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LOVING LAMENT  
JEREMIAH 8:18-9:1 

A SERMON PREACHED AT DUKE UNIVERSITY CHAPEL 
ON SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 21, 2025 

BY THE REV. DR. LUKE A. POWERY 
 
““Jeremiah was a bullfrog...[and he] always had a mighty fine time…singing joy to the world.” But not the 

Jeremiah of the Old Testament. The Jeremiah of Scripture says, “My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick.” 
He voices a trilogy of agony and reveals that he’s living in the land of lament. Have you ever been there? That land 
where lament is life? The liturgical calendar may list one day as Good Friday, but honestly, for some, every day is 
Good Friday. 

 
It certainly is true for Jeremiah. He moans his mourning:  “O that my head were a spring of water, and my 

eyes a fountain of tears, so that I might weep day and night for the slain of my poor people!” Jeremiah is no stoic. 
He releases the raw reality of his humanity; no wonder the pages of this pericope feel wet with sorrow this morning. 
He’s being so honest, and I love that because it’s an implicit challenge to dishonest, detached, apathetic Christian 
discipleship that ignores grief and suffering and pain in the world. Jeremiah is in the land of lament. Aren’t we living 
in the same zip code right now too, if we’re honest? Many of us could say “my heart is sick.” 

 
Jeremiah shows us that lamentation is a way of following God. Even in the life of faith, you can be honest 

about how sometimes life just sucks. You can face reality without putting on a façade and not shrink back from the 
jagged edges of life. You can scream in a pillow if you want and even raise questions like Jeremiah does. “Is there no 
balm in Gilead? Is there no physician there?” Even his people ask, “Is the Lord not in Zion? Is her King not in 
her?” They feel lonely and abandoned which is why they raise the blues-inflected questions.  

 
And questions can be an articulation of faithful discipleship as we see all throughout the Psalms—How 

long, O Lord? Why do the nations rage? Why are you downcast, O my soul? and so many more. Jeremiah shows us 
that it is possible to have an interrogative faith and pose questions, even to God. Some Christians may say, ‘Don’t 
question God, don’t get angry, don’t show emotion, don’t doubt, don’t be sad, don’t shed a tear.’ But they suffer 
from theological amnesia and forget that Jesus wept and cried out on a cross.  

 
So, the voice of lament is faithful, scriptural speech and it’s okay to dwell in its land. To live there is not a 

negation of God but the embrace of God amid tough times, devastation, and vast human suffering and violence. 
Jeremiah didn’t weep or mourn or cry out because he didn’t believe in God; he trusted God so much that he 
lamented freely and openly. 

 
We may not love it, but lament is an aspect of our doxological repertoire before God. Jeremiah reminds us 

that we shouldn’t rush to skip over the pain and agony of life or of a cross and jump into the celebratory bliss of 
Easters. You can’t skip over the crucifixion and bloodshed and immediately arrive at the resurrection. You have to 
go through the lament, through the sorrow, through the heartache, through the exile, “through many dangers, toils, 
and snares,” through the valley of the shadow of death. Through cancer diagnoses, through unexpected strokes, 
through relational damage, through unjust scrutiny, through dehumanizing rhetoric and practices, through school 
shootings, through political violence, through it all. As a Christian you have to be ready to go through. 

 
And so it’s faithful to ask like Jeremiah when you’re going through, “Why then has the health of the 

daughter of my people not been restored?” Why is the health of this nation the way it is? Why is the health of my 
family the way it is? Why is the health of my organization the way it is? Why is my health the way it is? Jeremiah and 
his people’s questions are ours too. 

 
I get why we struggle with lament, but my former Princeton Seminary students used to call me ‘Dr. Death.’ 

So I believe we should love lament as Christians and not ignore it or lock it up in a desk drawer or barricade it in a 
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room closet, but rather unleash it and free it up from our hearts and vocal cords, because as beloved preacher 
Gardner Taylor once said in an interview: we need more than candy in our diet. Too much candy will give you 
rotten teeth. We need more than praise in our spiritual diet; the Psalms show us that. We need lament. Prophets like 
Jeremiah teach us the significance of lamentation as a key aspect of our diet of authentic faith. 

 
We can even learn this from St. Augustine in his Confessions when he talks about how he didn’t shed a tear at 

his mother’s funeral. But on the next day, he writes, “The tears which I have been holding back streamed down, and 
I let them flow as freely as they would, making of them a pillow for my heart. On them it rested…” His heart rests 
on a pillow of tears or a pillow of lament. He loved his mother so dearly that his expression of lament—his tears—
was an act of love. Jeremiah loves his people which is why he laments over them and their situation. When 
philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff lost his 20-something year old son many years ago in a tragic mountain accident, 
and wrote the book Lament for a Son, he said, “If someone is worth loving, they are worth grieving over…every 
lament is a love song.” 

 
Lament—if we engage in it—can mean that we love deeply. Our lament can be a love song for those whose 

loved ones have been killed in the Israel-Palestine conflict or for a nation gripped by deep polarization or for the 
environment that is being destroyed or for a friend we’ve lost due to a car accident. A lament can be a love song. 
That’s why when Jesus wept at the tomb of his friend Lazarus, the onlookers said, “See how he loved him!” (John 
11:25-26).  Our lament is a sign of love. So if we don’t ever lament, perhaps we don’t ever love like we think we do. 

 
And with our lament-full questions—"Is the Lord not in Zion?” Is God not even here? Does God not even 

care?—we may think God is nowhere to be found. But what we will discover is that God is there in Zion. God is 
with us. God is not absent, and in fact God asks his own lamenting question in Jeremiah—"Why have they 
provoked me to anger with their images, with their foreign idols?" Our perceived absence of God doesn’t mean the 
real absence of God; instead, we have the real presence of God. God in the lament. God in the tears. God at the 
table.  

And notice that God even laments ‘why?’ showing us how to follow in God’s footsteps and speak God’s 
language. Not only in Jeremiah but in the Psalms and the Gospels, we hear Jesus lamenting,  “My God, my God, 
why have you forsaken me?” It is a lament, but it never breaks the relationship with God because God is still “my 
God.” Lament is hard because as one scholar teaches, “The crucible of laments is to trust in God even in the face 
of the apparent absence of God and the presence of the enemies”(Stephen Breck Reid). But remember, an embrace 
of lament is an embrace of God.  

 
We can talk about following or loving Jesus, but do we love lament, his lament? If the logic of God’s love 

for the world is death on a cross, then the language of God’s love in Christ is lament. 
 
At the Lord’s table there is joy but there is also sorrow. At this table, as the Apostle Paul says, we proclaim 

the Lord’s death until he comes. It’s a celebration but also a lamentation. That means it is God’s love song for you. 
So like Jeremiah—when you come to the table—bring your questions, bring your tears, bring your lament, and 
bring your love. Amen. 

 
 
 


