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September 18, 2016 

Psalm 79:1-9 

Jeremiah 8:18-9:1   Sharing the Lament 

 

A prophet like Jeremiah does not have an easy job. Not only does he 

have to tell the truth, he has to tell it over and over again. Not only does 

he have to point out that the people of God are a mess, but he has to tell 

them how they are a mess. And not only does he have to point out that 

how they are living will lead to bad things, but he has to face those bad 

things with them. There is no escape hatch for a prophet of the Lord. 

There is no high and mighty place to stand, far away from the messy 

splatter of sin. No, a prophet shares the consequences of sin. He suffers 

with the people. And he mourns for the people. And he teaches us 

something about how to be prophetic in our broken and sinful world. 

First, he teaches us to acknowledge the pain it causes. Second, he 

teaches us to share the pain together. Third, he teaches us to lament the 

pain. 

The prophet Jeremiah teaches us, first, that we must acknowledge the 

pain around us and within us. We have to recognize it. We have to admit 

that it’s there. Which sounds just a little bit touchy-feely, I know. It 
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sounds a bit like being ‘sensitive’ and ‘emotional.’ And as we sit here on 

Sunday morning, thinking about naming our pain, we might think it 

would be, not at all, helpful in impressing our neighbor or our boss. 

What impresses our neighbor or our boss is knuckling down and 

buckling down and grinding out every day like a machine. That’s what 

impresses. Being competent and in control and functioning well without 

the mess of grief or sorrow. Because those things do make life a mess. It 

makes a mess of you, when you hear one of those stories about the last 

phone call between a couple on the morning of 9/11. Or you see the 

picture of a child, sitting in a Syrian first-aid center, shell-shocked and 

alone. Or you smell a Christmas tree and you think of holidays past. Or 

you see a kid coming home from school and you think of your own 

child. And there you are, weeping. Red eyes, blotchy face, runny nose. 

You are a mess. For a moment, you can’t function. You can’t just keep 

on, keeping on. 

We know that life can be painful and messy. We know it. We have all 

been there. Maybe we are there right now. But we know we have to 

function and get through the day. So we close ourselves off from the 
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pain and we ignore it and we pretend it isn’t there. Because we can’t be 

a mess and we can’t make a mess for others. But what if it’s ok to be a 

mess sometimes? What if we are a mess, even as the people of God?  

Jeremiah says yes. It’s OK to not to be OK. Even as people of God. It’s 

OK to not have it all together. It’s OK to be sad or disappointed or 

grieving. We can be all those things and still be God’s people, Jeremiah 

says. Being people of God does not mean that we are always happy or 

serene. Being people of God does not mean we have things under 

control. It means we believe God has things under control. Even when, 

and especially, when they don’t appear to be. And we know it’s true 

because we hear it in the Bible time and time again. It’s our story, even 

when we are a mess. And it’s the story from Jeremiah today. That life 

can be painful and that we might get hurt and that our world will be very 

broken sometimes. And that was Jeremiah’s struggle with the people of 

Israel. They believed that things would always go their way. They 

believed the Promised Land would always be theirs. That God would 

keep them from hardships. That God would always protect them from 

bad things. So when Jeremiah told them, No, that wasn’t going to 
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happen, that the enemy was coming and the Babylonian armies would 

overtake them and they would lose everything, they didn’t want to listen 

to him. They wanted to believe that as God’s people, God would keep 

their lives free from pain. 

But Jeremiah told them that that wasn’t true. The truth was that even as 

people of God they would experience loss and hurt. Even as people of 

God they would experience fear and powerlessness. And the most 

faithful thing they could do, the most godly thing, was to acknowledge 

the messy brokenness. Over and over, the Bible shows us how real pain 

is. The Israelites enduring slavery. Ruth and Naomi losing their family. 

Hannah and her childlessness. Elijah and his loneliness. Daniel facing 

the lion’s den. Even Jesus, especially Jesus, the most faithful person 

ever, feeling abandoned on the cross. 

The first thing we need to do is acknowledge the pain is there. A friend 

of mine told me about how she had been living with depression. Every 

day was a day she just tried to make it through. One foot in front of the 

other, struggling along. Until it had her so far down, that she just lost it 

one day and had a nervous breakdown. “But, she said, it was the best 



5 
 

thing to ever happen to me. I had to admit that I was in pain. I had to 

stop trying to manage. I had to acknowledge that when my dad died, it 

messed up my life. And I got into a Celebrate Recovery program and I 

can’t tell you—just talking about it and being real about it—it changed 

everything.” 

The first step is to acknowledge it. It’s Ok to not be OK. To say: Yes, 

this is hurtful. Yes, this stinks. Yes, it’s OK to talk about it. Yes, this is 

what people of faith do. And once we give ourselves permission, we can 

give others permission. And that’s what Jeremiah’s second point is. We 

can speak and we can let others speak too. We can acknowledge their 

pain. Because sharing the pain of others, that’s also our prophetic job as 

the people of God. Not shushing people or attacking people or blaming 

people. Or saying ‘no, no your brokenness is not allowed.’ As people of 

God, we acknowledge the pain and we share it. 

That’s what Jeremiah does. As a prophet, he shares the pain of his 

people. And, he could have blamed them and shamed them for it. He had 

told them again and again that they would get hurt. That unless they got 

their act together and unless they stopped worshiping other gods and 
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unless they stopped being people of selfishness and pride, and unless 

they became people OF GOD, that things would get messy. He had told 

them all of that, but they didn’t listen. They said: “Be quiet, Jeremiah. 

Don’t be so prophetic, Jeremiah. Why do you have to be such a downer, 

Jeremiah?” But then bad things happened. And the Babylonian armies 

crushed Jerusalem and they scattered its families and the people’s lives 

were devastated. 

Jeremiah had told them this would happen. But the people of God didn’t 

listen. And Jeremiah, could have said, I told you so. He could have said: 

This is all your fault. He could have said: Ha ha, you got what you had 

deserved. Which is probably what I would have done, honestly. But 

that’s not what Jeremiah does. Instead he shares the sorrow of his 

people. In the ruins of their lives, he hurts with them. He grieves with 

them. Because these people are his people. And they are God’s people.  

Jeremiah’s prophetic job is to share the hurt of the world. Instead of 

dismissing and blaming, to have compassion.  To believe in second 

chances. To believe in resurrection. That’s what we believe, right? That 

God always has more for us. That God always has grace for us. A friend 
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was telling me about a boy in her daughter’s class who was really 

disruptive. He couldn’t sit still. He was rough on the playground. He was 

always getting in trouble. Then she told me she met his grandmother. 

She was his guardian, she said, because his mom didn’t want him. And 

on top of that, the boy’s uncle had died in a car wreck last year. And 

their landlord wouldn’t fix their roof. And the troubles of this family 

went on and on. And my friend told me that for a moment she shared 

that pain and stood in the mess of life and they were human together. 

Kind of like how Jesus is human with us. How God, in Jesus, knows the 

depths of our sorrow. And the heaviness of our despair. The terror of our 

death. In Jesus, God shares in our suffering. Because that’s who God is 

and what our God does. 

Jeremiah teaches us to acknowledge the pain and share the hurt of 

others. And third, Jeremiah teaches us to lament. He shows us how 

important it is to bring our pain before God. To be open. To be honest. 

To tell God how much pain we are in and how our hearts are broken. 

Because sometimes that’s all we can do.  
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We like to be able to fix things. We like to make things better. We like 

to make things right. But sometimes, sometimes we can’t do that. We 

cannot fix other people. We cannot fix the system. We can’t fix climate 

change. We can’t fix the disease. We can’t fix someone else’s 

relationship.  We can’t fix drugs or crime or poverty. We can’t fix all the 

mistakes. We can’t fix death. We can’t, as much as we would like to. 

Sometimes all we can do is lament. All we can do is offer God our 

sorrow. All we can do is cry out for our hurt and the hurt of others. “Is 

there no balm in Gilead?, says Jeremiah. Is there no physician there? 

Why then has the health of my poor people not been restored?” 

Why, Lord? Why? Why can’t something can be done? Isn’t there 

anything to help? Is there no medicine from Eli Lilly?, Is there no cure 

from the Mayo Clinic? Is there no committee or task force or magic 

word or special prayer to fix this? Is there nothing to be done? 

Sometimes all we can do is lament. And today, I invite you to share your 

lament with God. I invite you to write down those laments on the prayer 

card in your bulletin and put in the offering plate. Today, it’s OK to not 

be OK.  It’s OK to be honest. It’s ok to be real with God. To 



9 
 

acknowledge the hurt and disappointment. It’s OK, God can take it. Go 

ahead and write it down. What sorrow do you bear? What pain is on 

your heart? Is it for yourself or a loved one? Is it for family or friends? Is 

it for those near or far? For those affected by war or disease? For those 

affected by gun violence? For our servicemen and women? For our 

children? For our elders? For God’s creation? What is your lament? 

Write it down and put it in the offering. And during our next hymn, and 

take a rock from the basket on the communion table and put it in the 

baptismal waters as a way of offering that lament, that burden to God. 

It’s Ok for things to not be OK. Acknowledge it, share it, lament it. As 

people of God, it’s what we do. As followers of a compassionate Christ, 

it’s who we are. 


