereft, defeated, and hopeless: “I am one who has seen affliction under the rod of God’s
wrath; he has driven and brought me into darkness without any light; against me alone he turns his



hand, again and again, all day long.” (3:1-3).  When he remembers his affliction and hopelessness, the
narrator feels deep bitterness: “The thought of my affliction and my homelessness is wormwood and
gall!  My soul continually thinks of it and is bowed down within me.” (3:19-20).  The whole testimony of
the first part of this chapter is framed as a “remembering,” a retelling of the horrors that continues to
afflict the people in mind and heart.  This remembering makes the soul sink down upon those who
lament.

But then, in a sudden emotional reversal, the narrator remembers something else that reverses his
outlook, lifts him up, gives him hope, and puts him in a stance of expectant waiting.  This statement of
faith wipes away the hopelessness and suffering of the first twenty verses of this chapter:

· “But this I call to mind, and therefore I have hope: The steadfast love of the LORD never ceases,
his mercies never come to an end; they are new every morning; great is your faithfulness.  ‘The
LORD is my portion,’ says my soul, ‘therefore I will hope in him.’” – 3:21-24.

This move from hopelessness to hope is rooted in God’s fidelity and mercy: “The move from
hopelessness to hope, in a circumstance of utter defeat, comes in the remembering of Yahweh.” (Walter
Brueggemann).  What Israel remembers in its moment of despair is centered in three great adjectives of
God derived from the recital of Exodus 34:6-7: “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and gracious, slow
to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the thousandth
generation, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin …”  Hope is a decision of the speaker based on
remembrance of these divine attributes of a God who is steadfast, merciful, and faithful.  For the first
time in the poem, the narrator addressed God directly to voice the confidence that underscores their
mutual relationship: “Great is your faithfulness.”  “Israel can recall enough about Yahweh’s characteristic
fidelity so that Israel’s confidence in Yahweh overrides the moment of despair.” (Brueggemann). 
Confident in the goodness of the Lord, the sufferer can hope for deliverance and bear up under the yoke
that had previously weighed him down with despair; for “the LORD is good to those who wait for him, to
the soul that seeks him.  It is good that one should wait quietly for the salvation of the LORD.” (3:25-26).

· “Lamentations does more than simply express despair.  It shows us that in the most difficult of
times and places, God is present and hears our desperate cries for help.” – Lutheran Study Bible.

The language of lament is far more than a historic artifact of an ancient civilization or words of people in
circumstances far different from our own; they are the living Word of God that invites God’s people in
every generation to “carry everything to God in prayer.”  Sadly, Christians have often had difficult in
embracing the language of lamentation, feeling that it is better to learn to suffer in silence or to only
address God with words of praise or thanksgiving.  One of our former worship books even omitted the
many psalms of lamentation, supposedly in the interest of saving space (thankfully, Evangelical Lutheran
Worship includes all 150 psalms, including the psalms of lament).  In the Bible, lamentation has genuine
integrity, reflecting the very nature of human existence:

· “Just as pain and suffering are characteristic of human existence, so also the expressing of pain is
intrinsic to life as we know it.  Lamentation is the language of suffering.  When a child is born, its
first utterance is a cry.  Throughout life, the heartfelt cry remains the immediate, pre-verbal
expression of pain.  The cry of Jesus on the cross is most deeply human.” – Claus Westermann.



It was the language of lament that Jesus uttered when he cried out “Eli, Eli, lema sabachthani?’ that is,
‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’” (Matthew 27:46).  It is the lament of a suffering
righteous person who calls out for divine vindication:

· “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.  Yet you are holy, enthroned on the
praises of Israel.  In you our ancestors trusted; they trusted, and you delivered them.  To you
they cried, and were saved; in you they trusted, and were not put to shame.” – Psalm 22:1b-5.

On the Cross, Jesus is pictured as dying with a cry of anguish and abandonment on his lips, and yet not of
despair: “In the darkness and pain, he still addresses his lament to God, and as ‘my God.’” (M. Eugene
Boring).  This is the power of lament for God’s people: it gives us the language with which to cry out in
the moments of greatest suffering and despair, knowing that “even though I walk through the valley of
the shadow of death I shall fear no evil, for you are with me” (Psalm 23:4).  We cry out in lament knowing
that even in our darkest hours God is with us, and that we have the sure and certain hope that God will
rescue us from the pit of despair because in our Lord Jesus Christ ‘the light shines in the darkness, and
the darkness did not overcome it.” (John 1:5).  

· “Circumstances may change, even because of our sinfulness, but the steadfast love of God is
enduring.  So the faithful can meet each new day with hope, despite the circumstances.  This is
the great legacy of Lamentations, made all the clearer by the fact that these few verses shine
suddenly out of the darkness of deep lament … It is important to confirm our daily trust in God
and to proclaim the presence of God even in the darkest moment.” – Howard Wallace.

The language of lament was important for Martin Luther in his struggles with what he called anfechtung,
which can be translated as “trials” or “temptation.”  Luther described the affects of this struggle after an
especially frightful experience in 1527:

· “For more than a week I was close to the gates of death and hell.  I trembled in all my members. 
Christ was wholly lost.  I was shaken by desperation and blasphemy of God.”

It was from “out of the depths” of his deepest experiences with anfechtung that Luther found strength
and hope in the biblical language of lament.  The words of Psalm 46 which assure God’s people that
“God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble” inspired him to write his most famous
hymn, A Mighty Fortress Is Our God, in which Luther testifies to the good news that “though all the
world with devils fill and threaten to devour us, we tremble not, we trust God’s will: then cannot
overpower us.”  The lamentation of Psalm 130, in which from out of the depths the psalmist cries out
“Lord, hear my voice!  Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications!” (Psalm 130:2) were
the basis of Luther’s song of lament in which one cries out in lament in the confidence that “I hope as
Israel in the Lord, who sends redemption through the Word.  Praise God for grace and mercy!”

· “In such a case we must say, ‘Let go everything in which I have trusted.  Lord, thou alone givest
help and comfort.  Thou hast said that thou wouldst help me.  I believe thy word.  O my God and
Lord, I have heard from thee a joyful and comforting word.  I hold to it.  I know thou wilt not lie
to me.  No matter how thou mayest appear, thou wilt keep what thou hast promised, that and
nothing else.” 



The songs of lament have been a blessing to me during these most difficult past six months as I have
struggled with physical, emotional, and spiritual challenges unlike any I have every faced.  There were
times when I felt as if I were crying “out of the depths,” caught in a place of darkness and despair in
which there was no evidence of light and life.  But I also experience two blessings in the midst of these
difficulties: the confidence that God was with me always and that the gift of faith which is ours in Jesus
Christ remained by “refuge and strength”; and the certainty that God has called me and continues to call
me to serve as a pastor in the church, to share the good news of Jesus Christ with others.  I am by no
means “out of the woods,” and I still face some major obstacles and decisions that will confront me in
the coming months; but the certainty that God’s steadfast love is a constant source of strength and
comfort gives me hope that nothing can separate me or any of God’s people from the love of God that is
ours in Christ Jesus our Lord.

· “I believe that [Jesus Christ] ascended into heaven and received power and honor over all angels
and creatures and now sits at God’s right hand.  This means that he is King and Lord over all that
is God’s in heaven, earth, and hell.  Hence he can help me and all believers against all troubles
and against every adversary and foe.” – Martin Luther, “Personal Prayer Book,” 1522.

“Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?”

I’m not sure how many commuters on the Long Island Rail Road noticed these words from Lamentations
on their daily rides into the city, but every time I say them I reflected on the book from which they came
and its importance in my life and in the lives of all God’s people.  Being a child of God does not exempt
us from the pain and suffering of human existence; indeed, there may be times when we may be called
upon to endure suffering in the manner in which the saints and martyrs have made sacrifices because of
their faith.  But even though we may find ourselves crying out to God out of whatever depths we may
find ourselves, we have the assurance that pain will not last, that death is not the final word, and that
whatever we endure in this life is a “slight momentary affliction [that] is preparing us for an eternal
weight of glory beyond all measure, because we look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be
seen; for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen is eternal.” (2 Corinthians 4:17-18). 
We cry out in lament in confidence that, even in life’s darkest moments, God is with us always, blessing
us with “strength for today and bright hope for tomorrow” because “the steadfast love of the LORD
never ceases … great is [God’s] faithfulness!” Amen.


