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The Power of Lament 

 

It is with a certain amount of uneasiness that I stand before you this morning performing 

my priestly responsibilities as your preacher and presider of worship because of the 

absolute anguish and betrayal caused by my brother priests throughout this state. They 

promised at their ordinations, as I did at mine, to protect those in their care especially the 

most vulnerable and weak. It is horrific to consider that over three hundred priests 

preyed upon thousands of innocent children and then their unconscionable actions were 

covered up by those who made their own ordination vows to be shepherds of God’s 

people. I am sickened by what all of these professed servants of Christ did to the youngest 

ones among us. Now, I know that I can separate myself from this situation because I am 

not a priest in the Catholic Church nor could I ever be a priest in the Catholic Church. 

And I know many of you may be thinking, “This is exactly why I am not a Catholic. Or, 

“This is why I left the Catholic Church.” We can all feel somewhat removed from this 

matter. However, as St. Paul articulated, “When one member of the body of Christ 

suffers, we all suffer.” And we can’t forget that it was not too long ago that our own 

diocese was in pain because of the betrayal and abuse of power by one of our trusted 

leaders.  

I listened to an NPR story that covered the reaction of a faithful Catholic in the aftermath 

of these revelations. Susan Reynolds, a Theology professor of Catholic Studies reflected 

on the experience of going to Mass last Sunday. In response to the interviewer’s question 

about what her priest preached about, she said, “It was a powerful homily. He began by 

saying, I'm sorry. And he went on to say what the church needs is radical structural 

reform led by laypeople. And then as he turned to sit down, all of a sudden, in about the 

fifth row, a dad stood up. And for those of your listeners who are Catholic, you know 

that you don't just stand up during Mass…I've been a Catholic for 31 of my 31 years, and 

never have I ever seen anything like this. He was shaking. He was determined. He was 

terrified. His shirt was matted to his back with sweat. And he simply stood up and said, 

“how? How do we do that? Tell us how.”  



Reynolds goes on to tell the interviewer about the exchange between this young dad and 

her priest. How he shared his anger and utter grief in this very public setting. And “This 

crisis has been so personal because of the work that I do and because of my faith and my 

lifelong involvement in the church that when I saw this man stood up, tears just started 

streaming down my face…I think what the church can take from this particular moment 

is that what the people are looking for are not finessed press releases. They're not public 

relations campaigns. They're looking for a place to name their grief and their betrayal and 

their sorrow in public and in their sacred space and not be received with condescension, 

but to be listened to. The grief is there because in some way we haven't had that moment 

of lament, of naming our pain in ways that we feel are received.”  

Amid the many layers of sin brought to light by these revelations is the sin of silence. 

Secrecy has been upheld at the cost of these children’s lives and future. Protecting the 

status quo, the institution and those who have power has led to many voices being 

silenced. Children were not heard. Parents were not heard. People in the pews were not 

heard. Jesus was not heard crying out. Lament is a powerful form of protest and prayer, 

of shedding light on the darkness so that the darkness may not overwhelm us. I believe 

as people of faith, all of us, not just our Catholic sisters and brothers, need to recover the 

act of public, communal lament. 

 

The American Church has for the most part lost the importance of this act. Even though 

40% of the psalter are considered psalms of lament, most congregations, maybe 

withstanding Episcopal ones, hear very few of them on Sunday mornings. A study of the 

use of contemporary hymns in worship reveal that out of the top 100 only 5 would qualify 

as songs of lament. How we worship reveals what matters to us. The American church 

certainly seems to avoid lament. This kind of prayer and protest requires a certain 

vulnerability that is hard for us to share, even in our church community. The young dad 

was shaking, sweating through his shirt as he rose to speak. It’s interesting though that 

we are finding ways to share our lament in the public squares of our society, but church 

remains one of the places where our struggles often are kept silent. I think we’ve grown 

so accustomed to church being a place where we come to feel good and happy and 

peaceful. The irony is that when we are given the space to share our grief and anger, 

that’s when true healing and transformation can occur.  

 



Walter Brueggemann has spent much of his scholarly life writing on the ideas of lament 

and protest in the Old Testament. “We live in a bourgeois cocoon of niceness and 

anything that breaks out of that is very threatening and disruptive to people. We have to 

work towards having honest speech with each other. When we have honest speech, we 

have to speak out about the things that are unjust and unfair. We need a more honest 

speech to bring our talk into connection with our social reality. Any intent to curb that 

kind of speech is a desire to not have reality pointed out to us. But if we don’t have reality 

pointed out to us nothing will ever change...I think the scriptures are important because 

they both model this kind of speech and they authorize it for our use in our 

circumstances.”  

 

Our biblical tradition is full of stories and songs of honest, gut wrenching lament. The 

Israelites cry out and complain in the wilderness. The prophets lament God’s people lost 

in exile. And the psalmist shares freely a range of emotions, from despair and anguish to 

rage and confusion. The portion from Psalm 34 we read this morning is not considered 

one of the psalms of lament. However, in it we hear that God is near to those who are 

brokenhearted and crushed in spirit. God hears the cries of the psalmist and will deliver 

him from his troubles. The psalms give us permission to share our raw emotions with 

God and to be reminded that God is present to us in what we are experiencing and 

feeling. In Jesus, God identifies fully with the plight and the suffering of God’s people. 

We read in the Gospels about Jesus’ anger and sorrow. And from the cross we hear the 

cry of the psalmist: My God my God why have you forsaken me. Jesus chose to use these 

emotional words to express his most profound moment of human anguish and 

desolation. Lament from the Son of God. 

 

Our expression of lament brings us closer to the One who loves us so much that he chose 

to share in it with us. It also brings us closer to the pain and grief of our sisters and 

brothers. In our practice, we cry out on behalf of those who are suffering. “Lament,” 

writes Pastor David Swanson, “is the beginning of a bridge across the old divides. My 

distance between neighbor and God is shortened.” Because the distance between 

neighbor and God is shortened I am compelled to speak out and stand up for those voices 

being silenced, giving them a safe place to share their pain. The church must repent of 

our unwillingness and our fearfulness to allow the cries of God’s people to be heard and 

acknowledged. Walter Brueggemann speaks about the power of lament in a community 



of faith, “The laments in the Old Testament are all an expression of grief, but they are also 

an expression of hope. They are an insistence that things cannot remain this way and they 

must be changed. Such prayers are partly an address to God, but they are also a 

communal resolve to hang in and take transformative action. Unless that kind of grief 

and rage and anger is put to speech, it can never become energy. So, I believe the 

transformative function of such prayers is that it transforms energy and rage into positive 

energy.”  

 

In lament, there is hope. The hope that out of the pain and suffering things can and will 

change. I pray for our Catholic sisters and brothers, that like that young dad they can cry 

out from the depths of their hearts. I pray for all victims who were silenced and are still 

being silenced, that their stories will be heard. I pray that through the act of lament there 

is a renewed sense by laypeople and clergy alike to reform their church so that it is truly 

a safe place for all God’s beloved children. And I pray for us, that this is always a safe 

place, especially for the most vulnerable among us, that we have the courage to renew 

our efforts in cultivating a community where people feel free to share their own suffering 

and pain. And to stand in solidarity with those who are enduring injustice, to be present 

with them through our prayers and actions so that our world is transformed into the 

Kingdom of love and mercy proclaimed through the good news of Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


