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From Lament to Hope: Uncensored Lament        Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
Romans 12:9-21, Psalm 137           August 23, 2020 
 
9Love must be sincere.  Hate what is evil; cling to what is good.  10Be devoted to one 
another in love.  Honor one another above yourselves.  11Never be lacking in zeal, 
but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.  12Be joyful in hope, patient in 
affliction, faithful in prayer.  13Share with the Lord’s people who are in need.  
Practice hospitality. 
14Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse.  15Rejoice with those who 
rejoice; mourn with those who mourn.  16Live in harmony with one another.  Do 
not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position.  Do not be 
conceited. 
17Do not repay anyone evil for evil.  Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of 
everyone.  18If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.  
19Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is 
written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord.  20On the contrary: 
“If your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.  In 
doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
 
Introduction to Psalm 137 
One of the theologians of the early church, Athanasius of Alexandria in the third 
century, said this: “Most of scripture speaks to us about the Living God…the Psalms 
speak for us to the Living God.”  The Psalms give us the words and images with 
which to express the movements of the human heart to the Redeemer of our 
hearts.” (Darrell Johnson) 
 
This Psalm will make more sense when we understand the context in which it was 
written.  The Hebrew community of faith has been exiled, now held captive in 
Babylon.  The Temple, along with much of Jerusalem, has been destroyed.  This 
actual historical event occurred in 587 BC.  
 
Notice too that this Psalm of Lament begins with the use of plural pronouns (“we, 
us”) and transitions to singular pronouns (“I”).  In other words, it is a corporate 
psalm of lament.  The single person becomes a spokesperson for the entire group. 
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Also, be warned: the psalm is “uncensored”, it concludes with language and a very 
violent image that may offend our sensibilities.  (More will be said about this in the 
message.) 
 
Psalm 137 
1By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion.  2There on 
the poplars we hung our harps, 3for there our captors asked us for songs, our 
tormentors demanded songs of joy; they said, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!” 
4How can we sing the songs of the LORD while in a foreign land?  5If I forget you, 
Jerusalem, may my right hand forget its skill.  6May my tongue cling to the roof of 
my mouth if I do not remember you, if I do not consider Jerusalem my highest joy. 
7Remember, LORD, what the Edomites did on the day Jerusalem fell.  “Tear it down,” 
they cried, “tear it down to its foundations!”  8Daughter Babylon, doomed to 
destruction, happy is the one who repays you according to what you have done to 
us.  9Happy is the one who seizes your infants and dashes them against the rocks. 
 
PRAY 
 
I want us to try, as much as possible, to put ourselves in the sandals of the one who 
wrote this Psalm. The Psalmist, along with his/her companions are deeply grieving 
as they sit on the banks of the Tigris or Euphrates, where their tears flow as readily 
as the river.  They are far from Jerusalem, transplanted against their will, in a land 
so strange it could never pass as home.  
  
As they remember Jerusalem, they grieve.  They are stuck in the past.  The Jews 
have a powerful and concrete connection to place, and that place is Jerusalem, and 
specifically, to the Temple.  The Temple is essential.  As the place where the 
presence of the Living God resides.  As such, the Temple is central to their life, faith, 
and their identity.  For the Jews life revolved around the Temple.  Within the 
Temple, in the Holy of Holies, resides the Ark of the Covenant which housed the 
Ten Commandments.  It is an expression of the presence of God with God’s chosen 
people.   
 
The Babylonians have pillaged, plundered, and utterly destroyed Jerusalem.  They 
have separated families, and carried away into captivity all the “Who’s who” of 
Jewish society—the professionals, the most influential and educated, business 
leaders, land owners, artists, doctors, lawyers, teachers, and so on.  And, they have 



3 
 

destroyed the Temple which is so significant to their identity and culture.  Having 
lost the Temple, have they lost God?  Is God still with them in captivity?  This 
becomes a crisis of faith! 
 
Imagine being forced to live in a strange land where nothing is familiar: the 
language is different, the food, the aromas, the customs, the religion and worship.  
Everything is different.  Not one thing is “normal”, and if this is the “new normal”, 
they would prefer to have nothing to do with it. 
 
To add insult to injury, their captors torment them.  “Sing to us about Zion!  Sing to 
us about your precious temple.  Where is your God now??”  How does one sing in 
a strange and foreign land where there is nothing to sing about?  It seems as if God 
has abandoned them.  They cannot sing.  There is no tune for hatred or revenge; 
not even a minor key will suffice.  Consumed by emotion, their voices are silent, 
and their harps are useless.  The act of hanging up their harps is a non-verbal way 
of communicating: We are done.  No.  More.  Music.  Period. 
 
On November 15, 1936, three years after Adolf Hitler came to power, the New York 
Times reported that the statue of Felix Mendelssohn in Leipzig had been destroyed.  
This violent action clearly signaled that music by composers of the Jewish faith or 
tradition would no longer be performed in opera houses and concert halls.  
Compositions of numerous Jewish composers such as Gustav Mahler, Arnold 
Schönberg, as well as Felix Mendelssohn, were also silenced throughout the Third 
Reich and Nazi-occupied Europe. 
 
Prior to the destruction of the Mendelssohn statue, Jewish musicians were 
systematically expelled from concert halls and opera houses throughout German-
controlled Europe.  Between 1933 and 1939, more than 2,000 conductors, soloists, 
concert masters, singers, members of orchestras, and musicologists were banned 
or expelled from stages and teaching positions throughout Germany, Austria, and 
Poland because they were Jewish. 
 
As the actions of the Third Reich ramped up and the war raged, countless innocent 
Jews were forced into labor and concentration camps. Six million Jews died.  One 
of the most exceptional and painful aspects of this dark period is the fact that 
Jewish musicians were forced to perform in concentration camps and for the 
German SS.  Auschwitz alone, is reported to have had six orchestras.  Sadly, the 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/people/history/german-history-biographies/adolf-hitler
https://www.encyclopedia.com/places/united-states-and-canada/us-political-geography/new-york
https://www.encyclopedia.com/people/literature-and-arts/music-history-composers-and-performers-biographies/felix-mendelssohn
https://www.encyclopedia.com/people/literature-and-arts/music-history-composers-and-performers-biographies/gustav-mahler
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences-and-law/political-science-and-government/military-affairs-nonnaval/third-reich
https://www.encyclopedia.com/social-sciences-and-law/political-science-and-government/military-affairs-nonnaval/third-reich
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number of musicians and composers who perished in the Nazi-run camps will never 
be known with certainty. (*encyclopedia.com Music and Musicians Persecuted 
during the Holocaust) 
 
I can imagine that Psalm 137 might well have been close to the hearts of some of 
these Jewish musicians, persecuted and held captive, not by ancient Babylonians, 
but by the Nazis in the modern era! 
 
The role of memory plays a significant part in this psalm.  They yearn for the way 
things used to be.  Before captivity in Babylon.  We too may identify with that 
aspect of this psalm.  We yearn for the way things used to be.  Before CoVid19.  
When we could gather together to worship in Calvary’s sanctuary.  We could sing, 
we could pass the peace and visit with one another without worry of unwittingly 
spreading a deadly virus.  
 
The psalmist acknowledges that sometimes it is hard to worship when the past 
seems better than the present (v.5-6).  It is hard to come to terms with the “new 
normal” (both for Israel and for us!)  The psalmist would rather see his hand wither 
and choke on his own words than sing the old, familiar worship songs, in this 
strange land. 
 
It is also hard to worship when one is waiting for justice, for God to take action 
against one’s enemies.  In verses 7-9 the Psalmist turns his attention to those he 
holds responsible for this “new normal”, with which they must now cope.  Not just 
the Babylonians, but the Edomites as well.  This is where the psalm devolves into 
cringe worthy language and images. 
 
This psalm of lament does not end with a statement of faith or assurance.  In fact, 
it concludes with a passionate expression of vengeance.  While the author 
expresses this deep desire for revenge against the Edomites - who aided and 
abetted the Babylonians - the author does not advocate that the Jews engage in 
undertaking revenge.  This is not a call to action on their part, but instead, a call for 
God to act and judge on their behalf.   
 
All of us, at one time or another, after having been terribly wronged, naturally want 
revenge.  We want the other party to experience the same degree of pain - or 
greater - than they inflicted upon us; the pain being not only physical, but mental, 
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emotional, and so on.  This is what the psalmist states.  The psalmist’s cry is our cry 
too - the cry of the human heart in the face of injustice. 
 
I believe the death of George Floyd was the tipping point for countless people of 
color, who have faced injustice at the hands of police.  They and countless others 
came alongside in peaceful protest – not only in the US but in cities around the 
globe – not only to declare that “Black Lives Matter” but that systemic racism is a 
human problem that transcends borders.  
 
The inequities of race have become more obvious during this pandemic.  The reality 
is that people of color have less access to adequate health care, jobs, and housing, 
and statistically they have suffered greater illness and loss of life due to covid19.  
 
These, and other situations today should spark in us not only righteous indignation 
but outrage…for instance, human trafficking.  Lest we are tempted to think that 
this is a problem somewhere else, my husband and I are acquainted with a couple 
in Gig Harbor whose 17-year-old daughter was seduced online, into prostitution.  
She is from a church going, upper middle-class family, with two parents, and 
everything going for them.  For months they did not know where she was. 
Eventually she was located in Las Vegas; she did return home, but it required 
months of therapy to reclaim this girl and years of legal battles. 
 
This psalm gives voice to outrage in the face of injustice that can speak to a variety 
of outrageous situations that face us in our world today.  
 
This is an expression of real, raw, unfiltered emotion.  “It is… a wish, a hope, a 
yearning.  But even the venom is left in God’s hands….The capacity to leave 
vengeance to God may free Israel for its primary vocation, which is the tenacious 
hope that prevents”,,,ultimate despair. (W. Bruggemann, p. 77, The Message of 
Psalms) 
 
Personally, I find it encouraging in that the Bible does not sugar coat reality, it does 
not gloss over uncomfortable truths or honest emotions, it allows us to be fully 
human.  God created us as emotional beings.  Expressing such feelings and 
emotions appropriately is a good thing.  It is sometimes a challenge to find 
appropriate outlets, especially for strong negative emotions.  These are authentic 
expressions of rage and revenge! 
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C.S. Lewis wrote about prayer: “May it be the real ‘I’ who speaks.  May it be the 
real ‘You’ to whom I speak.”  The psalms are for us examples of authentic 
engagement with the Living God.  We can be encouraged to bring it all to God - the 
good, the bad and the ugly.  That means that nothing is off limits!  We can express 
anything and everything to God, knowing that God can handle it!   
 
One Old Testament scholar says that the Psalms help us “…pray our hate”.  We can 
be uncensored, and unfiltered in our prayer. 
 
The Old Testament, and later Jesus himself, taught love of neighbor and love for 
enemies.  17“‘Do not hate a fellow Israelite in your heart.  Rebuke your neighbor 
frankly so you will not share in their guilt.  18“‘Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge 
against anyone among your people, but love your neighbor as yourself.  I am the 
LORD.”  Leviticus 19:17-18 (also see Exodus 23:45, Proverbs 24:17 and 25:2).  
 
Paul reminds us in Romans 12:17-21. 
17Do not repay anyone evil for evil.  Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of 
everyone.  18If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.  
19Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is 
written: “It is mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord.  20On the contrary: “If 
your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink.  In 
doing this, you will heap burning coals on his head.” 
21Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 
 
We cannot love our enemies until we acknowledge that deep down inside, we hate 
them for what they have done to us or to others.  Only then can God’s Spirit work 
within us to transform that hate, to do the work of healing and forgiveness. 
 
Ultimately, the exiled “…community [of faith] is called on to wait and see whether 
and how God will act.  In the face of injustice, it is hard to wait and see, but perhaps 
the community’s commitment to wait and see, is in itself, a statement of trust in 
God.” (p. 23, Lamenting Together, P. Lynn Miller) 
 
May we be encouraged to pray authentically and to seek God’s justice together.  
Thanks be to God!  
 
PRAY 


