


Introduction

Life in a Minor Key

A Personal Journey

The Lord gave, and the Lord has taken 
away; blessed be the name of the Lord.

Job 1:21

Learning to lament began on my knees.
“No, Lord!” I pleaded. “Please not this!” It was 2004, and 

my wife, Sarah, awakened me, concerned that something was 
wrong with her pregnancy. A few days from her due date, she 
had not slept most of the night, waiting for our in-utero baby 
to move. Hours of tapping her tummy, shifting positions, and 
offering tear-filled prayers only increased my wife’s concern. 
Inside her womb, stillness.

I cried out in prayer next to our bed.
Pregnancy was not new for us. Eight years earlier we were 

shocked to hear the word “twins” from an ultrasound technician. 
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Sarah carried our boys to thirty-nine weeks, nearly breaking the 
doctor’s office record for the largest womb they’d seen for twins. 
Three days after delivery we carried our healthy kids home. And 
then, three years later, we were blessed with another son. In the 
four years of our marriage, we welcomed three healthy children 
into our lives.

Not everything in life was a breeze. We faced challenges. 
During the birth to our three children, I was the teaching pastor 
of a church in west Michigan. The demands on me as a young 
pastor were heavy. I was inexperienced, and the church never 
lacked for challenges. So we faced many struggles; life wasn’t 
problem-free. However, my spontaneous prayer expressed a 
new depth of desperation.

I was frightened.
Later, that afternoon our doctor placed a monitor on Sar-

ah’s womb, searching for a heartbeat. Seconds passed. Multiple 
angles. Silence. I saw a concerned look form on his face. He 
suggested we move into the ultrasound room to determine what 
was happening. My wife’s head dropped. She knew.

A few minutes later we could see our baby’s body on the 
screen. I watched as our doctor navigated the small wand. I’d 
seen enough ultrasounds to know what he was looking for: the 
grainy flutter of a beating heart. Sarah was silent. The doctor 
pointed to the screen. “I’m so sorry,” he said, “but the heart’s 
not beating.”

Our baby, only a few days from entering our lives, had died.

Sorrows Like Sea Billows
The crashing waves of grief in that moment were overwhelm-
ing. But our journey was only beginning. A few hours later 
we checked into the hospital. I sat by my wife’s bed as she 
endured hours of labor. We prayed and cried together. About 
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twenty-four hours after hearing the crushing news, I held the 
nine-pound body of my lifeless daughter, Sylvia. As I cradled 
her, swaddled in a hospital blanket, I longed for her to wake 
up. Her fully developed body looked so normal. But there was 
no breathing.

She was beautiful but not alive.
I felt such piercing grief and sorrow, it’s impossible to fully 

describe. Pain and fear mingled together in a jumbled torrent 
of emotion. Thoughts about the future raced through my mind. 
Questions haunted me: How would my boys respond to this 
level of sadness? Would my wife ever be happy again? What if 
we never conceived another child? How could I live with this 
pain while feeling the need to have it all together as I pastored 
a church? Would our marriage make it?

So many questions.
So much fear.

Discovering Lament
Following Sylvia’s death, I poured out my heart to the Lord 
with desperate candor. I fought the temptation to be angry with 
God. I wrestled with sadness that bored a hole in my chest. In 
the midst of my pain, I began to find words and phrases in the 
Bible that captured the emotions of my heart. Some leapt off 
the pages.

The Bible gave voice to my pain. Particular psalms became 
my own. I read these passages before, but I had never seen them 
or heard them like this. A years-long journey began. In that pro-
cess, I discovered a minor-key language for my suffering: lament.

Although I had been a student of the Bible for many years, 
biblical lament was new for me. I didn’t even know what to 
call it at the time. I was merely trying to voice my fears and 
struggles while at the same time pointing my heart toward God. 
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My quest for spiritual survival opened my heart to this historic 
and biblical form of prayer.

Sorrow tuned my heart to hear the song of lament.
The gut-level honesty expressed in lament was refreshing and 

helpful. You see, I knew the assurances of God’s love in passages 
like Romans 8 and others. I believed somehow God would work 
out everything for his good purposes. I never doubted that.

Yet my grief was not tame.
It was vicious.
I battled fears, disappointments, and sorrow. And in my 

journey, I discovered the grace of lament, a song I never wanted 
to sing. However, once I was in the crucible, I was deeply thank-
ful for this uninvited dimension of the Christian life.

Looking back, I can see how lament became my guide, my 
teacher, and my solace.

The years that followed Sylvia’s death were a roller-coaster 
of emotions and challenges. We suffered multiple miscarriages 
and a false-positive pregnancy. However, our painful yet hon-
est prayers helped turn our agony into a platform for worship.

Lament helped us navigate the wilderness of our grief.

Uncomfortable with Lament
However, in that journey we also learned that many Christians, 
like us, were unfamiliar—even uncomfortable—with lament. 
When occasionally I candidly shared a few of the struggles of 
my soul, some people reacted with visible discomfort. Others 
quickly moved to a desperate desire to “find the bright side,” a 
quick change of the subject, an awkward silence, or even physi-
cally excusing themselves to escape the tension.

When people stayed in the conversation, they often re-
sponded in unhelpful ways. In moments of attempted comfort, 
people said things like “I’m sure the Lord will give you another 
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baby,” “Maybe more people will come to faith because of the 
death of your daughter,” or “The Lord must know he can trust 
you with this.”

Every person meant well. I appreciated their attempts to 
address our pain. But it became clear that most people did not 
know how to join us in our grief.

Lament was just not familiar terrain.

Lament as Grace
As I read books on grief, I discovered many attempts to explain 
the purpose of pain or to walk readers through the stages of 
grief. While these are helpful at some level, they frequently 
missed or ignored the concept of lament. Finding an explanation 
or a quick solution for grief, while an admirable goal, can cir-
cumvent the opportunity afforded in lament—to give a person 
permission to wrestle with sorrow instead of rushing to end it. 
Walking through sorrow without understanding and embracing 
the God-given song of lament can stunt the grieving process.

I came to see lament as a helpful gift from the Lord.
Through this journey, I came to love Psalm 13. I had read 

it many times before. This time it was personal. It expressed 
my heart and served as a path for my grief. It kept my soul out 
of the ditches of despair and denial. I memorized the words. It 
became a help to my soul and to others in pain.

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?
How long will you hide your face from me?

How long must I take counsel in my soul
and have sorrow in my heart all the day?

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?

Consider and answer me, O Lord my God;
light up my eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death,
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lest my enemy say, “I have prevailed over him,”
lest my foes rejoice because I am shaken.

But I have trusted in your steadfast love;
my heart shall rejoice in your salvation.

I will sing to the Lord,
because he has dealt bountifully with me. (vv. 1–6)

Through this personal odyssey, I began to see the redemp-
tive value of lament and wonder why it was often missing. 
For example, I listened differently at funerals, and they seemed 
lament-lite. The absence of lament in our worship services also 
struck me. I noticed how the majority of songs were celebra-
tory and triumphant. While I have nothing against celebration 
and pointing people toward hope, the depth of my grief caused 
me to long for the honest and candid spiritual struggle with 
pain. Celebration is certainly not wrong, but with a consistent 
absence of lament, it felt incomplete.

Through the years I began to talk about lament. I incorpo-
rated it into funeral services. I taught on it in my sermons. The 
effect was startling. Grieving people came out of the shadows. 
My life and pastoral ministry involved numerous conversa-
tions with hurting people. I began helping people discover how 
lament invites us to grieve and trust, to struggle and believe. 
I walked people through their grief by leading them—even en-
couraging them—to lament. I started to understand at a new 
level why the Psalms are so helpful to hurting people.

I began to see lament as a rich but untapped reservoir of 
God’s grace.

Deep Mercy in Dark Clouds
The aim of this book is to help you discover the grace of la-
ment—to encourage you to find deep mercy in dark clouds. The 
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title is taken from two verses in Lamentations that seem to be 
a paradox. But they aren’t.

How the Lord in his anger
has set the daughter of Zion under a cloud! (Lam. 2:1)

The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases;
his mercies never come to an end. (Lam. 3:22)

When the circumstances of life create dark clouds, I hope you’ll 
come to embrace lament as a divinely given liturgy leading you 
to mercy. This historic song gives you permission to vocalize 
your pain as it moves you toward God-centered worship and 
trust. Lament is how you live between the poles of a hard life 
and trusting in God’s sovereignty.

Lament is how we bring our sorrow to God. Without lament 
we won’t know how to process pain. Silence, bitterness, and 
even anger can dominate our spiritual lives instead. Without 
lament we won’t know how to help people walking through 
sorrow. Instead, we’ll offer trite solutions, unhelpful comments, 
or impatient responses. What’s more, without this sacred song 
of sorrow, we’ll miss the lessons historic laments are intended 
to teach us.

Lament is how Christians grieve. It is how to help hurt-
ing people. Lament is how we learn important truths about 
God and our world. My personal and pastoral experience has 
convinced me that biblical lament is not only a gift but also a 
neglected dimension of the Christian life for many twenty-first-
century Christians.

A broken world and an increasingly hostile culture make 
contemporary Christianity unbalanced and limited in the hope 
we offer if we neglect this minor-key song. We need to recover 
the ancient practice of lament and the grace that comes through 
it. Christianity suffers when lament is missing.
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A Journey in Lament
This book charts a course for our journey. It will take us through 
an exploration of four lament psalms and the one biblical book 
dedicated to the subject: Lamentations. In part 1, I’ll try to help 
you learn to lament. In part 2, I hope to show you what we 
learn from lament. And finally, in part 3, we’ll explore how to 
live with lament—both personally and with others.

Although I didn’t realize it at the time, Sylvia’s stillbirth 
would be the beginning of my discovery of lament. The path 
of grief created an affection for the biblical language of sor-
row that would extend into other areas of my life and pastoral 
ministry.

My fearful prayer—“Please not this!”—was only the begin-
ning of a providential journey of learning to love lament and 
the grace that comes through it. Regardless of the circumstances 
in your life, this minor-key song can help you.

Join me on this journey.
There is deep mercy under dark clouds when we discover 

the grace of lament.

Reflection Questions
1.	 What is your story with pain or sorrow? What painful events 

in your life have shaped your soul and your understanding 
of God?

2.	 What are some of the questions and struggles you frequently 
have to fight when you are dealing with pain?

3.	 What are some of your favorite passages in the Bible that bring 
comfort and assurance to those who are suffering?

4.	 How would you define lament, and what is your perspective 
on it?

5.	 When you’ve had to help a friend or a loved one through the 
pain of suffering, what are some things you’ve found helpful 
and unhelpful?



PART 1

LEARNING TO LAMENT

PSALMS OF LAMENT
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Keep Turning to Prayer

Psalm 77

In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord;
in the night my hand is stretched out without wearying;
my soul refuses to be comforted.

When I remember God, I moan.

Psalm 77:2–3

Who taught you to cry? The answer, of course, is “no one.” Al-
though you don’t remember it, the first sound you made when 
you left the warm and protected home of your mother’s womb 
was a loud wail.1 A heartfelt protest.

Every human being has the same opening story. Life begins 
with tears. It’s simply a part of what it means to be human—
to cry is human.

1.  I’m grateful for this concept as found in Michael Card, A Sacred Sorrow: Reaching 
Out to God in the Lost Language of Lament (Colorado Springs: NavPress, 2005), 19.
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But lament is different. The practice of lament—the kind 
that is biblical, honest, and redemptive—is not as natural for us, 
because every lament is a prayer. A statement of faith. Lament 
is the honest cry of a hurting heart wrestling with the paradox 
of pain and the promise of God’s goodness.

To Lament Is Christian
Belief in God’s mercy, redemption, and sovereignty create la-
ment. Without hope in God’s deliverance and the conviction 
that he is all-powerful, there would be no reason to lament 
when pain invaded our lives. Todd Billings, in his book Rejoic-
ing in Lament, helps us understand this foundational point: “It 
is precisely out of trust that God is sovereign that the psalmist 
repeatedly brings laments and petitions to the Lord. . . . If the 
psalmists had already decided the verdict—that God is indeed 
unfaithful—they would not continue to offer their complaint.”2 
Therefore, lament is rooted in what we believe. It is a prayer 
loaded with theology. Christians affirm that the world is bro-
ken, God is powerful, and he will be faithful. Therefore, lament 
stands in the gap between pain and promise.

To cry is human, but to lament is Christian.
A few years ago I was leading a prayer meeting for our church 

staff. I placed an empty chair in a circle of other chairs. While 
we were singing, praying, and spontaneously reading Scripture, 
I invited people to make their way to the middle chair and offer a 
prayer of lament to the Lord. We’d been studying the subject as 
a church. I thought it would be good to put this minor-key song 
into practice. I also knew there was a lot of pain in the room.

After a few minutes of awkward silence, a brave young 
woman nervously moved to the middle chair. She clutched a 

2.  Todd Billings, Rejoicing in Lament: Wrestling with Incurable Cancer and Life in 
Christ (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2015), 58–59.
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small card and sighed. Painful emotions were just under the sur-
face. Her husband, who also served on our staff, quickly joined 
and knelt beside her. Others soon followed, placing hands on 
their shoulders—a simple but touching demonstration of enter-
ing their grief. With a trembling voice she read her lament:

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever? How long will 
you withhold the blessing of a child from us? How long will we 
cry to you—how many more days, months, or years will pass 
with our arms remaining empty? How much longer will we 
struggle to rejoice with those who rejoice while we sit weeping? 
But I have trusted in your steadfast love. My heart shall rejoice 
in your salvation. I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt 
bountifully with me! Thank you, Father!3

In one short prayer she vocalized her deep sorrow while simul-
taneously reaffirming her trust. She wept and remembered. She 
sobbed and trusted. She lamented.

After she prayed, another staff member made his way to the 
same chair. “Here I am again, Lord! I don’t like this chair, but 
I know I need to come. My wife and I long for another baby to 
adopt, and we are so tired of waiting and the emotional roller-
coaster. But we are trusting.”4 By the time the prayer summit 
was over, four couples mourned empty cribs. Lament provided 
a language that anchored these grieving couples to what they 
knew to be true while they waited.

One reason I have written this book is my love for people who 
know the unwelcomed presence of pain. As a follower of Jesus, 
I have personally walked through my own trauma of unexplain-
able loss and wrestled with troubling questions. As a pastor, I’ve 
wept with countless people in some of the darkest moments of life. 

3.  From former a staff member of our church, who prefers to remain anonymous 
(2016). Used by permission.

4.  From a staff member, who prefers to remain anonymous (2016). Used by permission.
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Every Christian experiences some kind of suffering and hardship. 
And I’ve seen the difference between those who learn to lament 
and those who don’t. I’ve observed the way lament provides a 
critical ballast for the soul. No one seeks out the pain that leads to 
lament, but when life falls apart, this minor-key song is life-giving.

What Is Lament?
Before we start our journey exploring four psalms and the book 
of Lamentations, we need to define lament. Allow me to give you 
a brief overview, and then we’ll see what it looks like in Psalm 77.

Lament can be defined as a loud cry, a howl, or a passion-
ate expression of grief. However, in the Bible lament is more 
than sorrow or talking about sadness. It is more than walking 
through the stages of grief.

Lament is a prayer in pain that leads to trust.
Throughout the Scriptures, lament gives voice to the strong 

emotions that believers feel because of suffering. It wrestles with 
the struggles that surface. Lament typically asks at least two 
questions: (1) “Where are you, God?” (2) “If you love me, why 
is this happening?”5 Sometimes these questions are asked by in-
dividuals. At other times they are asked by entire communities. 
Sometimes laments reflect upon difficult circumstances in gen-
eral, sometimes because of what others have done, and some-
times because of the sinful choices of God’s people in particular.

You might think lament is the opposite of praise. It isn’t. 
Instead, lament is a path to praise as we are led through our 
brokenness and disappointment.6 The space between broken-
ness and God’s mercy is where this song is sung. Think of la-
ment as the transition between pain and promise.

It is the path from heartbreak to hope.

5.  Card, Sacred Sorrow, 17.
6.  Card, Sacred Sorrow, 21.
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The Pattern of Lament
Most biblical laments follow a pattern as God takes grieving 
people on a journey. This poetic odyssey usually includes four 
key elements: (1) an address to God, (2) a complaint, (3) a 
request, and (4) an expression of trust and/or praise.7 For the 
purposes in this book, I’ll use four words to help us learn to 
lament: turn, complain, ask, and trust. Part 1 explores these 
steps, helping us to know what they are and how to put them 
into practice.

Each step of lament is a part of a pathway toward hope. In 
the address, the heart is turned to God in prayer. Complaint 
clearly and bluntly lays out the reasons behind the sorrow. 
From there, the lamenter usually makes a request for God to 
act—to do something. Finally, nearly every lament ends with 
renewed trust and praise.

In this first chapter we will see how lament begins by turning 
to God in prayer. We’ll discover the supply of grace that comes 
as we take the step of faith to reach out to God. Lament invites 
us to turn our gaze from the rubble of life to the Redeemer of 
every hurt. It calls us to turn toward promise while still in pain.

The Psalms are where our journey begins.

Psalms of Lament
The book of Psalms is filled with lament. No doubt that’s why 
it is a cherished portion of Scripture. Aren’t the Psalms one of 
the first places you turn to when you’re in pain? The Psalms 
were the songbook for God’s covenant community. They reflect 
the joys, struggles, sorrows, and triumphs of life. It’s notewor-
thy that at least a third of the 150 psalms are laments. It is 

7.  Stacey Gleddiesmith, “My God, My God, Why? Understanding the La-
ment Psalms,” Reformed Worship, June 2010, www​.reformed​worship​.org​/article​
/june​-2010​/my​-god​-my​-god​-why.
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the largest category in the entire Psalter.8 Whether the lament 
is corporate, individual, repentance-oriented, or imprecatory 
(strongly expressing a desire for justice), you cannot read the 
Psalms without encountering laments.

One out of three psalms is in a minor-key. Just think about 
that! A third of the official songbook of Israel wrestles with pain. 
But consider how infrequently laments appear in our hymnals or 
in our contemporary songs. I find this curious and concerning. 
Could it be that our prosperity, comfort, and love of triumpha-
lism are reflected in what we sing? Is it possible that our unfamil-
iarity with lament is a by-product of a subtle misunderstanding 
of Christian suffering? Don’t get me wrong, there certainly is 
a place for celebration and joyful affirmation of the truths we 
believe. But I wonder about the long-term effect if the contempo-
rary church and its people consistently miss this vital dimension 
of Christianity. The number of laments, their use, and their mes-
sage invite us to consider the value of this biblical song of sorrow.

Laments are in the Bible for a reason.
When you put all this together, it’s clear that this minor-

key song is vital to the life of God’s people. There’s something 
uniquely Christian about lament, something redemptive, and 
something full of faith. I hope this book helps you to discover 
the grace of lament.

With this background, let’s learn to lament by looking at the 
first element: turning our hearts to prayer.

Psalm 77: Keep Praying
I’ve chosen to start with Psalm 77 because it provides a wonder-
ful example of the connection between lament and turning to 
God. It shows the beauty of pushing the heart toward God in 

8.  Bruce K. Waltke, James M. Houston, and Erika Moore, The Psalms as Christian 
Lament: A Historical Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2014), 1.
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our pain. This psalm is filled with honest struggle, deep pain, 
tough questions, determined trust, and a biblical grounding. To 
learn how to lament, we must resolve to talk to God—to keep 
praying. I know that this sounds pretty basic, but it is where we 
have to start. Lament begins with an invitation to turn to God 
while in pain. Let me show you.

Cry Out to God
I cry aloud to God,

aloud to God, and he will hear me.
In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord;

in the night my hand is stretched out without 
wearying;

my soul refuses to be comforted. (Ps. 77:1–2)

The opening line of this lament, “I cry aloud to God,” 
frames the tone of the text. The psalmist is in pain, and yet 
he’s not silent. However, he is not just talking, complaining, or 
whimpering; he’s crying out in prayer.

Other references to prayer follow in the first two verses: “He 
will hear me” (v. 1b), “In the day of my trouble I seek the Lord” 
(v. 2a), and “In the night my hand is stretched out without wea-
rying” (v. 2b) (a reference to a prayer posture).

Clearly the psalmist is reaching out to God in the midst of 
his pain. Please don’t miss this or take it for granted. It’s really 
important—in fact, it may be one of the reasons why you’re 
reading this book.

It takes faith to pray a lament.
To pray in pain, even with its messy struggle and tough 

questions, is an act of faith where we open up our hearts to 
God. Prayerful lament is better than silence. However, I’ve 
found that many people are afraid of lament. They find it too 
honest, too open, or too risky. But there’s something far worse: 
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silent despair. Giving God the silent treatment, it is the ultimate 
manifestation of unbelief. Despair lives under the hopeless res-
ignation that God doesn’t care, he doesn’t hear, and nothing 
is ever going to change. People who believe this stop praying. 
They give up.

However, lament directs our emotions by prayerfully vocal-
izing our hurt, our questions, and even our doubt. Turning to 
prayer through lament is one of the deepest and most costly 
demonstrations of belief in God.9 James Montgomery Boice 
(1938–2000), who pastored the Tenth Presbyterian Church in 
Philadelphia for thirty-two years, helps us see the spiritual value 
of praying through our spiritual questions:

It is better to ask them than not to ask them, because 
asking them sharpens the issue and pushes us toward 
the right, positive response. Alexander Maclaren writes, 
“Doubts are better put into plain speech than lying dif-
fused and darkening, like poisonous mists, in [the] heart. 
A thought, be it good or bad, can be dealt with when it is 
made articulate.”10

I wonder how many believers stop speaking to God about 
their pain. Disappointed by unanswered prayers or frustrated 
by out-of-control circumstances, these people wind up in a 
spiritual desert unable—or refusing—to talk to God.

This silence is a soul killer.
Maybe you are one of those who’ve given God the silent 

treatment. Maybe you just don’t know what to say. Perhaps 
there’s a particular issue or struggle that you just can’t talk to 
God about. It feels too painful. I hope you’ll be encouraged to 
start praying again. Or perhaps you have a friend who is really 

9.  Card, Sacred Sorrow, 55.
10.  James Montgomery Boice, Psalms, vol. 2, Psalms 42–106, An Expositional Com-

mentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 640–41.
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struggling in grief. Maybe this person prays some things that 
make you uncomfortable—even wince. But before you jump in 
too quickly and hush his or her prayer, remember that at least 
your friend is praying. It’s a start.

Prayers of lament take faith.

Pray Your Struggles

However, praying in the midst of pain isn’t a guarantee the 
emotional struggle will immediately lift. The psalmist’s descrip-
tion of his ongoing tension is clear:

My soul refuses to be comforted.
When I remember God, I moan;

when I meditate, my spirit faints. Selah

You hold my eyelids open;
I am so troubled that I cannot speak. (Ps. 77:2–4)

He’s praying, but it’s not bringing immediate comfort or resolu-
tion. His prayers are not “working.” Yet, he still prays.

You need to know that lament does not always lead to an 
immediate solution. It does not always bring a quick or timely 
answer. Grief is not tame. Lament is not a simplistic formula. 
Instead, lament is the song you sing believing that one day God 
will answer and restore. Lament invites us to pray through our 
struggle with a life that is far from perfect.

Pray Your Questions

Painful circumstances surface big and troubling questions. The 
psalmist wrestles with why God isn’t doing more. He begins 
to “consider the days of old,” to “remember my song in the 
night,” to “meditate in my heart,” and to make “a diligent 
search” (77:5–6). He is thinking and reflecting.
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This painful search leads to six pointed rhetorical 
questions:

1.  “Will the Lord spurn forever?” (v. 7).
2.  “Will [he] never again be favorable?” (v. 7).
3.  “Has his steadfast love forever ceased?” (v. 8).
4.  “Are his promises at an end for all time?” (v. 8).
5.  “Has God forgotten to be gracious?” (v. 9).
6.  “Has he in anger shut up his compassion?” (v. 9).

Does the psalmist really believe God isn’t loving, doesn’t keep 
his promises, and is unfaithful? I don’t think so, and the rest of 
the psalm will bear this out. But he does something important 
here. Honestly praying this way recognizes that pain and suf-
fering often create difficult emotions that are not based upon 
truth but feel true, nonetheless.

Honest, humble, pain-filled questions are part of what it 
means to be a follower of Jesus. We’ll explore this more exten-
sively in the next chapter when we learn about complaint. For 
now, I simply want you to see that lament is humbly turning to 
God through the pain. It takes faith to lay our painful questions 
before the Lord.

Anyone can cry, but it takes faith to turn to God in lament.

Prayer Turns Us Around

Lament is a prayer that leads us through personal sorrow and 
difficult questions into truth that anchors our soul. Psalm 77:11 
includes an important and repeated word: “remember.”

Then I said, “I will appeal to this,
to the years of the right hand of the Most High.”

I will remember the deeds of the Lord;
yes, I will remember your wonders of old.



Keep Turning to Prayer  35

I will ponder all your work,
and meditate on your mighty deed. (Ps. 77:10–12)

This is where the lament prayer makes its turn toward 
resolution.

In all we feel and all the questions we have, there comes a 
point where we must call to mind what we know to be true. 
The entire psalm shifts with the word “then” in verse 10 
and the subsequent appeal to the history of God’s powerful 
deliverance.

Important phrases are connected to this remembrance: “I 
will appeal . . . / to the years of the right hand of the Most 
High” (v. 10), and “will remember the deeds of the Lord” 
(v. 11a). This reflection becomes personal, as if the psalmist is 
talking directly to God: “Yes, I will remember your wonders of 
old” (v. 11b), and

I will ponder all your work,
and meditate on your mighty deeds. (v. 12)

He is looking back and reflecting on the works of God in the 
past.

Then the focus shifts again from the historical works of God 
to the very character of God.

Your way, O God, is holy.
What god is great like our God? (v. 13)

Notice how different this rhetorical question is from the previ-
ous six questions! This is an important turning point. It makes 
lament full of grace as we turn from honest questions to con-
fident trust.

The aim of this book is to help you understand this shift and 
to make it your own.
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Earlier in this chapter I said that laments are possible only 
if you believe that God is truly good. You see, the character of 
God—his sovereignty, goodness, and love—creates a tension 
when we face painful circumstances.

Lament is how we learn to live between the poles of a hard 
life and God’s goodness. It is an opportunity to remind our 
hearts about God’s faithfulness in the past, especially when the 
immediate events of life are overwhelmingly negative. While 
we’re still in pain, lament reminds our hearts of what we believe 
to be true.

Hurting people are given permission to grieve, but not aim-
lessly or selfishly. The biblical language of lament is able to 
redirect weeping people to what is true despite the valley they 
are walking through. I long for the experience of personal and 
corporate lament to be multiplied. How many Christians need 
to learn to lament? How many need to have their thinking 
redirected? I’ve come to love lament because of what it does in 
people’s lives.

Pray the Gospel

Psalm 77 concludes with the ultimate moment that defined the 
people of Israel and their relationship with God: the exodus. 
The psalmist remembers this defining moment in Jewish history 
as God demonstrated his faithfulness and love:

When the waters saw you, O God,
when the waters saw you, they were afraid;
indeed, the deep trembled. . . . 

Your way was through the sea,
your path through the great waters;
yet your footprints were unseen.

You led your people like a flock
by the hand of Moses and Aaron. (vv. 16, 19–20)
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Do you see what is happening here? The psalmist anchors 
his questioning, his hurting heart, to the single greatest redemp-
tive event in the life of Israel. This moment defined his under-
standing of God’s character. The exodus was an anchor for his 
weary soul.

For the Christian, the exodus event—the place where we 
find ultimate deliverance—is the cross of Christ. This is where 
all our questions—our heartaches and pain—should be taken. 
The cross shows us that God has already proven himself to be 
for us and not against us.

The apostle Paul even quotes a lament, Psalm 44, before 
proclaiming the promise that nothing can separate us from the 
love of God:

As it is written,

“For your sake we are being killed all the day long;
we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered.”

No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us. For I am sure that neither 
death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present 
nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate 
us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. (Rom. 
8:36–39)

The promise for Christians is as glorious as it is deep:
Jesus bought the right to make everything right.
Even if we are “killed all day long” or are “like sheep 

going to the slaughter,” nothing—no sorrow, no disappoint-
ment, no disease, no betrayal, not even death—can separate 
us from God’s love.

Lament prayers celebrate this truth with tears.
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Lament by Faith
Do you see now how uniquely Christian it is to lament? It takes 
faith to pray when you are in pain. Belief in God creates chal-
lenging questions, and lament provides the opportunity to re-
orient your hurting heart toward what is true. But in order for 
that to happen, you have to turn to prayer. The silent treatment 
must end. Frustration and discouragement might tempt you to 
stop talking to God.

Lament opens a door and shows you a path toward trust.
Heartfelt cries of lament are often brief or messy. They 

might feel a bit forced or uncomfortable. But keep talking to 
God. Don’t allow your fear, your despair, or your track record 
of silence to cut off the flow of grace. Your pain can be a path 
toward God if you’ll allow lament to be your new language.

If you don’t have the words, read one of the psalms of lament 
out loud.11 Linger over it. Let it open your heart. Let lament do 
its work in your life. Allow it to lead you to other aspects of this 
sacred song of sorrow. But whatever you do—don’t stop talking 
to God. Keep wrestling. Keep struggling. Keep praying.

No one taught you how to cry. Tears are part of what it 
means to be human. But to lament is Christian. It is a prayer of 
faith for the journey between a hard life and God’s goodness. 
We need to learn to lament. Through the tears, the first step is 
to turn to God in prayer.

Reflection Questions
1.	 In your own words, what makes lament Christian? Why does 

it take faith to lament?
2.	 Describe a time when you found it difficult to pray because you 

were suffering. What were the circumstances or the reasons for 
your silence?

11.  See appendix 2 for a list of the various lament psalms.
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3.	 What are some of the hard and painful questions that you’ve 
asked God over the years?

4.	 As you think back on God’s faithfulness, where has he proven 
himself to be trustworthy?

5.	 What portions of Scripture do you use to anchor your soul to 
who God is?

6.	 How is lament connected to your theology?
7.	 How does the cross become the ultimate anchor and resolution 

for our suffering and pain?
8.	 Take a few minutes and talk to God about whatever is in your 

soul as you conclude this chapter. Tell him your pain, share 
your questions, affirm your trust, and ask him to keep you 
trusting.


