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The Gift of Lament        Pastor Cindy Ehlke 
Psalm 86          July 12,2020 
 
Just like rain brings life to plants, tears can bring life to a dry soul.  
 
Lament has obviously been on my mind this week as we begin this new series on 
from lament to hope.  To begin with a light-hearted moment, an incident that 
occurred when I was at my adult Bible study on Thursday is worth sharing.  
 
As I came through the yard to go to Kathy and Keith’s backyard, I happened to see 
Lina, Dianne Montgomery’s dog, sitting on the porch next door.  Poor Lina looked 
so dejected and for good reason.  She is being treated for an infection that 
developed between her toes.  She had a plastic cone on her head to keep her from 
digging at the bandages that were on her feet.  She was sitting very quietly, and her 
head was down.  Her “mommy” was not there as she had joined us for our dinner 
and Bible study.  As the evening progressed, Lina started to pace along the fence 
and then she began to whine and cry.  It was if she was saying “where are you, I 
need you.”  When we departed, Lina ran up to Dianne and her demeanor had 
completely changed.  She barked a welcome and ran in joyous circles in her yard, 
so glad to have Dianne back.  Lament is like this.  We experience a deep sorrow and 
call out to God saying where are you, I need your help and reassurance.  Then as 
God shows his faithfulness, the darkness of lament turns to hope.  
 
Scriptures are full of stories about lament.  It is God’s way of saying this will happen 
and it is OK to acknowledge when it happens to you.  One such example is found in 
2 Samuel 15-22.  Samuel has found out that his firstborn infant son is dying.  David 
prayer for the baby.  David refused to eat or drink.  He went to his house and stayed 
there, lying on the ground all night.  He refused to eat or drink with his family.  Once 
the baby died, Samuel got up, dressed, and asked for something to eat.  His servants 
said when the baby was still alive, you refused to eat and your cried.  Now that he 
is dead you get up and you eat.  Here is Samuel’s response.  “While the baby was 
still alive, I refused to eat, and I cried.  I thought “Who knows?  Maybe the Lord will 
feel sorry for me and let the baby live.  But now that the baby is dead, why should 
I go without food?  I can’t bring him back to life.  Someday I will go to him, but he 
cannot come back to me.” 
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This is a fitting description of lament: a passionate expression of grief.  It also 
reflects a key element of lament.  
 
Lament is an expression of sorrow based upon faith.  There is the belief that God 
hears our pain and that things will get better.  
 
It is very fitting that we begin this sermon series on the psalms of lament.  There is 
not a one of us here who has not felt the sorrow in our country over the ravages of 
the Covid19 pandemic.  We see all too often the stories of patients dying alone 
because family members cannot be allowed into the hospital room.  We see the 
stressed faces of the health care workers who bear the burden of caring for these 
folks and doing their best to comfort the dying patients.  
 
Unfortunately, this is not the only sorrow our country is bearing.  After the violent 
deaths of several African Americans, we cringe.  We see the families of these people 
grieving and passionately asking for justice.  We have, to our dismay, discovered 
racial inequality showing up everywhere and in every life circumstance to the 
degree that many of us had not thought still existed.  It washes over us like a wave 
crashing on a beach, only to repeat itself with the next wave.  
 
Then to bring things closer to us at Calvary, we have lost several members that have 
been dear to us.  And because of Covid19, we could not offer the comforts to 
families of a visit or to plan a memorial.  
 
I can only speak for myself, but I am very tired of bad news.  It is not always possible 
for me to sit through the evening news.  It is overwhelming.  I told someone recently 
that I feel like a piece of worn out fabric that is fraying around the edges.  
 
It seems particularly fitting that this morning we will examine one of the psalms of 
lament written by King David, Psalm 86.  
 
In a commentary on this psalm by Walter Bruggemann, there is a discussion that 
seems pertinent here.  He states that the use of lament psalms in our churches has 
been minimal.  We have believed that to some extent, acknowledging negativity is 
somehow an act of unfaith: that it is a statement of failure.  But in contrast, lament 
is a bold statement of faith because the circumstances that lead to lament are 
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proper subject matter to bring to God.  In other words, nothing is out of bounds to 
bring to God.  
 
With that in mind there are certain forms that make up a lament psalm.  There is 
the plea in which we express a complaint that we hope God will address.  The first 
verse says “Lord, listen to me and answer me.  I am poor and helpless.”  And in 
verse seven it says, “I call to you in times of trouble, because you will answer me. 
 
Then there is the complaint that outlines for God how desperate the situation has 
become.  The language often overstates the case.  In psalm 86, David says “God, 
proud men are attacking me; a gang of cruel men is trying to kill me.  They do not 
respect you.”  
 
Then the psalmist gives God reasons to act, usually in terms of how capable God is 
to solve the problem.  “Lord, there is no god like you and no works like yours.  Lord, 
all the nations you have made will come and worship you.  They will honor you.  
You are great and you do miracles.  Only you are God. 
 
Then the psalm moves from complaint to praise.  David is now convinced that God 
has heard his petitions.  This leads to thanksgiving for God has heard.  God is 
acknowledged as faithful and saving.  David states confidence that God has heard 
him and will deliver him.  There are several statements of confidence in God.  The 
very last verse states “You, Lord, have helped me and comforted me.” 
 
We cannot dump all our complaints and petitions on God and not expect that we 
participate in some constructive way with solutions to our pressing needs.  In the 
psalm David says it well: “Lord, teach me what you want me to do, and I will live by 
your truth.” 
 
In a like manner to David, we come before God to ask for help with our pressing 
problems, both global and personal.  It is a comfort to turn to God and lay our 
sorrows without feeling like it is unacceptable.  It is, in fact, exactly what we should 
do.  There is comfort in knowing that our prayers and petitions will be heard.  In a 
new way, it strikes home to me that God understood what we all needed when he 
gave us his son.  Jesus walked the ways of human beings, being affected by grief, 
compassion for those who suffered and finally gave up his life for each of us.  And 
it was no easy road as we well know.  
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In grateful response, we need to be like David and ask God what he wants us to do. 
 
I appreciate the prayer that Cherie Murchie has sent us.  With regard to Covid19, 
she makes reference to the stress of living differently and to those folks who are 
having difficulty following the basic healthy guidelines for stopping the virus 
spread.  Each of us has a responsibility to wear masks in public and to do our best 
to practice social distancing.  Hopefully, it will send a message to others to do this 
as well.  Even if a person does not see the value for themselves, the concern goes 
farther than personal preference.  It is a matter of protecting others.  It does seem 
that this request has more to do with regard for fellow human beings and less about 
personal rights.  
 
As for the turmoil related to racial discrimination, we can ask God to help us share 
His love for all His creation.  No one group of people are more of a concern to God 
than others.  We are all loved by God in the same way.  We have support from our 
Seattle Presbytery and the General Assembly to foster reconciliation.  I would urge 
everyone to go to the Seattle Presbytery website and look at the documents of 
Lament and Reconciliation that are there for us to use.  Another option is to join 
the Wednesday night Book Club group.  We are studying “America’s Original Sin”, 
by Jim Wallis.  It is a very challenging and informative book about racism and white 
privilege.  
 
Bottom line, it behooves us to become more informed about the stories of our 
neighbors of color.  The first step in coming to grips with racial discrimination is to 
listen, listen, listen.  Premature action plans have the potential to just make us feel 
better but not get at the heart of understanding.  And it takes forming relationships 
before actions can reflect a new understanding. 
 
In our prayers, we do not hesitate to call upon the Lord to help us.  Think about it.  
He lamented his upcoming crucifixion when he prayed in Gethsemane.  Father, if 
you are willing, take this cup from me; yet not my will, but yours be done." (22:42)  
We are also all too familiar with Jesus agonizing prayer just before he died, “My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?  But that was not the end of the story. 
Three days later the tomb was empty. 
 
To leave all of us with a challenge: what would Jesus have us do in our present 
circumstances?  One thing for sure, we are to turn to him in faith. 


