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ABSTRACT 

In recent decades there has been an increase in eating disorders, 
depression, suicide and other mental health i l lnesses among American 
adolescents. There is a proliferation for a "feel good" attitude in our 
American culture that denies or limits constructive expressions of lament, 
but strives for success and accelerated achievement. Theologically, our 
society narrowly views God as a therapeutic being who "helps us" when 
we need to feel good. Mennonite youth are not immune to the societal 
pressures and various mental health concerns that persist. Lamenting 
Youth, Believing Youth explores the role of biblical lament in faith 
formation and pastoral care of early, middle, and late Mennonite 
adolescents as a response to contemporary cultural realities. The thesis 
of this Doctor of Ministry project is that Mennonite pastors and youth 
workers will be motivated to engage youth in expressions of biblical 
lament by enabling youth to write their own prayers of lament. After 
describing a theology and understanding of biblical lament, I then explore 
how regular engagement in practices of lament will aid in the faith 
formation and pastoral care of adolescents. The method I used to 
investigate this thesis was to equip three different youth pastors to lead 
members of their junior and senior high youth groups through a series of 
timed-writing prayer exercises of lament. In addition, one pastor led this 
same practice with his young adult church group, while I conducted it 
with a col lege youth ministry class comprised mainly of young ad lts. 
Observations were then made from the questionnaires that adolescents in 
this study completed, as well as from their voluntarily submitted prayers 
of lament. I discovered that young people were comfortable engaging 
this prayer discipline and appreciated the opportunity to express their 
emotions to God. Furthermore, most of them believe their peers, family 
members, and other adults would also enjoy praying this way. F inally, 
the pastors involved in this project who completed the entire prayer
writing series are convinced that they will continue to engage in practices 
of biblical lament as part of their on-going ministry. 
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CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 

INTRODUCTION 

Adolescents today are more l ikely to commit suicide than they were a few 

decades ago. 1 Adolescents today are more likely to suffer from mental heath il lnesses 

such as depression and eating disorders than they were a few decades ago. Adolescents 

today are more likely to live in a home whose parent has been remarried due to divorce 

than they were a few decades ago. Adolescents today face pressures of "growing up" that 

were not present a few decades ago with the increase of technology and to a society that 

emphasizes success at an earlier age. Adolescents today face many changes during junior 

high, senior high, and young adulthood as they discover who they are and what they want 

1 Center for D isease Control .  "Communication at CDC: Entertainment Education: Resources for TV 
Writers and Producers - Suicide Among Youth." Communication at CDC. 
http://www.cdc.gov/communication/tips/suicide.htm (accessed March 24, 2007). The opening quote of th is 
web site states, "More people die by suicide than by homicide in the United States. Suicide rates among 
youth have been increasing steadi ly for the past four decades; suicide is the third leading cause of death 
among children and youth between the ages of 1 0  and 24. In the United States, nearly 60% of suicides are 
committed with a firearm." 

Center for Disease Control. "Suicide: Fact Sheet - Groups at Risk: Youth." National Center for Injury 
Prevention and Control. http://www.cdc.gov/ncipc/factsheets/suifacts.htrn (accessed March 24, 2007). 
Regarding the risk of youth, the site states, "The overall rate of suicide among youth has decl ined slowly 
since 1 992 (Lubell, Swahn, Crosby, and Kegler 2004). However, rates remain unacceptably h igh. 
Adolescents and young adults often experience stress, confusion, and depression from situations occurring 
in their famil ies, schools, and communities. Such feelings can overwhelm young people and lead them to 
consider suicide as a "solution." Few schools and communities have suicide prevention plans that include 
screening, referral, and crisis intervention programs for youth. Suicide is the third leading cause of death 
among young people ages 1 5  to 24. In 200 I, 3,97 1 suicides were reported in th is group (Anderson and 
Smith 2003). Of the total number of suicides among ages 1 5  to 24 in 200 1 ,  86% (n=3,409) were male and 
1 4% (n=562) were female (Anderson and Smith 2003). American Indian and Alaskan Natives have the 
highest rate of suicide in the 1 5  to 24 age group (CDC 2004). In 200 1 ,  firearms were used in 54% of youth 
suicides (Anderson and Smith 2003)." 

Center for Disease Control. "Rates of Homicide, Suicide, and Firearm-Related Death Among Children --
26 Industrialized Countries" Vol 46, No MM5;101. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. 
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtm/00046 I 49.htm (accessed March 24, 2007). The open ing 
paragraph of this report states, "During 1 950- 1 993, the overal l annual death rate for U.S .  chi ldren aged less 
than I 5 years decl ined substantially ( l ), primarily reflecting decreases in deaths associated with 
unintentional injuries, pneumonia, influenza, cancer, and congenital anomalies. However, during the same 
period, childhood homicide rates tripled, and suicide rates quadrupled (2). In 1 994, among children aged l-
4 years, homicide was the fourth leading cause of death ; among chi ldren aged 5- 1 4  years, homicide was the 
third leading cause of death, and suicide was the sixth." 
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to do in life .  Overal l, I believe that as adult spiritual caregivers, those who walk with 

young people throughout their adolescent journey need to better prepare and enable them 

to encounter all the significant losses they will experience in a relatively short period of 

time. 

It does seem that the influence of our success-oriented culture, and its 

accompanying stresses, has impacted our church ministries and adolescent spiritual 

caregiving practices. A culture of success offers praise for our accomplishments and 

denies or downplays our fai lures. Could it be that in the church we have over

emphasized praise to God to the neglect of truly facing our fears, our doubts, our pains, 

our struggles, and our weaknesses? Might we think that God does not appreciate those 

times of vulnerable suffering because it may be perceived as having a weak faith? In our 

youth groups and gathered times of worship, do we over-engage in songs that offer praise 

to God and neglect truly facing our human frailties? Is such an imbalanced use of praise 

songs another symptom of an American society that demands success? 

Personally, I appreciate and enjoy singing songs that offer praise to God; we can 

find many psalms of praise in the Bible. However, I am concerned that if  an adolescent 

population only knows how to pray to God through the genre of praise, then it is in 

danger of neglecting other forms of bibl ical prayer, particularly when suicide, abuse, 

depression, eating disorders, cutting, and other adolescent expressions of a pain-filled life 

are on the rise. Can such people authentically offer praise to God if  they have never first 

talked with God about their hurts, losses, and sufferings? Do we as adult spiritual 

caregivers contribute to some of the blame for such a one-sided view of spirituality? In 

other words, do we model and lead people in a non-holistic expression of Christian 
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spirituality that actually denies true happenings of their lives? If  so, this makes their form 

of Christianity anemic to the real, daily struggles that people live. 

In my Doctor of Ministry project, I will demonstrate the need for adult spiritual 

caregivers to better engage biblical lament with the adolescents - junior high, senior high, 

young adulthood - they minister to and with. Overall, Western Christianity has 

neglected biblical lament for use in everyday living as a way of connection to God. In 

this first chapter, I will further describe why it is important for us adults to engage 

adolescents with biblical lament, particularly in this time of transition where many 

changes and losses are experienced. I will share some of my own personal story that 

demonstrates my interest in reclaiming use of biblical lament with adolescents, as well  as 

offer an overview regarding the lack of appropriate engagement of lament in certain 

historical Christian theologies. 

PERSONAL STORIES 

I am interested in helping other spiritual caregivers and adolescents engage 

biblical lament because of several key moments and times in my own life, particularly 

those that occurred during my early, middle, and late adolescent years. In those times 

there were wonderful adults who responded to me in ways that led to healing and 

maturation by helping me address my pain and letting me feel my emotions. 

The first story occurred when I was in seventh grade. My father and I were 

completing chores on our dairy farm when a car came speeding down our farm lane to let 

us know that my older brother was in a serious car accident not far from our home. I was 

stunned and not sure how to respond, but as my mother, father, and I drove to the 
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accident site I held back my tears hiding and downplaying my emotions. However, these 

attempts were not completely successful as my father heard me sniffle. Rather than 

suggest that I "be a man" and hold in my tears, he simply said, "Bobby, it 's okay to cry." 

In that moment my father gave me permission to truly express my feelings and fears. 

My father also modeled that type of emotional expression in other public venues 

as well .  Growing up, my father led hymns in several churches we attended. Sometimes 

when he described the meaning of a hymn to the church, he would be overcome by the 

emotion of the story and shed tears in public. Though he would often crack a joke about 

"having too much farm dust in his eyes and so they needed a good washing," he 

expressed this emotion publicly in a non-manipulative manner. In other words, his tears 

were genuine and often caught him off guard. As a child and early adolescent, my father 

modeled to me that it was indeed okay for men to cry and truly express their emotions. 

A second story comes from my middle adolescent years when I was a first year 

student in college. During Spring· Break of that year, my friend Jeff who I had grown up 

with and was enrolled in the same college, unexpectedly died due to an undiagnosed 

heart problem. This was the first person close to me who had died. I remember going to 

the funeral home expecting to be a source of support to my friends during the visitation. 

Instead, I lost it emotionally as I approached the casket and the reality of Jeffs death 

sank into me. Lynn, who had been a volunteer youth worker while I was part of the 

church youth program, simply came and held me in his arms as I wept. That expression 

of care enabled me to stay in the moment of accepting Jeffs death as I recalled many 

wonderful memories of him. I would look at Jeffs body and then bury my face into 

Lynn's arms and cry. Then I would look at the casket for a brief time and once again 
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place my head in Lynn's comforting arms. This went on for nearly twenty minutes. 

Throughout that entire time, I do not recall Lynn ever saying a word. Later when I 

became a pastor, I relied on that image of pastoral care as a comforting presence when I 

walked with people in their hurts and losses. Indeed, Lynn helped me face the reality of 

that significant loss and offered a stance of permission-giving to grieve from the depths 

of my soul. 

A third story occurred in my late adolescent years when I was almost twenty-six 

years of age. I had been a pastor for several years when much of my parents' dairy farm 

was destroyed by a tornado. To make matters worse, my fifteen-year-old niece and 

brother-in-law died due to some secondary results of the area-wide tornado damage. In 

the midst of that chaos and tragedy, members of my congregation offered their loving 

support. I, their pastor, was now on the receiving end of their love and support. Wi thin 

the next two years of my life, I also encountered several deaths of significant friends and 

peers. Though I was no longer past-oring a congregation because ·I was in seminary, I 

continued to experience the role of a healing community in the midst of those significant 

losses through various friends and family. In each of those tragedies, the community of 

faith walked with me in ways that eventually led to healing. This has profoundly shaped 

my view of the role of the faith community as it lives out the salvific message of Good 

News. 

A fourth story occurred after I was married and into my early thirties - my wife 

and I experienced pain and loss due to infertility. At this point in my life I had been an 

adult spiritual caregiver to adolescents ranging from junior high, senior high, and young 

adult ages for over a decade in various capacities. But at this particular time, I was an 
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assistant professor of youth ministry instructing col lege students, most of whom were 

young adults, about the importance of adults appropriately sharing their joys, struggles, 

and faith with those they walk. During a particular class period when we discussed 

lament, I felt convicted to share of our struggle with infertil ity, the accompanying pain 

and loss, and how this affected my faith. So with my wife's  permission, I verbally shared 

with my students. Through that story-sharing I discovered that I was better able to 

overcome the denial that I had been l iving with for many months. Denial prevented me 

from facing the reality of my own grief and it also prevented me from accompanying my 

wife in her own grief. 

TRAGEDIES AND EVERYDAY LOSSES 

Several of the previous stories involved major tragedies and losses, but as I 

worked through Leaming Unit 3 in my Doctor of Ministry program focusing on "pastoral 

care of youth and young adults," I better realized how our everyday losses also greatly 

affect us. Yes, there are those times when the church turns to biblical lament after some 

serious tragedy, death, or destruction, but what about the "little losses" that accompany 

life on a dai ly basis? For adolescents, they encounter many changes physically, 

developmentally, socially, emotionally, mentally, and spiritually. There must be ways 

that we as their spiritual caregivers can aid and accompany them that lead to more 

healthier expressions of life than through increased suicide attempts and mental health 

illnesses. I also learned more about how the losses of everyday life can take its tol l  on 

young people through my wife's  story. As a young child her parents divorced; this was 

her mother's second marriage. Then as an early adolescent her mother' s  third marriage 
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failed. These and other losses that she experienced throughout her teenage years were 

not properly dealt with in constructive ways. Soon after graduating from high school and 

entering the mil itary she developed an eating disorder. She struggled with this for several 

years even though she sought help and treatment, but parts of her story suggest that this 

eating disorder was a result of unattended losses during her early and middle adolescent 

years. 

Humans of al l ages encounter change and loss on a regular basis in ways that go 

unattended and unacknowledged. Though I would advocate we perform practices of 

lament among all ages, this Doctor of Ministry project focuses on motivating pastors and 

youth workers to engage adolescents in expressions of biblical lament by enabling them 

to write their own prayers of lament. Perhaps one image from Sharon Daloz Parks 

epitomizes the loss that many adolescents wil l  encounter at some point in their l ives, that 

of a "metaphorical shipwreck." Though her writing is primarily concerned with late 

adolescents, the reality is· that most-·early and middle adolescents are heading for such a 

shipwreck experience before successfully navigating their way into adulthood. The years 

leading up to that significant change and loss is critical for how they are prepared to deal 

with it. Daloz Parks states :2 

Metaphorical shipwreck may occur with the loss of a relationship, violence to 
one's property, collapse of a career venture, physical i llness or injury, defeat of a 
cause, a fateful choice that irrevocably reorders one's  life, betrayal by a 
community or government, or the discovery that an intellectual construct is 
inadequate. Sometimes we simply encounter someone, or some new experience 
or idea, that calls into question things as we heard, or assumed. This kind of 
experience can suddenly rip into the fabric of life, or it may slowly yet just as 
surely unravel the meanings that have served as the home of the soul. 

2 Sharon Daloz Parks, Big Questions, Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Young A dults in Their Search for 
Meaning, Purpose, and Faith (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 28. 
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For Daloz Parks, this metaphor of shipwreck describes that jolt that many young 

adults may experience as they seek to make sense of their past while discovering who 

they will be in the future. The shelter and protection of the past that once carried them 

through no longer does. However, on the other side of this shipwreck is a gladness that 

"arises from an embracing, complex kind of knowing that is experienced as a more 

trustworthy understanding of reality in both its beauty and terror . . .  The power of the 

experience of shipwreck is located precisely in one's inability to immediately sense the 

promise of anything beyond the breakup of what has been secure and trustworthy . . .  Then, 

when we are met by the surprise of a new meaning, we are amazed. Passover is the 

celebration of amazement. Easter is what happens to us when we look back and say, ' I  

survived that?! '  Faith i s  recomposed by joy as well as by pain."3 But for this expression 

of hope to be realized in the midst of this disorienting experience, there needs to be a 

certain level of maturity of faith and meaning-making which is not often found in young 

people. 

I employ Daloz Parks' s  concept of the metaphorical shipwreck, not to suggest that 

adolescence is one big, long shipwreck - I do not believe this to be the case - but to 

remind ourselves that part of the journey of adolescence is that of discovery of identity, 

meaning, and purpose. At some point, for faith to mature, young people will need to 

question what they have been taught and articulate it in ways that makes sense to them. 

However, this can be a very disorienting experience. Therefore, the role of adult spiritual 

caregivers who can walk with young people and help them discern what is happening to 

them is crucial for their hope and maturation. But accompanying that time of questioning 

and meaning-making is that of loss - a loss of what was familiar, comfortable, and at 

3 Daloz Parks, 30-3 1 .  
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times easy. In addition to the more normal developmental losses are those that thrust 

young people into a shipwreck experience before they are emotionally mature: the death 

of a parent, a serious injury or il lness, the divorce of their parents, or a geographic move. 

How will we as adult spiritual caregivers journey with adolescents in their many 

experiences of life? I propose that engaging practices of biblical lament wil l  help young 

people l ive through not only the major losses of l ife, but also those which occur in an 

every day or every week sort of reality. This is not meant to serve as a new model for 

youth ministry, but a way of being in the midst of adolescent ministry since I believe 

lament is a missing, crucial ingredient for how we minister to and with young people. 

Lament brings the particularity of one's suffering to voice,4 it offers a form or structure 

for expressing such suffering, 5 and it enables the community a way of opportunity for 

healing to occur. 6 Overall, engaging practices of biblical lament and the accompanying 

hope it can provide is a gift of empowerment. The experience of any kind of suffering, 

no matter the degree, makes people vulnerable. "Suffering involves feelings of 

powerlessness because the event that has occasioned the suffering is beyond the 

sufferer' s control and the feelings evoked by the event are often experienced as out of the 

sufferer' s  control as well ."7 For many adolescents, certain levels of suffering, isolation, 

confusion, doubt, and pain are an everyday experience. 

4 Kathleen B i l lman and Daniel Migliore, Rachel 's Cry: Prayer of lament and Rebirth of Hope (Cleveland: 
United Church Press, 1 999), 80. 
5 Bi l lman, 8 3 .  
6 Bil lman, 86. 
7 Bi llman, 94 . 
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LAMENT IN THE CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 

Biblical lament offers hope to adolescents in a way that connects them with God 

in an authentic, intimate manner. However, as I previously stated, the Christian church in 

the West has neglected practices of lament in worship, pastoral care, and biblical 

instruction. Overall, classical theologies of prayer have shown a deep ambivalence in 

what they say about the experience of grief and loss, and have not always known what to 

make of the lament prayer. 8 Church leaders have over-emphasized the penitential 

psalms, those which stem from personal or corporate sin. However, the penitential 

psalms "represent a distinct minority of the lament prayers in the Psalter. Far more 

frequent than penitential psalms are laments to God motivated by such experiences as 

sickness, misfortune, unjust treatment by others, and personal or communal distress."9 In 

their book, Rachel 's Cry: Prayer of Lament and Rebirth of Hope, Kathleen Billman and 

Daniel Migliore offer a survey of several such theologies of the past two millennium. 

Early Christian theology was dominated by Augustine. According to him, human 

beings are motivated by their desire for happiness, and "the Christian life is an arduous 

journey from destructive attachments to things of this world to the passionate love of God 

alone." 1 °  For the Christian, grief should be severely restrained, and so for Augustinian 

piety, "lament over loss of loved ones and delights of this world is replaced by confession 

of sins." 1 1  When it came to the Psalms, two features stood out for Augustine. F irst, he 

read them with a heavy Christological lens. For example, the cry of abandonment in 

Psalm 22 was interpreted as words of a dying Savior, not that other humans should utilize 

8 Bil lman, 46. 
9 Bi l lman, 29. 
to Bi l lman, 47. 
1 1  Bi l lman, 48.  
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this prayer. Second, he construed the lament psalms as penitential psalms, and so once 

again emphasizing the sinful state of humanity. "While Augustine acknowledges the 

appropriateness of lament in the mode of grieving for our sins, he is at least 

uncomfortable and even suspicious of lament for the loss of a beloved fami ly member or 

intimate friend or in response to a calamity such as the exile and enslavement of a whole 

people. In the Augustinian piety of detachment, grief over such losses would be 

misdirected." 12  

Reformation theologian Martin Luther's piety and theology focused on his 

doctrine of justification by grace through faith alone. Prayer is rooted in the fact that God 

wants us to do this and so we are also not only to offer prayer with our words, but also 

with our whole heart. The Psalms were important for him, but they were only second to 

the Lord's Prayer in instructing Christians how and what to pray. 1 3  Whe� it comes to 

lament, though, Christians are to pray the laments, the grace of God is the only 

consolation in our experiences of loneliness, despair, and abandonment.· Compared to 

Augustine, Luther shows a remarkable freedom in allowing the expression of lament, but 

he is careful not to grant attacks on God's  gracious promises as the psalmist suggests in 

some of the prayers. Furthermore, he continues to view the lament psalms as that of 

penitential, though not to the degree of Augustine because he "thinks exclusively of the 

sinner's utter dependence on the sheer and miraculous forgiveness of God." 14  

Calvin, another sixteenth century Reformer, viewed Augustine as the greatest of 

early church theologians. Though he also bel ieved that the grief of the Christian ought to 

be tempered, it was not due to us being worldly sinful beings. Instead it is because we 

12 Bil lman, 50. 
1 3 Bil lman, 5 1 .  
14 Bil lman, 5 5 .  
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are called to submit to the providence of God in al l events. 1 5  Calvin believed that prayer 

was the chief exercise of faith, and that in this act Christians were to bring all their needs, 

anxieties, praise, and thanksgiving to God. Psalms is the primary book of prayer for 

Christians. And though prayers of lament are al lowed, they must be kept within the 

context of submission to God's wil l  and God's providential care. Therefore, he cal ls 

Christians to humility and patience in the face of adversity. "For Calvin, we should 

always be ready to confess our sins and manifest patience in suffering, showing 

moderation in expressions of sorrow because to do otherwise would be to doubt the 

fatherly governance of God. When adversity strikes us, God is either punishing us for 

our sins or purifying us for closer communion with God." 1 6  

PASSIVE ACCEPTANCE OF SUFFERING AMONG MENNONITES 

Early Anabaptism was not so much influenced by one particular leader of faith, 

but by various people and collective experiences. Suffering and persecution was at the 

core of early Anabaptist beginnings. Anabaptism evolved during early Protestant 

Reformation efforts in various pockets throughout Europe, primarily in the Netherlands, 

Swiss-German borderlands, and Austria. In time, however, Anabaptists migrated to parts 

of Russia, United States, Canada, and several South American countries to escape various 

waves of persecution in their history and spawned various denominational groups, 

including Mennonites. Two early books detail the stories, songs, and prayers of early 

Anabaptist faith martyrs as a way to encourage the bel ievers and to pass on faith to the 

next generations. 

15 Bil lman, 56-57. 
16 Bil lman, 60. 
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The Ausbund, first printed in 1 564, was one of the first song collections to ever be 

published. It is still used today among Old Order Amish in North America. 1 7  Singing 

was a part of daily life in the sixteenth century and served as a carrier and communicator 

of early Anabaptist teaching. This hymnbook encapsulated central Anabaptist beliefs, 

kept alive the stories of martyrs, and taught l iturgical doctrines and prayer, such as the 

Apostles Creed and the Lord's Prayer. These songs were not explicitly examples of 

lament, but were faith exhortations stemming out of a painful reality. One example that 

carried a Job-like dialogue with God is from the exiled writer Hans Bilchel. He cried out 

in misery to God because he had been driven away from his wife and child. "God' s  

answer comes in  the form of  Christ' s words: Whoever begins to construct a building 

should calculate the cost before commencing (stanza 5) .  The commitment to Christ' s  

way, sealed in  baptism, was the narrow way of  the cross from the start. Bilchel ' s  lament 

continues, with parallels drawn between the sufferings of Christ and those that must be 

endured by the true fol lowers of Christ'�LS, 

Martyrs Mirror, first published in 1 660 by Dutch Mennonite minister Thieleman 

van Braght, is a collection of early Christian and Anabaptist martyrs. van Braght spent 

years researching the stories of these Christians who died for their faith. He hoped this 

would encourage his church members in their faith because "[h ]e worried that too many 

Mennonites in his day were becoming wealthy and lax in their Christian commitments."1 9  

In  1 685,  Dutch poet artist Jan Luyken produced 1 04 copper etchings that il lustrated 

graphic portrayals of the horrors of persecution. Then, in 1 748 faced with the possibility 

1 7 C. Arnold Snyder, A nabaptist History and Theology: A n  Introduction (Kitchener, ON : Pandora Press, 
1995), 1 07. 
1 8  Snyder, 29 1 .  
1 9 Harry Loewen and Steven Nolt, Through Fire and Water: A n  Overview of Mennonite History (Scottdale, 
PA: Herald Press, 1 996), 1 70. 
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of war, Mennonites living in Pennsylvania had Martyrs Mirror translated into German to 

serve as a witness of history and remind them of Christ 's way of love. "They hoped that 

the stories of discipleship and nonresistance recorded in its pages would encourage the 

church to remain faithful to the gospel of peace. "20 

Over the years Mennonites have often carried a humble, passive acceptance of 

suffering and discipleship stemming from their earliest roots. "Again and again it is 

affirmed that suffering is the true sign of being a Christian and of being a member of the 

true church. Suffering for Christ 's  sake is identified as the nearest, most direct way of 

gaining eternal life. "2 1  Menno Simons, not an initial Anabaptist leader but one who 

helped unify the segmented groups, wrote the following words in his Hymn of 

Discipleship in 1 540: 

I 'd  rather choose the sorrow sore, 
and suffer as of God the child, 

Than have from Pharoah all his store, 
to revel in for one brief while; 

The realm of Pharoah cannot last 
Christ keeps his kingdom sure and fast; 
Around his child his are he casts. "22 

Suffering was seen as a sign of true Christian discipleship. As various Anabaptist groups 

migrated to lands free of persecution, they strived to be good, law-abiding citizens and 

contributors to the society around them, yet l iving a l ife of distinctive Christian values. 

This is often referred to as being "the quiet in the land." 

The early Anabaptist acceptance of suffering by the hands of other faith traditions 

may have been an appropriate response in the sixteenth century, but it also fostered in 

20 Loewen, 1 69 .  
2 1 Walter Klaassen, ed., A nabaptism in Outline: Selected Primary Sources (Scottdale, PA: Herald Press, 
1 98 1 ), 85 .  
22 Klaassen, 99. 
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section on three rites of lament: for couples who have experienced a miscarriage, to bring 

closure after divorce, and for a funeral service. Additional services include rites of 

passage, pilgrimage, and reconciliation. 

Mennonite adolescent caregivers, most of whom are volunteers, have not been 

adequately equipped to guide young people through their loss and pain of life. Biblical 

lament is one way to engage young people in this aspect. Overal l, Mennonite churches 

have neglected lament as a worthy expression of faith, but have instead fostered a posture 

of passive acceptance of suffering as a mark of Christ-like discipleship. 

CONCLUSION 

These theological streams have greatly impacted the Western Christian Church, 

including the engagement of biblical lament. Though there is significant emphasis on the 

role of sin in the lives of humans, there is not an appreciation for connecting with God 

through expressions of biblical lament. -Either it is simply inappropriate to call out to 

God in such anger, or the reason for our grief is due to our sin. Therefore, lament has lost 

favor with the Christian church in the West. This may be an oversimplification of the 

church's treatment of biblical lament, but the point is that there has been a neglect of 

proper, biblical engagement of this form of spirituality. Adults who neglect to teach 

adolescents and model for them the ways of biblical lament, only perpetuate the next 

generation's ignorance of this vital form of connection to God. In a country that is 

witnessing an increase in adolescent suffering, I believe biblical lament is Good News for 

adolescents and adults alike. Similarly, long-time youth ministry professor Dean 

Borgman simply states, "The church has not given youth a chance to lament or confess 
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appropriately, even though youth feel a need, subconsciously perhaps, for public and 

private expression of despair and remorse."25 

The remainder of my project will elaborate on the need for engagement of 

practices of biblical lament and suggest practical ways this can be done. In chapter two I 

will describe a biblical theology of lament stemming primarily from Psalms and 

Lamentations, and offer some suggestions of how we may embody aspects of that 

spirituality with our young people today. The third chapter will be an overview of faith 

development among adolescents as well as a proposal of how biblical lament can nurture 

their faith formation. In chapter four I will articulate how the role of biblical lament can 

strengthen pastoral care of adolescents. Chapter five describes a process of several 

pastors who engaged their junior high and senior high youth as well  as young adults in a 

timed writing exercise that encouraged adolescents to write their own prayers of lament. 

Chapter six offers some personal observations and pastoral reflections of these adolescent 

interactions with biblical lament. Finall y, chapter seven identifies concluding statements 

of what I am finding through this project and offer some points for adult spiritual 

caregivers of adolescents to consider as they further engage young people in a Christian 

faith community that embraces lament. 

25 Dean Borgman, Hear My Story: Understanding the Cries of Troubled Youth (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2003), 380. 
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CHAPTER 2 - THEOLOGY OF BIBLICAL LAMENT 

SECTION 1 - INTRODUCTION TO BIBLICAL LAMENT 

"My God, my God ... " 

"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" These famil iar, yet troubling 

words remind us of Jesus' last moments on the cross. How could God forsake and 

abandon Jesus in his hour of need? We might answer this troubling question one of two 

ways. First, we may simply suggest that this crucifixion event was so painful for God 

that God simply needed to look away because never before had such an act occurred. Or 

perhaps, if we are concerned with the accusatory words, we may simply suggest that it 

was okay for Jesus to talk in such a manner to God because Jesus was God. Both of these 

options view the uttered cry by Jesus as a true historical event. God must have forsaken 

Jesus, or Jesus was a liar. 

What is not always publicly recognized with this passage is that Jesus relies on his 

Jewish spiritual tradition. In his hour ofii.eed and pain, Jesus recal ls the ·first verse of 

Psalm 22, a psalm of lament. Jesus was not at all abandoned by God; rather God was 

with Jesus in his affliction.26 A short time later when Jesus gave up his last breath, the 

curtain in the Holy Temple was torn in two from top to bottom (Mark 1 5:38 ;  Matthew 

27:5 1 ). As a response to Jesus' own naked cry from the cross, God unveiled Godself in a 

way that left God vulnerably exposed to humanity.27 "In Jesus' cry, God cries too; and in 

Jesus' cry, our own cries are validated by God and will be redeemed. In short, God is at 

26 Wil liam Stacy Johnson, "Jesus' Cry, God's Cry, and Ours" in lament: Reclaiming Practices in Pulpit, 
Pew and Public Square, eds., Sally Brown and Patrick Mi l ler (Louisvi l le :  Westminster John Knox Press, 
2005), 80. 
27 Robert C. Dykstra, "Rending the Curtain :  Lament as an Act of Vulnerable Aggression" in lament: 
Reclaiming Practices in Pulpit, Pew and Public Square, eds., Sally Brown and Patrick Mil ler (Louisv i l le :  
Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 60. 



work in Jesus '  cry to hear us, to save us, and to empower us, so that in response to this 

God who refuses to let us go, we too, by the Spirit' s power, can resolve not to abandon 

one another. "28 

25 

To better understand the cry of Jesus and God's response to this cry, let us further 

understand what biblical lament is and its role within Jewish spirituality. In this section I 

will describe biblical lament and overview it' s function throughout biblical history. In 

the remaining three sections of this chapter, I will give attention to lament found in the 

Psalms and Lamentations, and how it might be embodied for today. 

What is biblical lament? 

The biblical tradition of lament includes those prayers and expressions of 

complaint, anger, grief, despair, and protest to God.29 Old Testament scholar Kathleen 

O'Conner suggests they are prayers that "erupt from wounds, burst out of unbearable 

pain, and bring it to language . . .  They take anger and despair before God and community. 

They grieve. They argue. They find fault.· . .  Although laments appear disruptive of God's 

world, they are acts of fidelity. In vulnerability and honesty, they cling to God and 

demand for God to see, hear, and act. . . in the process of harsh complaint and resistance, 

they also express faith in God in the midst of chaos, doubt, and confusion. "30 

The shape and structure of these prayers impress itself upon the community of 

faith that merits imitation. 31 The structure itself may be a vehicle for one presently 

praying to move beyond their predicament to a new level of trust and confidence. 

28 Johnson, 80-8 1 .  
29 Kathleen D. Bi l lman and Daniel L .  Migliore, Rachel's Cry: Prayer of lament and Rebirth of Hope 
(Cleveland: United Church Press, 1 999), 6 .  
3 °  Kathleen O 'Conner, lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknoll, NY: Orb is  Books, 2002), 9. 
3 1 Sal ly Brown and Patrick Mil ler, "Introduction" in lament: Reclaiming Practices in Pulpit, Pew and 
Public Square, eds., Sally Brown and Patrick Mi l ler (Louisvil le:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), xiv
xv. 
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Lament is distinguished from mere complaint. The former bemoans the troubles and 

moves to some expression of confidence and assurance of being heard, whereas the latter 

offers only a sense of arguing with God about the present situation and does not explicitly 

lead to trust in God. Nevertheless, complaint is part of biblical prayer as well as a 

function within lament, and is itself an act of trust. Since lament and complaint are 

central elements in biblical prayer, they can be part of our own prayers today. At the 

center of these prayers are petitions for God's help. Overall ,  these prayers are to be 

understood as acts of persuasion so that God acts on behalf of the innocent, the victim, 

and the sufferer. 

Regarding the structure of the lament itself, Old Testament scholar Walter 

Brueggemann suggests there are six regular elements to Israel ' s  classic model.32 First, 

God is addressed and named, thereby trusting that God is listening attentively. Second, 

the lament moves to a complaint that identifies the trouble. The third element found 

within lament demonstrates that the flow·moves to petition, where the author demands 

that God acts, moves, and saves.  The fourth element includes motivations that are added 

to the petition which give God additional reasons for acting. Fifth, due to the extreme 

pain, the lamenter does not stop at petition for rescue but may often ask for vengeance or 

i l l  to befall the enemy. F inally, after uttering the need, the hurt, the demand, and the 

venom something unexpected happens. The mood and the tone change to praise, 

confidence, and gratitude of God. It is not completely known why this tum happens, but 

the speaker is at a very different place than when the prayer began. However, not all 

these elements are employed in every prayer of lament and not always in the order that 

fol lows. 

32 Ann Weems, Psalms of lament (Louisville; Westminster John Knox Press, 1 995), x-xi .  
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These six elements of lament can be categorized into two basic parts : the plea and 

the praise.33 The plea is the complaint that somehow God should correct the skewed 

situation. It includes the address to God, the complaint, the petition, the motivations, and 

the imprecation or voice of vengeance. The praise, on the other hand, signifies a change 

and recognizes that things are now different. Features of praise include the assurance of 

being heard, payment of vows, and doxology. Brueggemann states: 

"We cannot ever know whether it is changed circumstance, or changed attitude, or 
something of both. But the speaker now speaks differently. Now the sense of 
urgency and desperation is replaced with joy, gratitude, and well-being . . .  Thus the 
sequence of complaint-praise is a necessary and legitimate way with God, each 
part in its own, appropriate time. But one moment is not less faithful than the 
other. . . It is the honest address to God that moves the relationship to new 
possibilities of faithfulness that can only be reached through such risky honesty. 
In the ful l  relationship, the season of plea must be taken as seriously as the season 
of praise."34 

It is important to note that we do not know how long it took the authors of these 

laments to write their prayers. Even though there seems to be a structured form and flow, 

we dare not think that in our desperate hour of need we can simply pray through this 

formula and expect to be at a different place a few minutes after beginning our prayer. 

Perhaps it took the original composers days, weeks, months, or even years to get to a 

point of appropriately praising God. Therefore, we should be careful not to place guilt 

upon ourselves or others if we are not in a genuine state of praise and thanksgiving to 

God. In other words, even though there is a pivotal and transformative turn evident in 

these prayers, we do not know the amount of time that lapsed while the author reached 

that point. 

33 Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms: A Theological Commentary (Minneapolis: A ugsburg, 
1 984), 54-56. 
34 Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, 56-57. 
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One final, significant feature of lament remains. Lament is not simply an act of 

mourning; it is an act of protest. Brueggemann states, "The lament-complaint, perhaps 

Israel ' s  most characteristic and vigorous mode of faith, introduces us to a ' spirituality of 

protest.' That is, Israel boldly recognizes that all is not right in the world. This is against 

our easy genti le way of denial, pretending in each other' s  presence and in the presence of 

God that 'al l  is well, ' when it is not. But Israel also defiantly refuses to confess its guilt 

or to take responsibility for what is wrong in the world."35 

To truly understand that lament is an act of protest, we need to know that it is 

distinguishable from two other types of prayers found in the Bible: penitential prayers 

and funeral dirges. Penitential prayers, or prayers of confession, express a strong sense 

of guilt and remorse for personal or corporate sins. They plea to God for forgiveness and 

renewal, but "the primary emphasis  of the prayer of lament is not on the grievous sins of 

those who pray but on their misery, their sense of suffering unj ustly, and their feeling of 

being abandoned by friends and even by God. "36· Funeral dirges are acts of mourning in 

proximity to the burial of the dead, and forewarn against or commemorate the fact of a 

death and/or destruction. Though both genres of lament and funeral dirge are about loss 

and suffering, the former is "a plea for help in the terrible moment of suffering and loss, 

whi le the dirge, also an act of lamenting, mourns the loss. "37 

Biblical Overview of Lament and Its Function 

Though biblical laments may be most associated with those found in the Psalms, 

they do appear elsewhere in the B ible throughout the Old and New Testaments. 

35 Weems, xi i .  
36 Bi llman, 7.  
37 

Sally A .  Brown and Patrick D. Mi l ler, " Introduction" in lament: Reclaiming Practices in Pulpit, Pew 
and Public Square, eds. ,  Sally Brown and Patrick Mi l ler (Louisvi l le: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 
xvi .  
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However, over time their purpose and role within the life of the faith community had 

changed. Today there are some, including myself, in the United States who feel that 

lament has been almost nonexistent in America, and so a sort of reclaiming or renewal of 

its usage is needed. In fact, Old Testament scholar Claus Westermann infers that 

"Jewish spirituality, with its vigorous prayers of protest, differs sharply from much 

Christian spirituality that often extols the virtues of submissiveness and passive 

acceptance of suffering."38 How did we get from an ancient Jewish people who regularly 

engaged in lament to a Christian tradition in the United States who, though claiming to 

have folded this ancient tradition into its own history, neglects lament? Though to 

adequately address this question is beyond the scope of this paper, I offer a brief 

historical overview that may offer some clues. 

To begin, one must recognize the lament genre itself evolved during the Old 

Testament times: early (pre-kingdom), middle (kingdom), and late (post-kingdom). 

Westermann suggests that biblical lament commonly contained three components or 

dimensions corresponding to its three subjects: God, the one who laments, and the 

enemy.39 He states: 

"In the early period, the dominant one of the three components constituting the 
lament is the lament directed at God, the complaint against God. In the middle 
period, that is, in the Psalms, the three components of the lament are on the whole 
held in balance. In the later period, the complaint against God falls almost totally 
si lent. How and why it becomes silent can easily be observed. 

"The theology of the Deuteronomic school-which declared the history of the 
wilderness sojourn and even more the history of established Israel, to be a history 
of disobedience, and which sought to prove that political annihilation was the 
righteous judgment of God-began to formulate a way of thinking in which 
complaint against God was absolutely disallowed. The guilt of the Patriarchs was 

38 Bil lman, 25 .  
3 9  Claus Westermann, Praise and Lament i n  the Psalms (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1 98 1  - 2"d edition), 
1 69. 



so earnestly and consciously taken over that, in place of the complaint against 
God formerly found in laments concerned with the fate of the nation, now the 
exact opposite appeared, viz., the justification of God's  righteousness or simply 
praise of the righteous God. Nevertheless, over and beyond this theological 
conviction, perplexity at the incomprehensible judgments of God remained. "40 
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In the early period, Westermann identifies themes of affliction of the people, the 

question of the meaning of existence such as "Why?" and "If this be so, why do I live?", 

and the lament of a mediator such as a judge or prophet. Some passages that he points to 

include those in Judges (i .e. Judges 1 5: 1 8  - a lament of Samson), Genesis 25 :22 and 

Genesis 27:46 (prayers of Rebekah), and the laments of Moses. The middle period 

includes the writings of the Psalms. The later period includes four different types of 

prayers of lament found in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha: ones similar to those in 

the Psalter; petitionary prayers without a lament; prayers of repentance; and independent, 

free-standing laments, which emerge from and alongside prayer, but mainly as a 

complaint. Of these four, the second category is most prevalent demonstrating that the 

lament has been reduced to petition.4 1. · ·  - -'· · · · · ·  

To summarize the pre-New Testament Jewish era, Westermann suggests that the 

lament is an event among the one who laments, God, and "the enemy" which arose from 

a situation of great need. The practice of calling on God in times of need existed in Israel 

from the earliest to the latest periods of her history, "but the way in which one called 

upon God changed dramatical ly. In the early period the bare lament, without fol lowing 

petition, constituted this call .  In the Psalms the lament is consistently followed by a 

petition, i .e . ,  a supplication for help. In the late period the petition is separated from the 

40 Westermann, 1 7 1 - 1 72. 
4 1 Westermann, 20 I .  
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lament, and an associated phenomenon is the gradual disintegration of the Psalm of 

lament as a whole."42 

In the Christian New Testament era, the writers urged the faith community to 

constantly be involved in prayer, but unlike the Old Testament Psalms, these authors do 

not provide us with many actual prayers. However, it is important to remember that the 

Old Testament was the holy book for early Christian communities.43 Kathleen B illman 

and Daniel Migliore pick up the question left by Westermann: Does the loss of lament in 

the prayer and worship of the Christian church today have its basis in the New Testament 

itself? Their thesis contends "that while not as prominent as in the Old Testament, 

strands of prayer of lament and protest are not only present in the New Testament but are 

found at decisive points in the story that it tells."44 

They suggest these prayers, including the Lord ' s  prayer, are full of passion and a 

sense of urgency. Like the Old Testament, these prayers have a particular l ife context 

and "are prayers of a beleaguered and persecuted minority ."45 Prayer includes petition 

for the forgiveness of sins, but is not reduced to it because Jesus' ministry was wider than 

solely the forgiveness of sins. They suggest, "it is inappropriate to reduce the lament that 

arises from suffering to the plea for forgiveness . . .  the salvation and healing which Jesus 

brings in his ministry and in his death and resurrection are a deliverance from 

inexplicable suffering as well  as from human sin. "46 Though prayers of vengeance are 

not as numerable in the New Testament, "its presence reminds us of the seriousness of 

evil and the reality of divine judgment. In the book of Revelation we find prayers that 

42 Westermann, 2 1 3 .  
43 

Bi llman, 3 3 .  
44 Bi llman, 34.  
4 5  Bil lman, 3 5 .  
46 

Bil lman, 36. 
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resemble the plea for vengeance on enemies present in some of the Old Testament psalms 

of lament."47 

There are other prayers of struggle, like those called out by Jesus in Gethsemane 

and Paul for the removal of his "thorn in the flesh. "48 Other passages breathe the spirit of 

lament and protest, such as in Mark 4 :38  ("Teacher, do you not care that we are 

perishing?"), Luke 1 8: 1 -8 (The parable of the widow and unjust judge; she remained 

persistent in her demand for justice.),49 and Jesus' use of Psalm 22 in his awful cry of 

abandonment on the cross in Mark 1 5 :34 ("My God, my God, why have you forsaken 

me?") which directly connect with the spiritual tradition of lament. "Because the New 

Testament community sees Jesus in the most intimate relationship to God, the lament of 

Jesus becomes the basis of Christian affirmation that God also laments. ,,so In spite of the 

various connections to the New Testament, Billman and Migliore contend: 

"Despite the evidences of the persistence of the lament prayer in the New 
Testament . . .  , there can be no denying that some passages of the New Testament 
show a tendency to mute the lament tradition . . .  It is also apparent in some 
passages . . .  where Christians are counseled not to lament but to show patience and 
endurance in the face of suffering (James 5 :7- 1 8). Sti l l  we would argue that, at its 
center, the New Testament l ike the Old acknowledges the reality of evil and 
suffering and gives voice to the mourning of the afflicted and the longing for 
justice and renewal of life. Furthermore, l ike the Old Testament, the gospel 
tradition refuses to equate suffering with sin. In addition, the New Testament l ike 
the Old includes lament in tensive juxtaposition with the praise of God rather than 
as an end in itself. Finally, the faith of both Old and New Testament envisions a 
God who without ceasing to be God shares the lamentation of a groaning 
creation. "51 

4 7  Bi l lman, 36.  
48 Bil lman, 36. 
4 9  Bil lman, 37-38. 
5 0  Bil lman, 39. 
5 1  Bil lman, 40. 



33 

SECTION 2 - PSALMS OF LAMENT 

To better grasp the role and function of biblical lament, I will now further explore 

two books of the Bible, Psalms and Lamentations. Psalms is the ancient prayer book 

which shaped Jewish spirituality. Since these writings have also been incorporated into 

the Christian tradition, we can assume its formational influence impacted the followers of 

Jesus as wel l .  Though there are many wonderful psalms of praise and thanksgiving to 

God, there are also those of negativity, complaint, cries for vengeance and penitence that 

are foundational to a life of faith with God. Brueggemann contends, "Much Christian 

piety and spirituality is romantic and unreal in its positiveness. As children of 

Enlightenment, we have censored and selected around the voice of darkness and 

disorientation, seeking to go from strength to strength, victory to victory. But such a way 

not only ignores the Psalms; it is a lie in terms of our experience . . .  The Psalms are 

profoundly subversive of the dominant culture, which wants to deny and cover over the 

darkness we are called to enter."52 

The Psalms dialogically express both sides of the faith conversation between God 

and humanity. Even though there are one hundred fifty Psalms, it seems the Christian 

tradition has a tendency to reduce the ones actually read in public, recited, and studied to 

a handful of well-loved Psalms like Psalm 23 (The Good Shepherd) and Psalm 1 39 (God 

knowing our innermost being). How then do we work towards maintaining a balance in 

Psalmic spirituality? How do we make sense of such a vast collection of prayers and 

songs that span a period over two thousand years ago? 

Before taking a closer look at the psalms of lament and to work towards 

discovering answers to those challenges, I draw upon the scholarly work of Walter 

52 Walter Brueggemann,  Spirituality of the Psalms (Minneapolis:  Fortress Press, 2002), xi i .  
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Brueggemann as he identifies three general Psalmic types: psalms of orientation, psalms 

of disorientation, and psalms of new orientation. "It is suggested that the psalms can be 

roughly grouped this way, and the flow of human life characteristically is located either 

in the actual experience of one of these settings or is in movement from one to another."53 

Psalms of Orientation include those hymns of creation, Torah, wisdom, 

retribution, and well-being. These Psalms "were created, transmitted, valued, and relied 

upon by a community of faithful people. To these people, their faith was both important 

and satisfying."54 The Psalms of Disorientation include the laments. They recognize that 

"life is also savagely marked by incoherence, a loss of balance, and unrelieved 

symmetry."55 Finally, the Psalms of New Orientation include those of thanksgiving and 

certain aspects of praise that stem from a disoriented experience. Of these categories of 

Psalms, the largest number is those of Disorientation. 

There are two basic types of Disorientation lament psalms: individual and 

communal . The individual laments which comprise a large number of these psalms, 

signify that something is amiss in the relationship and that it must be righted. These are 

the voices of those who find their circumstances quite dangerous. In fact, Brueggemann 

indicates, "These are the speeches of caged men and women getting familiar with their 

new place . . .  It is the function of these songs to enable, require, and legitimate the 

complete rejection of the old orientation."56 The lament of the individual is the single 

most extensive form found within the Psalms. Its theological significance lies in the fact 

53 Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms, 8.  
54 

Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms, 16 .  
5 5  Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms, 25.  
5 6  Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms, 39.  



3 5  

that it gives voice to the suffering. "The lament i s  the language o f  suffering; in it 

suffering is given the dignity of language. It wi ll not stay si lent !"57 

It is not consistently clear the cause of the individual ' s  suffering, though the 

lament is often over physical or spiritual distress. Sometimes God is accused as the 

cause, and other times it is the "enemy" who instills it. In the latter cases, the enemy 

threatens the lamenter and directs their hostil ity on to the lamenting individual . "The 

lamenter alone is under duress. Never is it even implied that the lamenter belongs to a 

circle of friends who are being assailed . . .  Moreover, the enemy so absolutely overwhelms 

the lamenter, so completely undoes him, that the idea of opposing the enemy never comes 

to mind. "58 Furthermore, "the relationship of the lamenter to those who he accuses is one 

which remains within the community to which both belong . . .  The foundation of the 

community is its relationship to God."59 

The communal and national laments, fewer in number than the individual ones, 

are statements about the religious dimension of public events of loss. "They permit us to 

remember that we are indeed public citizens and creatures and have an immediate, direct, 

and personal stake in publ ic events."60 The complaint against God is a dominant feature 

with these types of psalms. "The heart of the lament of the people in ancient Israel l ies in 

these accusatory questions and statements directed at God." 6 1  In fact, there are no 

communal laments void of this. Another characteristic is their complaint about an 

enemy. Unlike those of individual laments, it is clear that the enemy is  a recognizable 

57 
Westermann, 272. 

58 
Westermann, 1 93 .  

5 9  Westermann,  1 93- 1 94. 
6 0  Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms, 40. 
61 Westermann,  1 77- 1 78. 
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political adversary who has dealt a severe blow to them and caused their suffering.62 

"The theological significance of the national lament lies in its immediate relationship to 

the activity of God as Savior."63 

Though the communal laments are not as numerous as the individual ones, they 

are important for the nurture of responsible faith. "The recovery of the personal 

complaint psalms is a great gain, but unless the communal complaints are set alongside 

them, the record of personal religion can serve only privatistic concerns - and that is no 

doubt a betrayal of biblical faith. "64 

Embodying the Psalms of Lament Today 

In most cases we do not know the specific reasons for what prompted the psalms 

of lament. However, these psalms "invite personal and communal identification with the 

emotional, relational, and spiritual worlds of the psalmist as the psalmist oscil lates 

between feelings and faith."65 Therefore, the identification with the psalmist may in fact 

beeome- a source of transformation and healing for people today. In the remainder of this 

section on the Psalms of Lament, I wish to offer some thoughts as to why and how we 

may embody its message of good news today. 

In her article "Recovering Lamentation as a Practice in the Church," Nancy Duff 

argues "that the practice of lament needs to be recovered in the church and that psalms of 

lament can be used to encourage the Christian church today to allow room for true 

62 Westermann, 1 93 .  
63 Westermann, 270. 
64 Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms, 4 1 -42. 
6 5  Jaco Hamman, When Steeples Cry: leading Congregations Through loss and Change (Cleveland: The 
Pilgrim Press, 2005), 1 23 .  
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lamentation in  our corporate and individual lives of prayer and worship. "66 She addresses 

three aspects of these psalms that can aid us today. "Psalms of lament ( 1 )  challenge our 

inabi lity to acknowledge the intense emotions that grief entails, (2) free us to make a bold 

expression of grief before God and in the presence of others, and (3 ) allow us to rely on 

God and the community to carry forth hope on our behalf when we ourselves have no 

hope in us."67 

First, Duff contends that our society and church discourage us from expressing 

intense feelings of sorrow or anger when we experience significant loss.68 We may be 

encouraged to simply "get over it" and move on in life. To come to terms with our 

inability to face grief honestly, we must recognize that the Bible recognizes the 

overwhelming reality of grief that cannot be consoled and that "the church needs to tum 

to the biblical concept of lament to provide a space where people can express their 

sorrow before God and one another. "69 

· She then suggests that simply reading -and-understanding the lament psalms 

provide an avenue to create space and freedom to express the powerful emotions that 

often accompany grief. This also informs the reader that they are not the first to feel 

abandoned by God. 7° Furthermore, even if  the reader does not personally identify with 

the words of a particular psalm, they can read it as a prayer on behalf of another whose 

experience is that of the psalmist.7 1  In this way it serves as a type of intercessory prayer. 

66 Nancy J.  Duff, "Recovering Lamentation as a Practice in the Church" in Lament: Reclaiming Practices 
in Pulpit, Pew, and Public Square, eds., Sally Brown and Patrick Mil ler (Louisvi l le: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2005), 4. 
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Finally, Duff acknowledges that there are situations in  life where God might be 

the only one to offer words of hope. To i l lustrate this point, she recalls the "slaughter of 

the innocents" in Matthew 2. Rachel refuses to be consoled, but yet the Gospel honors 

her refusal as "faithful testimony."72 In reality, this implies that in those worst instances 

of grief and despair, our own offerings of hope to the grieved must be spoken carefully 

and respectfully. 

Michael Jinkins asks the question in his book In the House of the Lord: Inhabiting 

the World of the Psalms: What would it mean for us to learn to inhabit the world of the 

psalms? He poses three answers to this question. First, it "allows us to enter into a world 

where we recognize the reign of the Lord." 73 These psalms offer a language that 

acknowledges God as Sovereign, not Self, and thereby inhabiting a language helps us 

inhabit the world. However, we must also recognize that taking seriously such a world 

requires that we be bilingual and possess "the ability to move around in the language 

modes and thought patterns of the Bible and our-own -cultures."74 Jinkins -then says we 

need "to practice the habituation of God as a living discipline." 75 Habitual practice 

through reading and praying these psalms will form our character, and so it is essential 

that we remain committed to them even when life is not so joyful. Third, inhabiting this 

world guides us to "discern the sacred quality of all life, the whole of creation."76 Jinkins 

contends that the Psalms "stubbornly refuse to respect the dichotomy we commonly 

recognize between the sacred and the secular, the holy and the profane . . .  Creation shares 

72 
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God's  holiness, because the Holy One forms creation and breathes life into it."77 

However, he also recognizes that this glory-filled creation is not synonymous with God. 

Nevertheless, Jinkins suggests that the paradox in the world of the psalmist is that the 

closer we get to God, the more clearly we see that we are mere creatures and only God is 

God. "By discerning and respecting this infinite qualitative difference between God the 

holy Creator and this creaturely world that belongs to God, we prepare ourselves to see 

the awesomeness and mystery of both God and creation."78 

As Jinkins considers the role of the faith community in inhabiting these psalms, 

he asks the following questions: "What can we say, then about the relationship between 

these communities of faith and the psalms of lament? What might it mean for us in our 

communities of faith to enter into the world of the psalms? First, we must recognize that 

the communities ' lost in the midst' of the psalms of lament wrote, and we hear these 

words, out of  the depths of their own profoundly lamentable history."79 They knew first-

hand -suffering, grief, despair, famine, persecution�· warfare,- betrayal, and false 

accusations. Second, in spite of their painful historical realities, they "believed that God 

could be trusted, could be called upon and counted on in all of l ife. Whatever the form of 

distress took, they placed themselves in God's hands."80 

Finally, Jinkins suggest that we locate ourselves in the psalms of lament. To do 

so acknowledges we understand "the psalms remain tenaciously performative. Thus, 

when we approach the psalms of lament, we are attracted to them not for the information 

they impart nor even their evocative power. They invite, or, perhaps better, they compel 

77 J inkins, 23 .  
7 8  Jinkins, 28. 
7 9  J inkins, 43 .  
80 J inkins, 44. 
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us to participate with them in lamentation. The hearer of the psalm of lament is 

transformed into the speaker."8 1  In other words as we perform these psalms both in our 

liturgical and pastoral uses, let us remember the formational and shaping influence they 

have on us as individuals and also as a faith community. Therefore it is essential that we 

not shy away from speaking these psalms in worship, youth group meetings, Bible study, 

pastoral care, and private devotions, even if the words may seem unpleasant at times. 

Inhabiting these words and worlds of the psalmists will enable us to better grasp the 

significance of these psalms and open us to the transformative power of God as 

articulated in these prayers of deep faith. 

SECTION 3 - LAMENTATIONS 

Overview 

Having described biblical lament within the context of the Psalms, I now tum our 

attention to Lamentations. This book does ·not often· receive a· lot of attention in sermons, 

worship, and B ible study, yet I am most grateful for its existence within our Christian 

canon. Lamentations is a book of deep emotions stemming from a painful, faith

shattering crisis between the Jewish community and God. How could God allow or bring 

about such atrocities? Though God is addressed throughout the five chapters of this book 

that express pain, fury and despair, God never responds within the framework of this 

literature. 

Noted biblical scholar Kathleen O'Conner suggests, "God never responds in 

Lamentations, but the book itself becomes a comforting witness. It is  a 'house of sorrow' 

and a safe place for tears. It honors the voices of loss, pain, and despair. It mirrors pain 

8 1  J inkins, 78.  
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back to those who suffer and, in the process, brings them out of isolation into community, 

even if only briefly . . .  Lamentations is about the collapse of a physical, emotional, and 

spiritual universe of an entire people, not about individual sorrows except in a metaphoric 

and symbolic manner. Yet the power of its poetry can embrace the sufferings of any 

whose bodies and spirits are worn down and assaulted, whose boundaries have shrunk, 

who are trapped, and now face foreclosed futures. "82 

Another Lamentations scholar, F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp notes, "however dark life 

must have been for the post-destruction community of Jerusalem and its surrounding 

environs, it is a fitting tribute to this community' s  resi lience that the one l iterary work 

that can be attributed to its members most securely, the sequence of the five poems 

collected . . .  is a most profoundly life-embracing work . . .  Lamentations may well  be the 

most remarkable and compelling testament to the human spirit' s  will to live in all of the 

Old Testament."83 

Historical Context and -Litera·ry Features 

Lamentations arose in the aftermath of a truly cataclysmic event in Jewish history. 

In 536 B.C.E.  Jerusalem and the Holy Temple were destroyed by a Babylonian invasion. 

God's  "chosen people" who once believed that God would never abandon them and keep 

safe their holy city and temple, now looked upon total destruction. The siege by 

Nebuchadnezzar's armies lasted nearly two years, thus trapping the citizens inside the 

walled, isolated city as they suffered from famine. Eventually the Babylonian forces 

82 Kath leen M. O'Conner, lamentations and the Tears of the World (Ma1yknoll, NY:  Orb is Books, 2002), 
x i i i-xiv. 
8 3  F.  W. Dobbs-Allsopp, lamentations: Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching 
(Louisvi l le: John Knox Press, 2002), 2 .  
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broke through and those who survived the onslaught were either carried off to Babylon or 

left in the region to pick up the pieces of a broken life. 

Even though it is probably true that the rest of the region outside Jerusalem 

witnessed a remarkable degree of continuity in material culture, the catastrophic event 

should not be minimized nor should the terribleness of that community's lived reality be 

misread. Judah had lost its national independence and was forced to l ive under foreign 

domination and persecution. In a span of about fifteen years there were three successive 

deportations and its cumulative effects took its toll on a once proud people. 84 The 

survivors would have been numbed by years of violence and deaths by family members, 

and so the poems could have come out of any one of these invasions. 85 Despite the fact 

that tradition often links authorship to Jeremiah, there is no hard evidence to tie the 

poems in Lamentations to him. However, these two compositions originated in the same 

general historical period, and so the attribution of his authorship may rest in the ancient 

custom of attributing works to well-known personages, 8·6 

The principle literary form of this book is the lament; prayers of the discontented, 

the disturbed, and the distraught. "Lamentations adapts the typical lament form by 

leaving out features in a signal of its own purposes . . .  They reduce or omit features 

expressing confident hope, assurance, and praise, and they greatly expand the complaints. 

Discontent and disorientation abound in the very structure of the poetry itself. "87 These 

five poems draw upon both individual and communal laments, as well as city laments and 

84 Dobbs-Al lsopp, 1 -2 .  
8 5  

O'Conner, 7 .  
8 6  Dobbs-Allsopp, 5 .  
8 7  O'Conner, 9- 1 0. 



funeral dirges. The dirge proclaims a death, announces a funeral, and summons the 

community to mourn. 88 

The city lament genre is best known from ancient Mesopotamia in which the 

destruction of particular cities and their most important shrines are depicted. The 

destruction is brought about by the divine assembly and the abandonment of its chief 
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gods, 89 yet "Lamentations is no simple Mesopotamian city lament. Rather, it represents a 

thorough translation and adaptation of the genre in a Judean environment and is 

ultimately put to a significantly different use .. . Lamentations employs structural and 

rhetorical devices well known to Hebrew poetry. In Lamentations the people are held 

responsible for the destruction of Jerusalem because of their sin, whereas in the 

Mesopotamian laments the destruction is attributed to the capricious decision of the 

divine assembly."90 However, the most striking difference is the complete absence in 

Lamentations of any mention of God's return to Jerusalem or the restoration of the city 

and temple.9 1 This motif is perhaps one of the greatest characteristics of the 

Mesopotamian city lament since it ultimately looks forward to the restoration and 

rebuilding of city and temples, and the resumption of normalcy for the larger community. 

Literarily, Lamentations is comprised of four acrostic poems and one "alphabetic" 

poem. "An acrostic is a composition that begins with the first letter of the alphabet and 

uses the rest of the letters sequential ly. Each verse of the Lamentations' acrostics begins 

with consecutive letters of the Hebrew alphabet, but, adding complexity to the poetry, the 

acrostics vary in length and type. The final poem is 'alphabetic' in the sense that it 

88 
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contains twenty-two lines, the same number of lines as the number of consonants in the 

Hebrew alphabet. "92 

O'Conner asks, does Lamentations use acrostic and alphabetic forms? She 

suggests, "the alphabetic devices embody struggles of survivors to contain and control 

the chaos of unstructured pain . . .  To write an acrostic is difficult in any language, 

requiring verbal fluency beyond demands of ordinary poetry. Lamentations' acrostics 

indicate that the poems are not spontaneous outbursts but carefully composed works."93 

Furthermore she contends, "Lamentations' alphabetic devices are deeply symbolic. They 

expose the depth and breadth of suffering in conflicting ways. The alphabet gives both 

order and shape to suffering that is otherwise inherently chaotic, formless, and out of 

control .  It signifies the enormity of suffering as a vast universe of pain, extending from 

'A to Z' . . .  It implies that suffering is infinite, for it spans the basic components of written 

language from beginning to end. "94 

Another distinctive feature of Lamentatiorrs 'is that it contains multiple testimonies 

and voices among survivors; no speaker dominates the other. "The book leaves voices 

and viewpoints unsettled, unresolved, and open-ended . . .  Together the voices express 

complex and uneven processes of coping with trauma in which hope flares up and 

fades."95 One such voice found in the first and second chapters is the "Daughter of 

Zion." "By making Jerusalem a woman, the poetry gives her personality and human 

characteristics that evoke pity or disdain from the readers. Her female body is the object 

92 O'Conner, 1 1 . 
93 O'Conner, 1 2. 
94 O'Conner, 1 3 . 
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of disgrace and shaming, and her infidel ities become shocking, intimate betrayals."96 As 

was stated earlier, one voice that we expect to hear from is God's, but we do not. All the 

book's  speakers agree that God must respond to them in their suffering, but God's  voice 

goes unheard and is missing. With this silence "Lamentations expresses human 

experiences of abandonment with full force. And because God never speaks, the book 

honors voices of pain. Lamentations is a house for sorrow because there is not speech for 

God."97 

Chapters 1-5 

Chapter l opens this book with two voices having equal opportunity to speak: the 

narrator and Daughter Zion. The narrator opens the chapter with a funeral over the city 

and is unmoved by the pain as he describes the losses experienced by Daughter Zion. 

Losses include those of power, wealth, honor, status, security, inhabitants, temple, and a 

lack of a comforter; he also blames her for her sinful ways. Daughter Zion, however, is 

full of emotion as she describes the loss of- her -children and her present pain. She is 

overwhelmed by the horror and trauma of her rape. Although she acknowledges her sin 

that results in destruction, her greatest loss is that no one is there to comfort her, 

particularly God. Throughout the chapter she begs God to look at her, pay attention, and 

see what the enemy has done to her, but God does not reply and eventually she weeps 

because of God's awful treatment of her. "Like most survivors of trauma, Daughter Zion 

cannot get a hearing . . .  When she finds words for her pain, she cannot get a hearing. 

There is no one to comfort her."98 

96 O'Conner, 1 4. 
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The second chapter contains the same two voices as the first, but the narrator 

dominates the speaking; Daughter Zion speaks only the last three verses. The 

significance of this chapter is that the narrator has moved from being an objective 

describer of events to being an emotional comforter of Zion's suffering who now joins in 

on the lament. He too begins to hurl accusations at God, charging God with violent abuse 

of city woman Zion.99 "For the narrator, God's cruel actions contradict God's  own 

interests. God violated God's special relationship with Zion, destroyed God's own 

dwelling place, and ended worship in the temple that celebrated and sealed that 

relationship." 1 00 The narrator now stands with Daughter Zion, in spite of her own self-

confessed sins, and now speaks directly to her. However, as he decries the abuse, he also 

blames the prophets and religious leadership for Zion's  downfall, as well as passersby 

and Zion's enemies. Though he does not intercede for her, he appeals to the Daughter 

Zion to speak out on behalf of her lost chi ldren. She again begs God to see her and the 

devastation, but again God offers no response. However, unlike chapter 1 ,  she has now 

gained a witness and compassionate advocate in the narrator, and so she is barely heard 

from again in this book. 

The next chapter introduces a new anonymous voice: "the strongman." This 

speaker is a captive and testifies to the pain from that experience, and perhaps also serves 

as a metaphorical voice of the people. Like Daughter Zion, he too struggles to find a 

witness of his anguish and calls out to God to look at his plight. However, in the midst of 

his complaints of rejection and suffering he briefly articulates hope and recalls God's 

faithfulness, but then it  soon dissipates as he is  so engulfed in his own trauma. The poem 

99 O'Conner, 3 3 .  
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struggles with the conflict between divine rejection and divine mercy. 1 0 1  Both times in 

chapter 3 when the strongman voices a gl immer of hope, he is at rock bottom with no 

place else to go. This inexplicable hope "emerges without clear cause like grace, without 

explanation . . .  The strongman's hope is unsteady; it comes, goes, and comes again 

repeated! y." 1 02 

Chapter 4 offers a chance for two more voices to speak who both appear hopeless 

and exhausted: an unidentified narrator and the people. In the first part of the chapter, the 

narrator (probably a different one than from chapter 1 )  takes the reader on a tour of the 

city after the invasion. His tone is observational and uninvolved, and "his words sweep 

across the destruction, letting it speak for itself in its depravity and deprivation." 1 03 After 

suggesting some blame to Zion and her mothers, he points his finger to the community 

leaders as the responsible ones for God's anger that resulted in this national catastrophe. 

But like previous chapters, the narrator suggests that God no longer pays attention to the 

people and the leaders have become invisible from�God's sight. The people is the 

speaker in the second half of the chapter, but this speaker offers the first words in 

Lamentations of the actual destruction and invasion, not simply the aftermath as the other 

speakers did. 1 04 This voice never once speaks to God or demands anything from God. 

Rather, the poem ends by the people gloating over the future pain of its enemies. 

O'Conner states, "Hatred and wishes for vengeance against cruel and oppressive enemies 

are typical and normal human responses to trauma. The ethical dilemma appears when 

people begin to act upon those desires. This poem brings the community's response into 

10 1 O'Conner, 5 1 .  
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the open, creating psychic and spiritual space to begin imagining another reality, a 

different future." 1 05 

Chapter 5 continues with the voice of the people as a long petition that urges, 

insists, and demands God's attention. As a reader, one would hope that God might 

finally offer salvation and rescue. Even in the end of this chapter and book, the people 
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have turned to God, as was done throughout Lamentations, and want the relationship with 

God restored; they are awaiting for God to make the next move. "But in this ' house of 

sorrow' no happy ending awaits the occupants. Grief and anger, doubt and despair have 

taken up residence and will not be evicted." 1 06 This Hebrew poem ends very different 

than other Mesopotamian city laments which usually end by the gods returning to the city 

and restoring it. Lamentations ends in tragedy and there is stil l  no answer from God. 1 07 

Structurally, this poem is much shorter and less structured than the previous four 

chapters. O 'Conner suggests, "Its diminished length and abandonment of the acrostic 

imply a numbing, recurring despair among survivors and leave the book without closure. 

But that refusal of resolution enable the book in its turbulence, conflict, and confusion to 

portray pain without compromise." 1 08 

Embodying Lamentations Today 

What is a person to make of Lamentations? What is the good news in this 

message? How are we to incorporate this book of pain and rejection into our personal 

faith life and into our faith community? Lamentations is a book of truth-telling, even if it 

is quite raw and explicit. Lamentations invites companionship, in ways similar to how 

1 05 O'Conner, 69. 
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the narrator responded to Daughter Zion in the two opening chapters. Furthermore, 

pastoral theologian Jaco Hamman contends, "The Book of Lamentations refuses denial, 

practices truth-telling, and reverses any amnesia, whether in the lives of individuals or in 

Gospel communities. It invites readers into communal and individual suffering. It 

sensitizes one to the pain that is present in the world . . .  The truth-telling of Lamentations's 

theology of witness offers hope for the body of Christ and comfort for a world that knows 

pain and suffering intimately." 1 09 In this next section, I will further highlight some of the 

key points from Lamentations and suggest ways to embody it today. 

Lamentations enables various voices to speak up. However, one voice is missing 

- God's .  For some reason, God does not speak or respond or heal or "see." O'Conner 

suggests that the silence of God is inspired. It shows "a bril liant restraint that breathes 

power into the book. If God were to speak, what would God say? . . .  God's speechlessness 

in Lamentations must be a calculated choice, a conscious theological decision, an 

inspired control by the book's composers, for how could· a response from the deity do 

anything but ruin the book? . . .  No matter what God said, Lamentations would come to 

premature resolution, and the book's  capacity to house sorrow would dissipate. Any 

words from God would endanger human voices." 1 1 0 

In other words, there is a time for appropriate silence when dealing with 

excruciating and intense pain. No words are able to comfort the soul. However, the mere 

presence of someone can be a source of strength and encouragement. Though the voices 

in this book suggest that God does not look at their suffering, the reality is that this 

canonical book is a cry for help and therefore some level of faith must have existed that 

109 
Hamman, 1 20. 

1 1 0 
O'Conner, 85. 



-

50 

God was listening. This book honors truth-telling because God receives these words and 

does not retaliate or get defensive. 

The overal l witness of this book denies denial, but instead "urges readers to face 

suffering, to speak of it, to be dangerous proclaimers of the truths that nations, families, 

and individuals prefer to repress. They invite us to honor the pain muffled in our hearts, 

overlooked in our society, and crying for our attention in other parts of the world." 1 1 1  It 

calls forth naming the suffering rather than hiding it or pretending that it does not exist, 

and thereby begins the healing process by giving speech to pain. The lament found in 

Lamentations is of extreme nature, and thereby offers a holy resource to people who too 

are suffering extreme trauma, pain, and loss. 

Lamentations invites us to become compassionate advocates for those who suffer. 

The narrator in the first two chapters began as an objective, unmoved person to one who 

also emotionally cried out about the tragedy after hearing the cries of Daughter Zion and 

seeing the ·first-hand accounts of suffering and destruction. He gave her room to speak 

and thus validated her story. Eventually he was so moved that he altered the way he saw 

the world and God, and entered into the lament. Today, we too are called to open our 

eyes to the suffering around us. In doing so, we too may be transformed as we 

compassionately walk with those who hurt. 

Though this book is one of extreme lament, there are glimpses of hope found 

within it. Unfortunately, as soon as the hope surfaces it then seems to vanish. This may 

be true to life for many of us who have suffered a great loss; some days are better and 

more positive than other days. We are not the first ones to experience such grief; the 

words of this book affirm our up-and-down-ness. Furthermore, it also acknowledges that 

1 1 1  
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in our extreme pain, others dare not inappropriately "push us" out of our despair faster 

than we are able. If they truly want to be compassionate advocates, they wi ll need to 

offer the space to allow the grief to go as it pleases. Yes, some days may seem hopeful, 

but we should not be discouraged when those dark days also set in again. 

Liturgical and devotional use of Lamentations also has its place within our 

churches. It is a prayer of brokenness stemming from utter brokenness, and so therefore 

it can teach us how to pray. 1 1 2 The main genre found in this book is that of lament, 

though it does push it beyond the traditional form and range of anger and despair. 

Ultimately, the book reaches to God over and over again, even in the face of extreme 

pain. We are to persistently reach to God in our own pain as well, which summons us to 

reach beyond ourselves. There is much pain and trauma in this world, and so we too are 

invited to pray and reach out to God on behalf of others so that shalom justice may 

prevail .  In this way it serves as an example of intercessory prayer in the work for peace 

and reconcil iation. · 

CONCLUSION 

For the sake of the Gospel and its relevance to our world today, biblical lament 

needs to be a fundamental aspect of our Christian faith. Leaders must assist people in 

engaging this expression of faith in both personal devotions and in corporate worship 

settings. We wil l  need to take steps in recovering aspects of this for our faith. Patrick 

Mil ler suggests, " . . .  the Christian community learns about the place and practice of 

lament from attending to the voices of lament." 1 1 3 He proposes three voices from which 

1 1 2 O'Conner, 1 24.  
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we hear the sounds of lament: the human voice, the voice of Christ, and the voice of the 

world. 

The voice of the human cries to God for help in the midst of injustice and 

suffering, which is consistent throughout the whole of scripture. "This is indeed the 

primary mode of conversation between God and the human creature . . .  The lament, 

therefore, is not exceptional. It is the rule." 1 1 4 Lament not only is the voice of pain, but it 

is also the voice of prayer. No matter how painful and raw and explicit our lament is, this 

prayer of help stemming from our innermost being assumes that God is there, can be 

present, and can help. At the heart of this prayer is the paradoxical conjoining of 

question and trust, of protest and acceptance, of fear and confidence as we seek to 

persuade God to act. 1 1 5 As we consider lament for today, we may need to learn again 

how to ask for God's help in times of trouble and woe. 

The voice of Christ recalls the utterances of Jesus on the cross. Not only does his 

cry to God of lament bless our own engagement with biblical lament, it also offers us an 

"understanding [of] the work of God in Jesus Christ, for it is our chief clue that Christ 

died not simply as one of us but also as one/or us, both with us and in our behalf . .  Jesus 

died for our suffering as much as for our sins." 1 1 6 Jesus' s  words from the cross continue 

to teach us today how to pray and that it is okay to place our doubts and despair into 

God's hands. Suffering is not the last word. And, we are to cry out on behalf of the 

suffering of  others. 1 1 7 
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The voice of the world calls us as Christ' s  followers to give attention to it. Christ 

l istened to the pain and suffering of those around him, cried out to God on their behalf, 

and responded in appropriate ways. Praying the prayers of Christ help us to better 

discern the laments of this world and offer sol idarity to our neighbor. 1 1 8 Laments are 

prayers for help and for justice. 

As we seek to faithfully respond to Christ's call in this world, praying our own 

laments and attuning ourselves to the work of Christ will sharpen our ears to the suffering 

around us. Recovering lament in our faith will guide us through not only our own 

abandonment issues and times of forsakenness, but also foster a more sympathetic and 

understanding posture to friends, family, and others facing similar situations of 

vulnerability and pain. But this compassionate stance is merely the first step in more 

active expressions of intercession and responses to the needs. For too long our American 

society has emphasized success and decried suffering and loss as signs of fai lure. It is 

time that we Christians strive for faithfulness rather than- "-success" that denies, hides, and 

oppresses. Engaging practices of biblical lament matures our faithfulness to Christ's cal l 

and Gospel .  

1 1 8 Mil ler, 23-24. 



CHAPTER 3 - THE ROL E  OF BIBLICAL LAMENT IN 

ADOLESCENT FAITH FORMATION 

INTRODUCTION 

David White, in Practicing Discernment with Youth: A Transformative Youth 

Ministry Approach, argues that youth today are passive consumers compared to pre-

54 

Industrialized youth. The American educational system constantly seeks to prepare them 

for the future, rather than reflectively engage them in the present thus delaying their 

entrance into adulthood. The media market overwhelms young people by feeding off 

their youthful energies, yet this same market demands their compliance and passivity 

causing them to become detached from and numb to the material conditions around 

them. 1 1 9 Even our churches domesticate their prophetic voices and marginalize them 

from the larger faith community. This domestication distorts young people, rendering 

them apathetic, low in self-esteem, unstable in identity, and prone to violence or 

alienation. 1 20 

Furthermore, White contends that today's  popular youth ministry efforts leave our 

young people i l l  equipped for lifelong discipleship. 1 2 1  In the past several decades, youth 

ministry had been left to independent commercial enterprises that fai led to recognize 

one's own denomination, theology, ethnicity, and class, as well as lacked critique of 

social roles of young people. Discipleship, according to White, requires attentiveness to 

the holy, prophetic social critique, justice-seeking action, compassionate responses to all 

1 1 9 David White, Practicing Discernment with Youth: A Transformative Youth Ministry Approach 
(Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2002), 1 7- 1 9. 
1 20 White, 39. 
1 2 1  White, 5 .  
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creation, and a commitment to transformative, mutual relationships that bring congruence 

to imageo dei ("image of God"). 1 22 

White describes the following as core tensions of youth ministry today: youth are 

distracted by the demands of success; youth are marginalized by the faith community; 

youth are detached from the material conditions of the community; it is difficult to 

engage youth in theological reflection; and there is much isolation, burnout, and turnover 

of youth ministers. 1 23 For White, the future of youth ministry must include practices that 

equip young people and their congregations with ski lls for bringing the gospel into 

creative tension with questions and circumstances for our l ives. 1 24 

What can we do as adult spiritual caregivers? How can we curb their focus on 

material success to include the real needs of the broken-hearted and impoverished around 

them? How can we better draw people into the larger faith community, both their 

immediate one and the historical one? How can we teach young people to engage in 

theological reflection and critique? And finally, if it is true that there is a high turnover 

rate of youth ministers, what can be done to nurture their own spiritual souls that yield a 

longer, more consistent walk with young people? 

I suggest that engaging biblical lament can be one of those practices that will 

equip young people for lifelong discipleship. It will challenge them to reflect on personal 

losses they experience, as well  as the suffering of other people around them and in the 

world. The practice of lament is a theological enterprise that demands they consider 

God's  role in this world, as well as their own responsibilities. Doing so wil l  engage them 

with their world and faith community, rather than passively sit on the sidelines. As adult 

1 22 White, vi i .  
1 23 White, 42-57 .  
124 White, 60. 
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spiritual caregivers lead young people in the practice of bibl ical lament, they too will 

mature in their own faith while teaching youth necessary ski lls that brings the gospel into 

creative tension with the world around them. 

In this chapter I will convey the cultural landscape of adolescents by reviewing 

the findings from the National Study of Youth and Religion and further explore the 

distortions of an overly-consumeristic culture. Then I will overview adolescent faith 

development issues, giving attention to their general longings as well as specific 

considerations of early, middle, and late adolescence. Finally, I will highlight some 

needed Christian practices that wil l  help form faith in adolescents for today in ways that 

respond to White' s  concerns. Throughout this paper I will propose ways that by 

engaging practices of biblical lament will appropriately respond to the challenges raised 

from our culture and within the adolescent journey. 

CULTURAL LANDSCAPE · 

Religious and Spiritual Lives of Adolescents 

The National Study of Youth and Religion, a comprehensive sociological project 

conducted at the University of North Carolina from 200 1 -2005 and led by principal 

investigator Dr. Christian Smith, published their findings in the book Soul Searching: The 

Religious and Spiritual Lives of American Teenagers. The purpose of this project was to 

research the shape and influence of religion and spirituality in the lives of American 

adolescents; to identify effective practices in the religious, moral, and social formation of 

the l ives of youth; to describe the extent and perceived effectiveness of the programs and 

opportunities that religious communities are offering to their youth; and to foster an 
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informed national discussion about the influence of religion in youth's lives, in order to 

encourage sustained reflection about and rethinking of our cultural and institutional 

practices with regard to youth and religion. 125  I believe the conclusions in this book offer 

both challenge and hope. 

First, the researchers discovered that religion is a significant presence in the lives 

of many U.S.  teens today, and in fact, most teenagers generally feel positive toward 

religion and the institutional church. 1 26 However, religion operates in a weak social 

structural position compared to other activities and organizations that lay claim to their 

time, and so religion is simply not a big deal to youth. Furthermore, the spiritual and 

religious understanding among teens is very weak, and for the most part, they are 

inarticulate about their faith beliefs. 

As a response to these findings, Smith suggests that parents and faith 

communities not be shy about teaching teens and to work much harder on articulation of 

faith understandings. He notes, "We were astounded by the realization that for very 

many teens we interviewed, it seemed as if our interview was the first time any adult had 

ever asked them what they believed. By contrast, the same teens could be remarkably 

articulate about other subjects about which they had been drilled, such as drinking, drugs, 

STDs, and safe sex." 1 27 Fostering articulation means that we need to help teens practice 

talking about their faith by providing usable vocabularies, stories, and key messages of 

faith. 

1 25 National Study of Youth and Rel igion. " Research Study: Purpose of This Study." 
http://www.youthandre l igion .org/research (accessed January 3 ,  200 1 ) . 
1 26 Christian Smith, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual lives of American Teenagers (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2005), 260. 
127  Smith, 267. 
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high school years to find out what kept them involved. 1 30 Overall she found that teens 

were attracted to those churches because they offered them a sense of belonging, a sense 

of meaning, and opportunities to develop competence. 1 3 1  In other words, these churches 

provided their youth with many meaningful opportunities that met the "supply and 

demand" factor, but more importantly youth ministry was a high priority for these 

churches. 

Churches that proactively engage young people in practices of lament will 

connect them to the ongoing faith story that goes back thousands of years between God 

and God's people. By authentically and transparently crying out to God in ways knowing 

that God wil l  receive those prayers lets young people know that they belong to God and 

to the ongoing faith community of God's people. And, when young people see adults 

lead in and engage biblical lament themselves, this to will create a safe space for youth to 

know of their acceptance by these adults. Lament offers a sense of meaning because it 

demands-that young people know God's  acceptance of their prayers, and that these 

prayers will be heard by God. These prayers mean something to God and have the power 

to cause God to act in ways that bring about righteousness and justice on earth, as right 

relationships are restored. As adult spiritual caregivers regularly provide worship times 

and spaces to engage in practices of biblical lament, young people will grow more 

competent and confident in this way. 

Third, this study concluded that teenagers tend to espouse a religious outlook that 

is distinct and different from traditional faith commitments of most U.S. rel igious 

traditions. This can be described as Moralistic Therapeutic Deism, which is :  " l .  A God 

130 Lytch, 8 .  
1 3 1  Lytch, 25.  
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exists who created and orders the world and watches over human life. 2. God wants 

people to be good, nice, and fair to each other, as taught in the B ible and by most world 

religions. 3 .  The central goal of life is to be happy and to feel good about oneself. 4. God 

does not need to be particularly involved in one 's  life except when God is needed to 

resolve a problem. 5 .  Good people go to heaven when they die." 132 

B iblical lament challenges the ideology of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism. 

Though most laments end in some sort of praise to God and God's faithfulness, it does 

not always promise a "happy ending" to life in the ways of American security and 

prosperity. Lament tells the story of people who suffered, but who cal led out to a God in 

whom they believed was consistently active in the world, through good times and bad. 

God was the generator of life and played an active role in all of l ife's expressions, not just 

when problems arose. Psalms of creation, praise, and thanksgiving also testify to God's 

active presence, as well as many other biblical stories. A biblical worldview locates God 

at the eenterof all things; not humans. Yes, human beings are God' s  wonderful creation, 

but God did not revolve around humanity. Today, however, it seems that we have 

adopted an anthropocentric worldview where humanity is at the center of all things. 

MTD suggests that humans are "gods of the universe." As noted in chapter 2 of this 

project, lament psalms offer a language that acknowledges God as Sovereign, not Self, 

and thereby dwelling in this language helps us inhabit a biblical worldview. 1 33 

One suggestion by Smith to counter teens' strong inclination toward 

individualism is that adult spiritual caregivers should "challenge their often highly 

conventional styles of doing rel igion and to bring faith issues out of the background and 

1 32 Smith, 1 62- 1 63 .  
1 33 Michael Jinkins, In the House of the lord: Inhabiting the World of the Psalms (Col legevil le, MN: The 
Liturgical Press, 1 998), 5 .  



6 1  

into the foreground of their lives." 1 34 Because biblical lament, overall, has been 

neglected by the church for so long and because it does away with the "niceties" of 

addressing God, it may serve as a new expression of faith for many youth. Biblical 

lament wil l  bring forth stories of faith overlooked by the church and empower young 

people to bring al l aspects of their lives into dialogue with God and their faith 

community. Practices of lament may challenge certain life and faith assumptions thus 

provoking questions of whether they should simply go along with the standard norm, or 

to examine if there are more faithful ways to live out God's desires for humanity. In 

other words, lament will either stir up or resonate with critical questions adolescents 

already have about l ife and faith and God's role in them, rather than assume God is not 

involved in their everyday aspects of life. Discovering expressions of faithful l iving, I 

believe, gets at the core of nurturing lifelong discipleship. 

They found that the single most important influence on the rel igious and spiritual 

lives of adolescents is their parents. 1 3 5  In ·fact, most American teenagers follow in their 

parents' footsteps when it comes to rel igion, and thereby teenage rel igiosity is 

extraordinarily conventional. In other words, the "youth culture" described in Soul 

Searching suggests that the beliefs and practices of youth are really a mirror image of 

their parents' beliefs and practices. Perhaps the generations really are not that different, 

even though it may appear so at times on the surface. 

This point is also confirmed in Lytch's  research as she notes that the religious 

nurture of parents in later teen years does matter and make a difference in the l ives of 

1 34 Smith, 268. 
1 35 Smith, 26 1 .  
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teens. 1 36  In fact, she concludes, " . . .  regular family church attendance appears to be the 

most significant of al l factors contributing to teen religious loyalty . . .  " 1 37  But she also 

noted that when parental church attendance patterns differed, teenage attendance usually 

mirrored that of the least active parent. In other words, "If they want their chi ld to attend, 

they must be wil ling to attend themselves." 1 38  

For me this is a point of hope - youth are "getting it." They do pick up and 

embody what is modeled to them by their parents and other adults. Young people are not 

a "strange breed" with whom we need to dissect and study in order to fully understand 

and relate. They value adult relationships and learn from them. So, if  we are able to be 

authentic and appropriately transparent with them about our lives and our faith, then they 

wil l  "get it." However, the challenge for adults is that we need to actively engage in 

spiritual practices that wil l  nurture our own spiritual formation and growth. 

Again, this is where I see lament playing a crucial role not only in the faith 

forrnation uf young people; but in the life of the entire faith community as well .  Practices 

of lament, to truly take root, wil l  need to be engaged by parents, adult spiritual 

caregivers, and other adult leaders and people in the faith community. I believe it is 

critical that all pastoral and congregational leaders lead the way in engaging practices of 

biblical lament for the entire faith community. Participating in biblical lament wil l  help 

to create a more faithful community who strives to follow God's  call on their lives in this 

world. The hopeful and transforrnative power of lament l ies in everyone's  honesty with 

God, remembering those times in the past of how God had been faithful, and then 

possibly leading to a life of authentic praise of God. Hearing biblical laments and 

1 36 Lytch, 1 4 1 .  
1 37 Lytch, 1 83 .  
1 38 Lytch, 1 77. 
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praying them ourselves will have a shaping and transformative impact on adolescents and 

adults alike. 

The Power of a Consumeristic Culture 

One of the challenges that adult spiritual caregivers face today is the discretionary 

time and money our young people possess. 1 39 Media and marketing take advantage of 

this as products and experiences are shown to young people over and over, calling out for 

their time, money, and loyalty. However, there is a symbiotic relationship between youth 

and the media of youth culture. As music and media companies learn what sells to young 

people when new artists are introduced, they will spend millions of dollars in marketing 

to target and sell to the tastes of these young people. In this way, youth also possess an 

influential power on these companies. 

In our individualistic, self-centered American culture, "the culture assists 

individuals in making peace with whatever they choose as the path to personal 

fulfillment "-1.40 In this way our culture is therapeutic. Rather than confronting and 

challenging individual' s  beliefs, convictions, and commitments, popular culture simply 

gives the consumer what they want. And in this way, popular consumeristic culture 

shapes young people to ask, "How much more do I want?" rather than "Will this be good 

for my health and well-being?" 

Then, when our relatively old gadgets and toys do not satisfy our cravings, even 

though we may have purchased them a few months earl ier, we will need something that is 

faster, quicker to download, louder, more extravagant, flashier, and more compact with 

bigger memory. In this way, culture appeals to our sensate mentality which "is interested 

1 39 Richard Dunn, Shaping the Spiritual life of Students: A Guide for Youth Workers, Pastors, Teachers, 
and Campus Ministers (Downers Grove, IL:  InterVarsity Press, 200 l ), 37 .  
1 40 Dunn, 37.  
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only in those things, usual ly the material in nature, that appeal to or affect our senses. It 

seeks the imposing, the impressive, the voluptuous; it encourages self-indulgence." 1 4 1 

Before long, such a sensate worldview will have adolescents gauge the value of their 

lives by the level of sensory payoff. 142 In this way we will have become pleasure 

pragmatists and possess an "If it feels good, do it" attitude. Again, this does not 

encourage us to consider how we or others are affected, except through sensory pleasure. 

Practices of biblical lament will challenge young people to slow down and 

consider the cries of this world, the injustices that their friends and neighbors may be 

experiencing because of not possessing the means to buy the best and latest great item on 

the market. Lament will help young people see the world through the eyes of the 

marginalized since so many of these biblical authors experienced difficulty and hardship 

that placed them outside the dominant power structure. Furthermore, lament verbalized 

the reality of people feeling marginalized even by God. As young people learn more 

about the tensions of those biblical times and reasons behind those laments, it will better 

attune them to examine reality today and where either themselves or others experience 

similar tensions. Perhaps it will create "righteous tension" where there is none due to 

neglect of consideration for the poor and those who struggle to keep up with the 

consumeristic power structure of our times. Engaging in practices of biblical lament will 

sharpen the skills of theological reflection in young people so that they will more 

critical ly examine our consumeristic culture. 

A related concern is the view that youth are merely passive consumers of this 

culture. As David White traces how adolescence has evolved throughout the twentieth 

1 4 1  Dunn, 39 .  
142 Dunn, 40. 
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century, he contends that pre-Industrialized youth, the time prior to late nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries, were more involved in the decisions and life of their times. In 

particular, chi ldren passed into adulthood with relative ease, since their ability to work 

determined their status as adults. "The work of pre-industrial young people, while 

strenuous, was at times fulfil l ing-connecting them to the earth, their creativity, the care 

and guidance of adults, and the common good of the community, and affording them a 

more central social role." 143 

It was not until the Industrial Revolution that child work was considered too 

harsh, perhaps for very good reasons, and banished from the workplace. However, 

today's adolescents are delayed entrance into adulthood due to the demands of education, 

which White argues fits them for the market as producers and consumers. "In contrast 

with their earlier social roles, youth are now relegated to high schools and to media-

driven peer culture that disconnect them from adult care and guidance, the common good, 

and many of their former contributions and commitments." 144 Even though public tax 

money could be used for high schools beginning in 1 875, it was not until the 1 930's that 

more and more teenagers actually went to high school, thus delaying a larger population's 

entrance into the adult workforce. 1 45 Today, one could argue that more and more 

teenagers are pressured into attending four years of col lege, thus further delaying 

adulthood. 

1 43 White, 1 5 . 
144 White, 1 5 . 
145 Mark Cannister, "Youth Ministry's  Historical Context: The Education and Evangelism of Young 
People" in Starting Right: Thinking Theologically A bout Youth Minist1y, eds., Kenda Creasy Dean and 
Chap Clark and Dave Rahn (Grand Rapids, M I :  Zondervan, 200 1 ), 82. 
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Preindustrialized youth were anything but passive consumers. 1 46 Their social 

roles engaged them in seeking justice and renewal as they engaged in serious work, held 

significant social roles, and contributed to the social equilibrium. However, by the mid-

twentieth century "good" adolescents were associated with education and "preparation" 

for adult work and future social significance. White suggests, "While this shift left them 

without social significance, it provided many with leisure time and discretionary 

dollars--opening them to exploitation by marketers and their current role as consumers 

of fashion and entertainment commodities. In one generation that came of age in the 

1 930s and 1 940s, the role of young people shifted from helping to provide for their 

famil ies to draining their families' income on commodity purchases." 1 47 

Today, young people are viewed by adults as objects of desire, whether it be the 

marketing and media giants, or the older adults who want to be young. Adults also view 

young people with fear. S ince the education system has further distanced young people 

from involvement· with adults, many adults may feel that they do not really know those 

adolescents as real people. This view of youth as objects further instills the relegation of 

them to be passive because adults do not take their views, beliefs, and opinions seriously. 

Over time, young people simply learned not to offer their thoughts that may question the 

status quo, seek justice, or challenge and create new social structures. 1 48 

Again, regular engagement with biblical lament will teach young people skil ls  in 

theological reflection and discernment. It will help them to give voice to possible 

passivities so that they can begin to take ownership of their life choices, particularly as it 

affects their "buying power." When practices of lament are done in an intergenerational 

146 White, 1 6 .  
147 White, 1 7 . 
148 White, 1 8 . 
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setting, it will help adults and youth get to know each other as real, authentic people. 

When people share truthfully from the heart with each other, it seems they are more 

easily drawn to each other or at least gain a deeper appreciation for the other. 

ADOLESCENT JOURNEY 

Now that an overview of the cultural landscape has been offered, I now turn to 

specific issues of adolescent faith development. The study of American adolescent 

development had its start in the late l 800's with noted psychologist G.  Stanley Hall .  In 

1 904 he published Adolescence149 in which he pointed out that adolescence was actually 

a late, prolonged stage of childhood. No longer were they to be thought of as "little 

adults." 1 50 He described adolescence as a period of "storm and stress" in which it was a 

turbulent time charged with conflict and mood swings. 1 5 1  In many ways, perhaps those 

thoughts continue to live on today, particularly as parents of teenagers and other adults 

deal with certain ehallenges of "teenage rebellion." Overall , we may have the 

perspective that this is an intensely difficult time of life l ike no .other stage, and so we can 

develop a negative or fearful attitude about these young people. 

In the mid-nineteenth century Erik Erikson proposed that adolescence was a time 

in l ife to determine identity and an ideology, but that they needed a "moratorium," a 

socially approved "time out," so that they can complete this quest for an identity and 

ideology. This, he believed, was necessary for further individual maturation beyond 

adolescence. 1 52 This was stage five of an eight-stage development for humanity as 

1 49 Cannister, 80. 
1 5° Clark, Starting Right, 44. 
1 5 1 Robbins, 1 76 .  
1 52 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 76. 
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maturation continues to evolve. Today, it seems that as education continues to prepare 

young people for a future adult life, thus delaying actual "entrance" into adulthood, 

"adolescence" is stretched farther into young adulthood. Also, the average age for onset 

of puberty dropped from about fifteen years of age a century to eleven years of age today. 

It seems that adolescence is both getting older and younger at the same time, thus 

lengthening it. 1 53 

In time, there would be other "stage theorists" dominating discussions of human 

development such as Jean Piaget (cognitive development), Lawrence Kohlberg and Carol 

Gilligan (moral development), and James Fowler (faith development). Thus "stage 

theories" became a prominent basis in understanding how people mature. To be sure, 

these theories of development have been useful, but they also have been debated and 

critiqued. Often times these models focus on cognition to the neglect of emotion, on the 

individual to the neglect of the social, on the stages of development to the neglect of the 

processes of devel-opment, and how a person changes to the neglect of how a person 

persists. 1 54 Nevertheless, these views of development greatly influenced the curriculum, 

activities, and attitudes of twentieth century spiritual caregivers. 

In his book, Sometimes We Wrestle, Sometimes We Dance: Embracing the 

Spiritual Growth of Adolescents, Michael Carotta proposes we address spiritual growth in 

terms of dimensions rather than developmental stages. 1 55 He identifies three dimensions 

that adult spiritual caregivers can help guide young people: religious faith (vertical), 

moral living (horizontal), emotional awareness (internal). Religious faith shapes the way 

1 53 Clark, Starting Right, 45-46. 
1 54 M ichael Carotta, Sometimes We Wrestle, Sometimes We Dance: Embracing the Spiritual Growth of 
Adolescents (Orlando: Harcourt Religious Publishers, 2002), 1 5 .  
1 55 Carotta, 1 5 . 
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people "see" the God above us, inside others, and within ourselves; 1 56 it is the way people 

establish, strengthen, and express their personal relationship with God. 1 57 Moral living 

refers to helping young people l ive a virtuous life of conscience, character, and 

contribution in both normal and difficult situations. 1 58 Emotional awareness involves the 

intrinsic role of emotions in one's  behavior, expressions of faith, and moral interactions. 

There is a relationship between one's  ability to manage emotions and one's  ability to 

demonstrate responsible behavior. 1 59 

As adult spiritual caregivers walk with and guide youth in these three dimensions 

of spiritual growth, Carotta suggests five characteristics of adolescent spirituality: 

friendship, prayer, mystery, doubt, gratitude. He states, " . . .  the adolescent challenge to 

make sense of things and to find meaning in the ironies of life results in a strong and 

natural desire for a spirituality that touches almost all the aspects of an adolescent's l ife. 

Adolescents possess a spirituality that touches the athletic field, preparation for exams, 

the grieving-over a tragic death, the stress of problem-solving, the fear of rejection, the 

pain of failure, and the joy of dreams fulfilled." 1 60 

B iblical lament is a form of prayer that welcomes mystery and doubt, and usually 

leads to praise and gratitude. Furthermore, it fosters the friendship between God and 

themselves in ways that are open, authentic, and transparent. And, if  done appropriately 

within the safe context as a group guided by adult spiritual caregivers, it nurtures trust 

among the group as well as with the adult leader and role model. Lament shapes the way 

young people see God and ultimately the type of religious faith that Carotta writes. 

156 Carotta, 2 1 .  
157 Carotta, 25. 
1 5 8  Carotta, 27. 
1 59 Carotta, 25. 
16° Carotta, 1 9. 
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Engaging in lament helps young people become emotionally aware as they discover and 

identify their internal feelings that will affect their moral living and the way they will live 

out their faith and life. 

Three Adolescent Longings 

There are three basic longings of adolescents found within the work of Kenda 

Creasy Dean in her book Practicing Passion: Youth and the Quest for a Passionate 

Church. Dean asserts that youth are full of passion and looking for something to die for, 

thus making it worth living for. 1 6 1  She makes the argument that the current church in 

America, particularly her United Methodist tradition, has become passionless. 1 62 

Passionate youth will not be attracted to a passionless church. The church needs to 

awaken itself to its passions, yet not just to any passion but the identified Passion of 

Christ and God's passion. In that passion the church will better be able to understand its 

true identity. 

Adolescents are subject to living out and exploring many different passions, some 

are harmful. They too need to understand and experience the Passion of Christ as they 

develop their identity. But again, she suggests the Mainline church has not aided the 

youth in this manner. She argues that "theology" is the weak link. 1 63 For far too long the 

Protestant Church has depended upon social science to understand and interpret 

"adolescence" in order to help them. In particular, Erik Erikson's  stage theory 

emphasized a "moratorium" for adolescents to understand who they are and what they 

1 6 1  Kenda Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion: Youth and the Quest/or a Passionate Church (Grand Rapids, 
MI :  Wil l iam B. Eerdmans Publishing, 2004), 2 .  
162 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 1 5 . 
163 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 9 and 83 . 
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will become. 1 64 However, Creasy Dean suggests that the landscape has changed from 

when Erikson formulated his theories in the mid-twentieth century; today, adults desire to 

be youth and external forces on youth do not allow for a moratorium. This "moratorium" 

has all but vanished 1 65 given that young people are no longer in the same contact with 

adults as had once been, which was critical for adolescents to complete their identity 

according to Erikson. 1 66 Ultimately, she contends that high school aged adolescents are 

generally not ready to be faithful to a l ifelong ideology. 1 67 

Maturity is no longer a result of a "grown up adolescent." Self-fulfil lment is the 

cultural emphasis. Creasy Dean turns to theology to help the church understand its true 

role. She suggests that in ministering to young people in their search to attach to 

something to die for, this wil l  enable the church to better serve and minister to all people. 

Ministry is ministry, regardless of the age, and therefore can be both formative and 

informative to all parts of the church. 

The passion found among adolescents shows itself by three overarching longings, 

that of fidelity, transcendence, and communion. Passion seeks fidelity and the ability to 

be faithful. They want to know, "Will you be there for me?" "Before adolescents can 

take seriously the gospel 's c laim that Jesus wil l  ' be there' always, a community of 

affirming others must ' be there' for them, demonstrating steadfast love on their behalf." 

1 68 However, this should not be perceived that adult spiritual caregivers need to make 

themselves available to young people every waking hour of every week, which is a real 

164 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 1 2- 1 4. 
165 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 8 1 .  
166 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 78. 
167 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 76. 
168 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 77. 
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danger in adolescent ministry. "Being there" includes them learning of the fidelity of 

God and the entire faith community, not just with individuals. 1 69 

As we engage in the practice of biblical lament with young people, they will grow 

in their understanding of God's  fidelity and Christ 's  passion for them, as well as deepen 

their own fidelity to God and Christ. Afterall, the foundation of bibl ical lament is that 

God is there for God's  people, ever-listening and ever-accompanying humanity in life. 

The honest and transparent conversation of lament enables young people to know that 

nothing can be said that will tarnish God's  fidelity to them, and thereby increasing their 

fidelity to God. As Old Testament scholar Kathleen O'Conner writes, "Although laments 

appear disruptive of God's  world, they are acts of fidelity. In vulnerabil ity and honesty, 

they cling to God and demand for God to see, hear, and act . . .  in the process of harsh 

complaint and resistance, they also express faith in God in the midst of chaos, doubt, and 

confusion." 1 70 

The second longing experience of young people is that for transcendence. Young 

people yearn for ecstasy, an emotional or physical "high." The question among 

adolescents is, "Did it move me?" and " [as] a result, adolescents tend to consider any 

moving personal experience, from roller coasters to orgasms, potential ly ' spiritual . '  

Indeed, in both primitive time and i n  ours, people have often viewed moving experience 

to be what religion isfor." 1 7 1  As a theological response to this longing, Creasy Dean 

acknowledges that the mystery of God may address the adolescent's "need to be moved 

ecstatically beyond borders of self to a posture of awe." 1 72 Young people today do not 

169 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 90. 
1 7° Kathleen O'Conner, lamentations and the Tears of the World (Mary knoll, NY: Orb is Books, 2002), 9. 
1 7 1 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 99. 
1 72 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 1 03 .  
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way, or in the quiet moments by the sti ll lake waters of a moonlit evening at camp. 

Religious socialization, on the other hand, refers to the mundane and ritualistic aspect of 

religious life l ike going to church every Sunday, regular devotions, habitual prayers 

before meals, annual winter youth retreats, and monthly service projects. It can also refer 

to the intentional efforts and structured practices by a group to pass on their beliefs and 

faith practices to others through such attempts as catechism, Sunday school material, and 

weekly activities. 

Biblical lament welcomes the mysterious aspects of faith to happen. It is 

important for us to recall that in many Psalmic laments, there is a sudden and unexplained 

tum in the flow. After naming the il ls of life or the mistreatment of God or the injustices 

that abound, the psalmist offers praise to God. There is no explanation for how or why 

the "vow of praise" happens. As Walter Brueggemann points out, "We cannot ever know 

whether it i s  changed circumstance, or changed attitude, or something of both. But the 

speaker now speaks differently. Now the sense of urgency and desperation is replaced 

with joy, gratitude, and well-being." 1 75 This is indeed a mysterious reality of biblical 

lament. Perhaps the authors had some sort of religious experience or encounter with God 

that moved them in ways that eventually led to praise. 

The third longing of passionate youth is communion, a yearning for the union 

with the source of their delight. 1 76 This expression of intimacy is about attachment, and 

thereby is c losely related to the longings of fidelity and transcendence. The desire for 

intimacy is rooted in the strong bond between an infant and the mother. "Securely 

attached children are more sociable, self-reliant, curious, and involved than their peers; 

1 75 Walter Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms: A Theological Commentary (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 
1 984) 56 .  
1 76 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, I I 7. 
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having experienced empathy themselves, they have a greater capacity to display it to 

others." 1 77 Intimacy carries with it the gift of "being known" by another and thereby 

developing trust. "If transcendence draws young people beyond the confines of self, 

communion invites them to live radically within the boundaries of being human, starting 

with their own bodies." 1 78 

Practices of biblical lament call us to bear our true selves to God, and in many 

ways, opens us up to God' s  true self as well .  It is within lament where our utter naked 

pain, suffering, and shame is revealed. We are invited by God to loosen the boundaries 

and walls of separation, even in the most intimate details of our life and grief. Pastoral 

theology scholar Robert Dykstra argues that the rending of the Jewish Temple curtain 

immediately after Jesus' s  death on the cross (Mark 1 5 :38 ;  Matthew 27:5 1 )  signifies the 

unveil ing of God. "The One who was hidden, the unknown and unknowable God, is 

suddenly now revealed." 1 79 This act of divine self-exposure is l inked with divine lament 

and stands in striking contrast to the strong prohibitions against seeing God ' s  body 

throughout the Hebrew scriptures. 1 80 In response to Jesus's  death and out of the 

unbearable grief, shame, and rage experienced by God, God's  lament drives God to 

expose Godself to humanity in ways not previously done. This vulnerable act of naked 

aggression tears the old division between the sacred and profane. 1 8 1  

So far this paper has been about "adolescence" in general, broad considerations. 

However, it is important to remember that each young person is unique and develops 

1 77 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 1 1 8. 
1 78 Creasy Dean, Practicing Passion, 1 20. 
1 79 Robert Dykstra, "Rending the Curtain: Lament as an Act of Vulnerable Aggression," in lament: 
Reclaiming Practices in Pulpit, Pew and Public Square, eds., Sally Brown and Patrick Mi l ler (Louisvil le: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 59. 
1 80 Dykstra, 60. 
1 8 1 Dykstra, 62. 
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differently from others, even if there are some overarching similarities and longings. It is 

vital that we not overgeneralize and treat young people as "statistics" or "developmental 

categories."  Nevertheless, we as adult spiritual caregivers can gain much insight by 

learning of these various adolescent developmental considerations. Since adolescence in 

America seems to be "getting younger" and "growing older" at the same time, I will now 

examine more specifically some of the characteristics and considerations among early 

(ages 1 0- 1 4), middle (ages 1 3- 1 9), and late adolescents (ages 1 8-25+). The ages l isted 

are solely meant for descriptive purposes, since there is obviously some overlap among 

what ages fall within which category. However, it is also important to keep in mind that 

the life situation of a young person may better explain why they may be demonstrating 

certain behaviors or characteristics not in their particular sub-phase of adolescence. In 

other words, it is very possible for some twenty year olds to demonstrate characteristics 

of early adolescence and some thirteen year olds to seemingly function like late 

adolescents. 

Early Adolescence 

For early adolescents, the impact of the onset of puberty cannot be overstated. 

They are being transformed, not simply transitioned from childhood to adulthood. 1 82 

Becoming more self-conscious, they vie for peer friendships in ways that did not matter 

to them in pre-adolescence. 1 83 These young people are just beginning to explore the issue 

of identity, even though theirs is stil l  firmly fixed within the context of the family 

system. 1 84 Adult spiritual caregivers can nurture these early adolescents by assisting 

them to build supportive peer friendships, by faci litating learning activities that 

182 Dunn 1 7 1  
183 Dunn'. 1 73� 1 74. 
184 Clark, Starting Right, 56. 
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emphasize "doing faith" in response to God's love, by offering them with meaningful 

adult relationships, by creating opportunities for them to make contributions that 

highlight their individual value to others, and by communicating clear moral boundaries 

and behavioral expectations. 1 85 

Bibl ical lament may be a bit stretching for some early adolescents, particularly in 

regards to "getting angry" with God. Depending on what they were taught growing up, 

anger towards God may violate a moral value. Therefore, other aspects of biblical lament 

may need to be emphasized to make it "age appropriate," or they could be encouraged to 

simply name their anger, regardless of the source, as the first step in lament. 

Nevertheless, engaging biblical lament with a group of junior highers can help to 

facilitate supportive, caring peer friendships, particularly if they share their anger, 

frustrations, confusions, and questions with each other. Then they will know that they 

are not alone in this beginning, transformative phase of the adolescent journey. Writing 

their own laments is a practical and tangible learning activity that ultimately lets them 

know of their value in the sight of God and caring adult spiritual leaders. Even though 

practicing biblical lament with this age group may be challenging for some, if done well, 

it can create a foundation of communicating with God and other people that will serve 

them well  as they grow older. 

Middle Adolescence 

Issues involving peer groups and friendships wil l  probably dominate the lives of 

middle adolescents. 1 86 In fact, it may be that even though family support is stil l  present 

for these young people, it will seldom be claimed by them. They may not express a 

1 85 Dunn, 1 76- 1 79. 
1 86 Dunn, 1 88.  
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desire to spend time with their parents, but there is a desire for them to know that their 

parents are available when they want them. 1 87 Middle adolescents are exploring more of 

who they are becoming and it is often through other people they consider who they 

themselves are as they pay close attention to what others say about them. They possess a 

deep felt need for affirmation and acceptance. 1 88 Adult spiritual caregivers can mentor 

middle adolescents toward authenticity and depth in their close relationships, assist them 

in learning to own and appropriately express their emotions, model maturing in moral 

ski lls and reasoning, and provide direct feedback, support, and challenge as they further 

establish their identities as children of God. 1 89 

Engaging in biblical lament with this age group can help them navigate their 

emotional ups and downs related to ever-evolving friendships, identity struggles, and 

parental challenges. Biblical lament can help them identify their internal emotions and 

assist them in appropriately dealing with them, thus leading toward a deeper and more 

authentic relationship not only with God but also with people around them. Lament will 

shape their view of God as one who cares and wil l  be faithful to them, even if there is 

intense anger and frustration within their lives. Middle adolescents may be able to handle 

certain "paradoxical tensions" of getting angry with God and then praising God than 

would early adolescents, but they will stil l  need much adult mentoring to express 

themselves in such ways. Adults who model biblical lament will help give these young 

people permission to do so themselves. 

1 87 
Clark, Starting Right, 56. 

1 88 Dunn, 1 92 .  
1 89 Dunn, 1 94- 1 98. 
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Late Adolescence 

Of all the three sub-phases of adolescence addressed in this chapter, late 

adolescence is perhaps the most complex and diverse. Upon graduation or dropping out 

of high school, life can go a variety of directions for them. Some get jobs or get married, 

while others go on to college or graduate school and do not engage in certain traditional 

markers of adulthood until later in life. However, even if late adolescents get married or 

have children or purchase a home, it is no guarantee that they are adequately prepared for 

the accompanying responsibi l ities (even though in time they may grow in their abi lities to 

do so). Unlike early and middle adolescents, who for the most part are either in junior or 

senior high, late adolescents who do not go further in their formal education may no 

longer have a structure of adult spiritual caregivers walking with them. This contributes 

to the ambiguity and uncertainty of when a late adolescent actually reaches "adulthood" 

and not be considered an adolescent by society any more. 

Nevertheless,' no matter which journey late adolescents take concerning post-high 

school education, many wil l  concern themselves with issues of intimate companionship, a 

compelling life vision, a coherent worldview, and a composition of commitments. 1 90 

"Older adolescents stand on the threshold of making their mark on society and 

community but are often held back by systemic and environmental factors-parents who 

empower sloth and financial dependency, an educational system that treats the 

undergraduate curriculum as barely adequate preparation for graduate school, and media 

and advertising industries that make a far larger profit by appealing to the young to stay 

young (and the old to fight aging), to name a few." 19 1  

190 Dunn, 209. 
1 9 1  Clark, 57.  
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Perhaps the biggest and most influential gift that an adult spiritual caregiver can 

offer these young people is that of mentoring and simply being there for them as their 

identity struggles evolve. The power of a mentoring relationship is that they can help 

anchor the vision of the late adolescent by offering emotional support, insight, and 

challenge. "In a healthy mentoring relationship, the young adult neither worships the 

mentor as hero nor needs to push off counter-dependently. Rather, he or she is 

appropriately dependent upon a chosen (self-selected) 'authority out there' to beckon and 

confirm the integrity emerging from within." 1 92 The mentor recognizes the promise and 

vulnerability of the young adult life, 193 and can extend the hospitality to ask big enough 

questions that will lead to a worthy faith, bearing the test of a lived experience in a real 

world. 1 94 

Again, as late adolescents try on certain adult roles for the first time in their lives 

and experience even more new found freedoms, they will continue the ups and downs of 

these lived out changes. -Engaging in biblical lament can help to name and identify their 

confusions, doubts, and frustrations as they struggle with intimacy, identity, and 

vocational issues. Perhaps some of the authors of biblical or personal laments may serve 

as literary mentors to them, particularly if the young adult explores more about the l ife 

and times of the author. But as important as modeling the engagement of biblical lament 

by adult spiritual caregivers is for early and middle adolescents, for late adolescents this 

demonstration will take on greater significance because it helps them know more of the 

caregiver' s personal story of faith and life. These young adults may now be grappling 

192 Daloz Parks, 82. 
193 Daloz Parks, 1 29. 
1 9 4  Daloz Parks, 23. 
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with similar life issues and will need assurance from others who have traversed this 

journey as well .  

SOME PRACTICES 

General description 

I have explained many of the overarching faith formation issues of adolescence 

and have offered some ways that adult spiritual caregivers can nurture faith by practicing 

biblical lament. There are additional faith practices that can foster faith formation, 

particularly the practice of lament. But first let me explain by what I mean of "practices." 

Christian practices are "things Christian people do together over time to address 

fundamental human needs in response to and in the light of God's  active presence for the 

life of the world." 1 95 Such practices combine both thought and action, and cannot be 

separated from one another, as they work to usher in the values of God's reign for 

humanity and creation; They stem from fundamental human needs and conditions, but 

are also social, historical activities that people engage in over time. Christian practices 

share in the mysterious dynamic of fall and grace, sin and redemption as they involve a 

profound awareness and deep knowing that they are activities imbued with the 

knowledge of God and creation. 1 96 Ultimately, such practices assist us with theological 

reflection in the midst of our daily lives. 

195 Craig Dykstra and Dorothy Bass, "A Theological Understanding of Christian Practices" in Practicing 
Theology: Beliefs and Practices in Christian life, ed. by Miroslav Volf and Dorothy Bass (Grand Rapids, 
MI :  Wil l iam Eerdmans Publishing, 2002), 1 8 . 
196 Dykstra, 22-27. 
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Rituals 

The first general category of Christian practices are rituals. "Rituals can be 

generally described as patterned activities that create and express meaning through the 

use of symbols and gestures . . .  [they] make statements about what we believe about life 

and ourselves, even when we are not fully conscious that they are doing so." 1 97 They can 

range from the more elaborate activities that we do in church (communion, weddings, or 

baptisms) to the more mundane, everyday activities (praying while enjoying a morning 

cup of coffee or a simple family prayer before meals). Rituals lift up an event, heighten 

its expectancy, make it special, and can assist us in moving through life's painful losses, 

as well as deepen our experience of our joys. 1 98 Activities that we give intentional, 

deliberate thought to, as well  as those that stem from the unconscious or habitual routines 

are rituals. Done in both individual and communal settings, they bring famil iarity, 

comfort, security, and organized routine. 

Why should--we do-rituals with our- youth? In a church setting, one purpose for 

rituals is to help bring about spiritual transformation and spiritual growth as individuals 

seek to be disciples of Jesus Christ. They help our youth develop identity, purpose, 

meaning, and build community while connecting our personal narratives with those of 

our family, school, church, and culture. Connecting these stories can help adolescents 

make wise choices. Rituals also create memories and stories. Ritualizing our stories 

creates corporate or group identity, and provides the foundation for being an individual 

(meaning-making). Stories possess the power to construct meaning and communicate 

197 Roy Oswald, Transforming Rituals: Daily Practices for Changing Lives (Herndon, VA: Alban Institute, 
1 999), 1 1 . 
198 David Hogue, Remembering the Future, Imagining the Past: Story, Ritual, and the Human Brain 
(Cleveland: The Pi lgrim Press, 2003), 1 22 .  
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ourselves to others. 1 99 Communicating ourselves to others requires articulation, and 

when it comes to articulating our faith, the NS YR contends that American teenagers 

struggle in this area. 

Util izing rituals that involve bibl ical lament in the context of group worship can 

further help young people come in contact with the transformative power of God as their 

own bodies and minds are being transformed during adolescence. Bibl ical lament 

connects young people with the ongoing God-story and Christian faith tradition, while 

also providing for them an avenue to make meaning of this story within the context of 

their own life, struggles, and joys. Such group rituals involving lament help to form a 

faith community together that is built on openness with each other while being a safe 

place to share the ups and downs of life. Furthermore, such rituals will heighten, bless, 

and authenticate the very real experience of adolescents as they struggle with issues of 

faith, doubt, and uncertainties. 

Malidoma Some -is a West African native of the Dagara culture who has been 

called by his vil lage elders to devote himself to the speaking of and conducting of 

workshops on ritual .  His job is to help interpret and explain the modem culture to his 

tribal world, and vice versa. His book, Ritual: Power, Healing, and Community, 

describes the role and purpose of ritual in Dagara culture, particularly those focusing on 

death and grief. For the Dagara, ritual is the yardstick by which people measure their 

state of connection with the hidden ancestral realm. Abandonment of ritual can be 

devastating. 200 

199 Herbert Anderson and Edward Foley, Mighty Stories, Dangerous Rituals: Weaving Together the Human 
and the Divine (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 200 I ), 4 .  
200 Mal idoma Patrice Some, Ritual: Power, Healing, and Community (New York: Penguin Compass, 1 993), 
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There are various dimensions of ritual, including communal, familial, and 

individual, which are interdependent of one another, even if they appear separate. To 

remember how to perform ritual istic activities we must slow down. One of Some's  major 

critiques of the West and industrial world is its dependence on speed. Ritual, he 

contends, is not compatible with such a rapid rhythm of life.20 1 "The West is a 'showoff 

culture that intimidates,"202 declares Some, " and the Machine culture is a violent break 

away from the realm of the spirit."203 If rituals are done for "show" purposes, they will 

lose their power and effectiveness. Whatever happens in a ritual space, some kind of 

power is released if given freedom in which to live. He suggests that each time we enter 

ritual space it is because something in the physical world has warned us of possible 

deterioration at hand. 204 Therefore, we enter ritual in order to respond to the call of the 

soul. The success of a ritual depends on the purpose of the individuals involved in it. 205 

Since ritual is a collaborative effort between humans and the spirit world, our role in 

ritual is to be- human. 20:6 · 

Keeping Some's perspectives, rituals involving biblical lament can empower 

young people to slow down for reflection of life's  happenings in the midst of their 

busyness. This may be a particular challenge for adolescents to do since times for silence 

may be sparse in their l ives. Nevertheless, this is an important requirement of developing 

a mature faith that critically and theologically engages this world. 

20 1 Some, 1 5- 1 7 .  
202 Some, 39-40. 
203 Some, 45. 
204 Some, 25 .  
205 Some, 27. 
206 Some, 32. 
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Rites of passage 

"Rites of passages are valuable but imperfect ways of enacting meaning,"207 

writes Ronald Grimes, author of Deeply Into the Bone: Re-Inventing Rites of Passage. 

They are "styl ized and condensed actions intended to acknowledge or effect a 

transformation. A transformation is not just any sort of change but a momentous 

metamorphosis, a moment after which one is never again the same."208 Grimes contends 

there is a global problem today with an absence of coming of age initiation rites.209 The 

lack of these leads to a breakdown in the maturation process. Grimes also admits that the 

problem is not simply the lack of compelling initiations but that the existing ones are 

dysfunctional. As initiation rites are reinvented, they will provide for opportunities of 

maturation. These events must ensure that we attend ful ly to the spiritual, psychological, 

and social aspects of our human selves, or else they risk becoming a yawning abyss that 

drains energy and creates social confusion. 2 1 0  

Traditionally, rites of passages i n  other cultures have included a three-stage 

structure: a preliminal (separation) phase, a marginal or liminal phase, and a postl iminal 

(reincorporation phase).2 1 1  During the separation phase, young people are physically 

removed from the communities in which they l ive as children. This disrupts them from 

all the routines and structures that supports their identity as children. The second step, 

the liminal phase, encourages children to step across the threshold from childhood to 

adulthood. These former-children-not-yet-adults are often immersed in an unfamiliar and 

207 Ronald Grimes, Deeply Into the Bone: Re-Inventing Rites of Passage (Los Angeles: Un iversity of 
California Press, 2000), 336.  
208 Grimes, 6 .  
209 Grimes, 9 1  . 
2 1 0  Grimes, 5 .  
2 1 1 Hogue, 1 27 ;  Grimes, 6. 
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frightening period that may last for days or weeks. "To make the critical transition from 

one life stage to another, one must dramatically, forceful ly, and sometimes painfully 

leave behind former ways of being, earl ier ways of experiencing oneself. To be 

transformed, one must live with an extended period of deep uncertainty."2 1 2  The final 

step involves the reincorporation stage, where the former children are now returned to 

their communities as adults. "They enter a new stage of learning and formation in which 

they l ive into the new roles for which they have been preparing."2 1 3 

There are few rites in the church that recognize a "coming of age," particularly to 

the degree described in the previous paragraph. However, if churches neglect such rituals 

of passage, Grimes contends that young people will engage in ritualizing practices or 

activities that impacts their maturation in unhealthy manners. In other words, in a young 

person's search for meaning, they will explore areas reserved for adulthood whether the 

church is proactively helping them or not; some of these activities may be destructive or 

harmful, such as ·drug or alcohol abuse.2 1 4  As churches employ the use of rites of passage 

in the adolescent journey, the role of lament can help them process and bring to God their 

fears, questions, and doubts along with their joys and excitements. The structure of 

biblical lament has a flow to it  that may also be equated to the movement that a rite of 

passage embodies. Furthermore, since lament psalms are categorized as those of 

disorientation, 2 1 5  these may be appropriately helpful and resonating for youth in the 

throes of liminality. 

2 1 2  Hogue, 1 28.  
2 13 Hogue, 1 28.  
2 14 Grimes, 94. 
2 15 Walter Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms (Minneapolis :  Fortress Press, 2002), 25 .  
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Turning Points 

Turning points are times in a person's life when decisive change takes place.2 1 6  

Adolescence i s  comprised o f  numerous turning points, or transitions, that youth 

experience and so this time of life is ripe for them to recognize the many ways God is 

present in their l ives. Marcey Balcomb and Kevin Witt suggest that "[a] twist of fate can 

be transformed into a twist of faith. "2 1 7  Youth tend to know God is with them through 

their experiences of life and will recall memories more readily when they are tied to 

strong emotions; times of transition may insight such memories. Therefore, it is crucial 

that adults help young people reflect and unpack their various experiences so as to better 

see the hand of God in those times. What is needed are adults who are spiritually mature 

in their own faith and not simply activity directors. Mature spiritual mentors are able to 

work in the transition zones of young people and aid them in their own journey of faith 

development. 2 1 8  

This concept-of '�turning points" i s  similar to that of rites of  passage, yet deals 

more with the everyday aspects of life related to decisions, relationships, passages to 

freedom, adventures, search for meaning and purpose, family experiences, and 

encounters with God rather than movement of one life stage to another. Fear and anxiety 

may accompany young people in the midst of these turning points, like the fears of being 

known, boredom, unforeseen expectations, restrictions, not knowing enough or not being 

2 1 6  Marcey Balcomb and Kevin Witt, Twists of Faith: Ministry with Youth at  Turning Points of Their lives 
(Nashvi l le :  Discipleship Resources, 1 999), 9. 
2 1 7  Balcomb, 5 .  
2 1 8  Balcomb, 1 0- 1 1 .  
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capable, being stereotyped, sharing or explaining one's faith, family impact, and 

manipulation.2 1 9  

Engaging biblical lament can help us as spiritual caregivers walk with young 

people in the midst of their turning points by welcoming the accompanying losses and 

crises. "By learning to welcome loss and crisis, you will not shy away when youth or 

their families enter dark times and look to you for spiritual help. Instead, you will be a 

conduit of God's presence, allowing God to move through you as you listen and seek to 

understand what support to offer."220 Also, lament will enable young people to deal with 

their own potential changes resulting from these turning points by helping them connect 

and understand their emotions with their experiences. It offers space for them to reflect 

on those experiences and see God's role in them. Finally, engaging practices of lament 

wil l  help young people to name their fears and anxieties and offer those up to God and 

share those with friends and adult spiritual caregivers. 

Story-telling 

Stories can lead us to great adventure. They can also lead us astray. They enable 

us to make deep human connections by constructing meaning for ourselves and 

communicate to others in ways that conceal or reveal . 22 1 When our storytelling is used to 

develop an identity that solely offers a respectable self-interpretation of ourselves for 

others, it might not square with the stories that others tell of us. This discrepancy may 

serve to conceal the truth of reality. "We are in danger of being isolated in our life 

narrative whenever our storytelling conceals more than it reveals."222 On the other hand, 

2 1 9  Balcomb, 3 6-38. 
220 Balcomb, 1 1 3 .  
2 2 1  Anderson, 4 .  
222 Anderson, I 0. 
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stories that reveal our true, vulnerable selves can "bond us quickly with strangers or 

deepen the affection of friends or family."223 In order to weave together our human 

narratives with the divine narrative, it is important to connect the stories we tell with the 

rituals that we enact. Our stories are on a continuum of myth and parable. Mythic stories 

mediate between irreducible opposites by seeking to resolve contradiction and paradox, 

whereas parabolic stories challenge our expectations of a world without blemish and 

creates contradiction in order to reveal a truth otherwise hidden. 224 

Rituals and stories can create religious meaning, particularly when the human and 

the divine narratives are connected in such a way that demonstrate co-authorship.225 Our 

storytel ling and ritual-making can be transformative for both individuals and 

communities since these acts point beyond themselves to a larger, transcendent narrative. 

Ministers can help weave together the divine-human narratives in both worship settings 

and pastoral care practices. Worship can become boring when it is not attentive to the 

human story, and pastoral care can become too individualized when it is not connected 

with the divine story. 

Engaging in biblical lament will reveal our true stories, rather than conceal them 

in ways that isolates ourselves from others. Lament is expressing our true selves and 

emotions rather than covering them up or denying our experienced reality. By revealing 

ourselves to God and to friends and family around us, we wil l  not only deepen our 

relationships but will also further our supportive connections to each other as we reveal 

our struggles, doubts, and confusions. Biblical lament, though it may first appear to be a 

mythic form of storytel ling (ending in praise and thus resolving whatever contradiction 

223 Anderson, I 0. 
224 Anderson, 1 3- 1 4. 
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and paradox that seemingly exists), is more parabolic in nature. The resolution or praise 

only happens after the paradoxes, conflicts, struggles, etc. are named. Lament helps 

young people with their storytelling by encouraging truth-tell ing and refusing denial of 

reality, 226 and this storytelling can be transformative for their l ives. Lament encourages 

oppressed voices, whether this is due to external or internal forces, to speak up out of 

their suffering.227 As Old Testament scholar Claus Westermann once noted, " . . .  lament is 

the language of suffering; in it suffering is given the dignity of language. It will not stay 

silent! "228 

CONCLUSION 

Discernment 

As noted in the introduction of this chapter, David White suggests that the future 

of youth ministry must include efforts that equip young people and their congregations 

with skills for bringing' the gospel into creative tension with questions and circumstances 

for our l ives. In other words, he contends that practicing discernment needs to be an 

inclusive rhythm of life. 229 Discernment is a language of the heart, mind, soul, and body, 

and White offers a four-step method to reclaim the Christian practice of discernment. 

The first step makes our heart sensitive to the Spirit by focusing on affect and intuition. 

The second step recognizes that God speaks to us through our mind; so we must engage 

in intellectual analysis. The third step privileges contemplation and biblical/theological 

226 Jaco Hamman, When Steeples Cry: Leading Congregations Through Loss and Change (Cleveland: The 
Pi lgrim Press, 2005), 1 20. 
227 Kathleen O 'Conner, Lamentations and the Tears of the World (Mary knoll, NY: Orb is Books, 2002), 95. 
228 Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1 98 1  - 2"d edition), 272. 
229 White, x i i .  
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imagination through remembering and dreaming. The fourth step challenges us to put the 

previous efforts into action. 

By engaging these practices youth will internalize ideas, sensibilities, and 

commitments that will direct their future choices and help them learn wisdom from these 

practical movements. Rather than simply pass on information and knowledge to young 

people, this method creates a conversation between adults, Christian traditions, and 

youth. Whi le exploring truth about ourselves, our world, and God, we will become aware 

of the potential distortions of other life practices. White says, "The practice of 

discernment assumes that God seeks to lead people to greater fullness and 

faithfulness. "230 

The first step of discernment is l istening to our hearts, which is a means of 

resisting forces that distract us from desires appropriate to our humanity from love of 

God and neighbor.23 1 However, our society is full of "hard-hearted" people and so 

suggests that the first step of reclaiming a "hard heart" is to grieve.232 Only then, will we 

be able to more adequately cultivate feelings that are appropriate to our situation, and as 

we discern where God is working we will also experience internal healing. I believe this 

sharpens the skills of empathy and self-awareness while we get a realistic view of life. 

Lament is one obvious prayer resource that wil l  help adolescents grieve and 

soften their hard hearts. Practicing lament wil l  help them become more self-aware and 

empower their empathetic ski l ls. In addition, Michael Jinkins points out that performing 

practices of lament offers people a language that recognizes God as Sovereign. 

230 White, 65 .  
23 1 White, 9 1 .  
232 White, 96. 
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Inhabiting this language sensitizes them to such a theocentric worldview233 and foster a 

God-honoring heart. Habitual practice of lament will shape their character and heart in 

ways that discern the sacred quality of life, both in themselves and of other people. 

The second step is to seek understanding by using our minds and intellect. White 

contends that our current educational efforts drain youth in such a way that averts them 

from wanting to learn. 234 So then it is no wonder that Sunday school or any type of Bible 

study that employs use of the intel lect is not readily accepted by most youth because they 

are tired of learning. Theologically, White draws upon biblical wisdom spirituality that 

focuses on the discovery of the world, as a means of discernment and learning.235 This 

exploration of the world and the practices that we do in life fosters discernment in ways 

that the disclosure stories of the Torah and disruption antics of the Prophets do not 

generate. 

Biblical lament is dialogical and embodies conversation between God and 

humanity. This -dialogue possesses no answers that need to be learned, but demonstrates 

a way of communicating with God. Even though lament sharpens our abi lity to engage 

our emotions, it also calls us to use our minds to articulate ourselves and God's possible 

response. Furthermore, since biblical laments function as acts of persuasion exhorting 

God to act on behalf of the innocent, the victim, and the suffering, it requires our minds 

to speak to God in passionate ways that seek to move God to action. 236 Encouraging 

youth to personalize their own bibl ical laments will instill in them a learning style that is 

233 Michael Jinkins, In the House of the lord: Inhabiting the World of the Psalms (Col legevi l le, MN : The 
Liturgical Press, 1 998), 3 .  
234 White, l 1 5 . 
235 White, 1 1 8 .  
236 Sally Brown and Patrick Mi l ler, "Introduction" in lament: Reclaiming Practices in Pulpit, Pew and 
Public Square, eds., Sally Brown and Patrick Mi l ler (Louisvi l le :  Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), xv. 
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interactive, dynamic, and dialogical rather than solely mastering information presented to 

them in a unidirectional manner. 

The third step involves loving God with our soul by remembering and dreaming. 

One of White's critiques is that our culture fosters both fragmentation and al ienation of 

our youth.237 And so by remembering the "God story" youth can see their part in it, but 

then by dreaming, they can further discover their role in the active participation of it. 

Young people, suggests White, have a prophetic vocation primarily due to the 

developmental nature of their age and their drive towards coherence of life .  238 Youth are 

always striving to make sense of their reality, and so the Torah stories can help them 

engage in the contradictions of the world. Grounded in the biblical story, it can help 

youth to dream about an alternative perspective for how life ought to be. Remembering 

and dreaming gives us a sense of Christian identity and brings about healing when we 

connect our l ives to the l i fe of God. In this way, commercial culture is devoid of a sense 

of history, which· fosters loneliness and isolation for youth. 

Located within the structure of the lament itself is the expectation for young 

people to remember those times of God's faithfulness. After naming the painful reality 

and recall ing of God's salvific ways, youth are led to eventually offer authentic praise. 

Recalling previous ways that God del ivered them wil l  provoke their imagination to 

consider God's creative means of future grace and countless possibilities of its 

expression. The first and second chapters of Lamentations reveal an objective narrator 

turned compassionate advocate. Practices of lament wil l  sensitize adolescents for similar 

237 White, 1 4 1 .  
238 White, 1 48 .  



advocacy and intercessory work on behalf of others who find themselves seeming 

helpless and suffering. 
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The fourth step involves loving God with our strength and body by l iving out our 

beliefs and theological reflections. White suggests that the need is not for youth to take 

on more activity in life, because they certainly already engage in many activities. He 

notes that there is a lack of meaningful activity due to entertainment models that lull 

youth into passive consumption.239 By participating in unreflective activities, White 

suggests that we are then supporting the status quo that prefers that young people "sleep." 

God's reign, however, cal ls us to action. 

Lament demands theological reflection and critical engagement with the realities 

of this world. It refuses denial and decries concealment of stories of suffering, but rather 

puts forth an expression of faithfulness that gives voice to suffering empowers one to 

persuade God to act in just and righteous way, and challenges us to a life of 

compassionate advocacy and0 intercession on behalf of the weak and oppressed. In this 

way, lament fosters and demands a faith that is dynamic and active, not static and 

stagnant. Nevertheless, practicing biblical lament wil l  require our youth to slow down 

and not allow the high speed pace of our American culture dominate their l ives. 

Inhabiting lament in our dai ly lives wil l  sharpen our skills of discernment and reflection. 

Lament wil l  shape identity and meaning as they journey the path of adolescence from 

junior high through young adulthood. 

239 White, 1 76 .  



CHAPTER 4 - THE ROLE OF BIBLICAL LAMENT IN 

ADOLESCENT PASTORAL CARE 

INTRODUCTION 

Suicide among teens has sharply increased in the past several decades240 by 1 5  5 

percent from 1 962 to 1 996 and is the third leading cause of death for 1 0-24 year olds, 

following car accidents and homicide.24 1 Self-mutilation and eating disorders among 

both girls and boys continues to rise.242 Anorexia has been called "the underground 

prophet in our midst."243 Today's  young people experience significant loss and 

instability due to parental divorce. In 1 940 the divorce rate affected two percent of the 

married population, but as of 2002 forty-three percent of first-time marriages end in 

separation or divorce within fifteen years of marriage.244 The definition of "family" 

continues to evolve with blended family situations. 
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The marketing of violence to children and youth by various media outlets pressure 

them to grow up fa�t._ 
_
Eig�ty p

_
ercent of R-rated movies target underage children, thirty 

percent of music recordings with explicit content identify teenagers as the market, and 

seventy percent of "mature" video games are pitched to younger teens.245 Furthermore, 

today's American culture is one that busies and hurries our young people to unhealthy 

240 G. Wade Rowatt, Jr., Adolescents in Crisis: A Guide/or Parents, Teachers, Ministers, and Counselors 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 200 I ), 1 47 ;  David Elkind, The Hurried Child: Growing Up Too 
Fast Too Soon (Cambridge, MA:  Da Capo Press, 200 I ), xvii. 
24 1 Les Parrott I I I , Helping the Struggling A dolescent: A Guide to Thirty-Six Common Problems for 
Counselors, Pastors, and Youth Workers (Grand Rapids, Ml :  Zondervan, 2000), 430; Elkind, 1 8 . 
242 Parrott, page 1 39; Harley Atkinson, Ministry with Youth (Birmingham, AL:  Religious Education Press, 
1 997), 2 1 3 .  
243 Dori Grinenko Baker, Doing Girlfriend Theology: God-Talk with Young Women (Cleveland: Pi lgrim 
Press, 2005), 1 58. 
244 Chap Clark, Hurt: Inside the World of Today 's Teenagers (Grand Rapids, M l :  Baker Academic, 2004), 
34. 
245 E lkind, xi .  
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levels of stress and tiredness. 246 Even before our chi ldren have reached the onset of 

adolescence it seems they are "stressed out" due to responsibility, emotional, and 

information overloads.247 

Adolescence is a time when young people struggle for sense of identity and 

belonging. Who will they be when they "grow up"? What vocation will they embrace? 

Who will be the influential voice they heed and claim as their loyalty? They are involved 

in and wil l  face much change in this relatively short span of years. Personal and societal 

pressures abound. I believe the statistics in the opening paragraph offer a gl impse of how 

some adolescents respond to the many pressures and realities they face. 

As adult Christian caregivers, what is our role in accompanying them through this 

particular time of life? More importantly as it relates to this project, how can the role of 

biblical lament be claimed as a proactive function for pastoral care? In this chapter, I will 

first offer a brief overview of the adolescent journey and then explore various cultural 

and societal pressures whieh impact our young people. Then I wil l  examine the affects of 

trauma on adolescent development and explain two types of crises adolescents face, 

giving particular attention to early, middle, and late adolescence. Final ly, I wil l  explore 

themes of resilience, hope, story-making, and rituals. Throughout this chapter I will 

suggest reasons for why engaging practices of biblical lament will enable adult spiritual 

caregivers to better offer pastoral care to adolescents. 

246 C lark, 1 36- 1 37 .  
247 See Elkind's  chapters I and 8 in The Hurried Child, "Our Hurried Chi ldren" and "Hurried Chi ldren: 
Stressed Children." 
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ADOLESCENT JOURNEY OVERVIEW 

Adolescence is a period in life that involves many changes for young people as 

they search for and discover personal identity and meaning.  Physically, their bodies are 

changing as they mature from childhood to adulthood. Sexually, they are now able to 

reproduce even if psychologically they may not be prepared for such responsibilities. 

Socially, they may wander through various groups of friends, peers, and support 

networks. A junior higher may change friends as they move onto high school and engage 

in different school-sponsored activities. Similarly, as they graduate from high school 

they may form new friendships in college or other post-high school real ity. As 

adolescents assume more of a personal identity they wil l  have also navigated religious 

beliefs, moral and ethical positions, and other intellectual changes. 

The word "adolescence" stems from a Latin word meaning "to grow up." 

Developmental psychologist John Santrock said "adolescence begins in biology and ends 

in culture."248 The- beginning· of adolescence may be easier to determine than its ending 

since the onset of puberty has often been linked to the triggering of adolescence. There is 

stil l  debate about this since physiological changes generally occur sooner in girls than in 

boys, and therefore appears more distinct due to the start of a girl ' s  period even though 

this seems to be slowly dropping in age from an average of 1 4.5  years old a century ago 

to as early as 1 1  years old today.249 In boys, however, comparable physiological changes 

appear more gradual over time. 

248 Chap Clark, "The Changing Face of Adolescence: A Theological View of Human Development" in 
Starting Right: Thinking Theologically About Youth Ministry, eds. Kenda Creasy Dean, Chap Clark, and 
Dave Rahn (Grand Rapids, M I :  Zondervan, 200 l ), 45.  
249 Clark, Starting Right, 45. 
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Nevertheless, the beginning of adolescence may be easier to trace than its ending. 

Consider the following questions: At what age does a person official ly become a "grown 

up" and accept the responsibilities of adulthood? Is it sixteen when a person is able to 

obtain a driver's license, or eighteen when they become eligible to vote and join the 

military? Or is it twenty-one when they reach the legal age for alcohol consumption? 

One reason for the vagueness and ambiguity of the completion of adolescence is that 

there are no clear, definitive markers of entering adulthood. 

Richard Dunn suggests in his book Shaping the Spiritual Life of Students: A 

Guide for Youth Workers, Pastors, Teachers, and Campus Ministers there are three 

developmental sub-phases of adolescence: early (ages 1 0- 1 4), middle (ages 1 3- 1 9), and 

late (ages 1 8-25?) .  Rather than look to an "age of adolescent completion," Dunn suggests 

there are four critical components of personal growth that must be integrated into a late 

adolescent 's  inner world before successful entrance into adulthood: intimate 

companionship, a compel l ing life ·vision, and a coherent world view and a composition of 

commitments.250 Sharon Daloz Parks suggests that the key marker that defines the task 

of the "young adult era" is "the birth of critical awareness and the dissolution and 

recomposition of the meaning of self, other, world, and 'God' "25 1 as they sel f-consciously 

participate in an ongoing dialogue toward truth, and cultivate a capacity to respond in 

ways that are satisfying and just.252 However, Daloz Parks is more inclined to consider 

young adulthood as a post-adolescent period of l ife rather than viewing it as some form 

of "prolonged adolescence." "Young adulthood," argues Dal oz Parks, "remains 

250 Richard Dunn, Shaping the Spiritual life of Students: A Guide for Youth Workers, Pastors, Teachers, 
and Campus Ministers (Downers Grove, IL :  Inter Varsity Press, 200 I ), 209. 
25 1  Sharon Daloz Parks, Big Questions, Worthy Dreams: Mentoring Young A dults in Their Search for 
Meaning, Purpose, and Faith (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2000), 5 .  
252 Daloz Parks, 6 .  
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underrecognized in prevai ling theories of human development and in the conventional 

mind. "253 Though I believe that Dunn and Dal oz Parks speak of similar sentiments 

regarding young adulthood and late adolescence, she contends that "young adulthood 

[should] become accepted as a season of life in the twenty-first century the way 

adolescence did in the twentieth."254 

Having offered a brief overview of some key realities of the adolescent journey, 

one can imagine there is much change during these years from ages 1 1 -30 !  However, is 

all change the same for each young person? Do they experience the adolescent journey 

in the same way? How do external forces and pressures influence development? What 

happens when life-altering losses occur such as the death of a parent, loss of a limb, or 

other significant blows? How does this shape "normal" adolescent maturation? 

CULTURAL LANDSCAPES 

Hurried Children 

In the preface of the third edition of his book The Hurried Child: Growing Up 

Too Fast Too Soon, noted child developmentalist David Elkind argues that children in the 

past few decades have been driven to grow up faster than what is appropriate. "Parents 

are under more pressure than ever to overschedule their children and have them engage in 

organized sports and other activities that may be age-inappropriate. Unhappily, the 

overtesting of chi ldren in public schools has become more extensive . . .  The marketing of 

violence to children and youth has increased . . .  The entertainment industry deliberately 

253 Daloz Parks, 8. 
254 Dal oz Parks, 9. 



1 00 

disregards its own ratings system and markets violent music, movies and video games 

directly to underage chi ldren."255 

Even in his second edition of this book in 1 988, Elkind argued, "The truth is that 

children in contemporary America, including advantaged children, are less well off today 

than they were a couple of decades ago."256 Statistically, the infant mortal ity rate was 

increasing after a century of decline; more children lived in poverty than the previous two 

decades; there was a fifty percent increase in obesity among children and youth over the 

previous two decades; teenage pregnancy rates were the highest of any Western society, 

more than twice those of the next closest country; SAT scores had plummeted; and 

millions of children were being medicated, a several-hundred-fold increase over the 

previous five years. 

Overall , Elkind argues that our society hurries children in a way that leads to an 

overabundant level of stress exerted onto them.257 Normally when a person undergoes a 

high level of stress, there is adequate time to replenish one's  energy reservoirs. But the 

pace and pressures of today do not allow this to happen. Our children, even before they 

reach the adolescent years, are stressed out. Because of the high divorce rate and 

increase of two-parent working scenarios, more and more children are assuming adult 

responsibilities at home and experience emotional overload. Schools also stress children 

today beyond the typical issues associated with competition for grades. They are much 

more a host of theft and violence, they tend to stereotype children and impose false 

expectancies on them; and Elkind believes that they are increasingly taught in 

255 Elkind, x. 
256 Elkind, xvi i .  
257 E lkind, 1 64. 
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environments that impede effective leaming.258 He also believes that contemporary 

media hurries children in one of two different ways; "they may give children too much 

information too fast, or they may give young people information that is too complex or 

abstract for chi ldren to understand. The first kind of hurrying produces the stress of 

information overload; the second produces the stress of emotional overload. "259 

If the entire faith community, adults and youth alike, regularly engaged in lament 

it would challenge them to slow down. Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann 

suggests, " . . .  the lament-complaint, perhaps Israel ' s  most characteristic and vigorous 

mode of faith, introduces us to a ' spirituality of protest. '  That is, Israel boldly recognizes 

that all is not right in the world."260 Elkind proclaims that not al l is right with this fast-

paced American society. Perhaps we need more people in our faith community 

protesting this reality that hurts our children and youth. Lament offers such an avenue to 

faithfully express our protest to God and to each other. Furthermore, the lament found in 

Lamentations challenges people  of faith to become compassionate advocates on behalf of 

the vulnerable and those who suffer. Perhaps our faith community needs to take up this 

call to a higher degree as we recognize the vulnerability of our children and youth. 261 

Abandoned Youth 

Chap Clark, author of Hurt: Inside the World of Today 's Teenagers, argues that 

the defining issue for contemporary adolescents, particularly midadolescents, is 

abandonment. Building off the work of David Elkind, Clark uses the term 

258 Elkind, 1 76 .  
259 Elkind, 1 8 1 .  
260 Walter Brueggemann, "Foreword" in Psalms of Lament, by Ann Weems (Louisvi l le;  Westminster John 
Knox Press, 1 995), x i i .  
26 1 Kathleen O 'Conner, lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknoll ,  NY: Orbis Books, 2002), 35-
4 1 .  



1 02 

"abandonment" rather than "hurry."262 The adult world has systemically abandoned the 

youth of this generation. He wrote this book hoping to convince people that life is 

different for high schoolers today compared to thirty years ago, or at any time in history, 

and that adults who walk with youth must wake up to this new reality. 

Adolescents experience abandonment from both external and internal systems. 

Externally, the adult-driven institutions, including schools and churches, are primarily 

concerned with adult agendas, needs, and dreams.263 In recent decades, our society has 

moved from "being a relatively stable and cohesive adult community intent on caring for 

the needs of the young to a free-for-all of independent and fragmented adults seeking 

their own survival . . .  deepening a hole of systemic rejection. This rejection, or 

abandonment, of adolescents is the root of the fragmentation and cal loused distancing 

that are the hallmarks of the adolescent culture."264 

Internally, adolescents have suffered from the loss of safe relationships and 

intimate settings, primarily due to the re-definement of "family" in our culture.265 There 

has been a shift in the past three decades from when the definition of family was accepted 

to be "two or more persons related by birth, marriage or adoption who reside in the same 

household to the current definition of a free-flowing, organic 'commitment' between 

people who love each other."266 A second shift in the reality of family is the increased 

divorce rate over the past several decades. As previously stated, "We moved from a 

culture with a divorce rate that affected 2 percent of the married population in 1 940 to a 

262 Clark, Hurt, 43 .  
263 Clark, Hurt, 54. 
264 Clark, Hurt, 3 3 .  
265 Clark, Hurt, 50. 
266 Clark, Hurt, 34. 



society in which 43 percent of first-time marriages end in separation or divorce within 

fifteen years of marriage, as of 2002. "267 

For adolescents who yearn for stability and safety, societal choices regarding 
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divorce, adult sexuality, and experimentation of living together does impact them. Clark 

advocates, "We are a culture that has forgotten how to be together. We have lost the 

ability to spend unstructured down time. Rather than being with chi ldren in creative 

activities at home or setting them free to enjoy semi-supervised activities such as 'play,' 

we as a culture have looked to outside organizations and structured agendas to fil l  their 

time and dictate their lives."268 

S ince youth are abandoned by the adult institutions in their l ives, they are forced 

to deal with pain and fear on their own and therefore have created a "world beneath." The 

world beneath is the adolescent response to systemic abandonment, a unique and 

defended social system. This world exists because they believe they have no choice and 

are searching for a relationally focused safe home to band together. While it is clear that 

young people are resi l ient, traumatic events related to systemic abandonment are 

permanent reminders of this rejection, which can cause significant psychological 

suffering years later.269 However, in spite of all this, he stil l  suggests that youth want 

adults and desire genuine, authentic relationships with them even though Clark ultimately 

found a greater chasm between adults and youth than he anticipated. 

Of all the biblical genres, lament offers youth a chance to name those areas where 

they feel abandoned, even if it is seemingly from God. Lament wil l  empower young 

people to honestly express their frustrations, hopelessness, and pain associated with 

267 Clark, Hurt, 34. 
268 Clark, Hurt, 46. 
269 C lark, Hurt, 62. 
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adults not being there for them or forcing their adult agendas onto them. However, 

lament also invites them to consider the fidelity of God to God's people, even when there 

are times of God's  apparent absence. Practices of lament enables adolescents to be 

honest with themselves, to God, and to their faith community about their experiences of 

abandonment. 

The Next Great Generation 

After painting such a grim picture of our culture as one that "hurries" and 

"abandons" our chi ldren and adolescents, coupled with the discouraging statistics 

regarding divorce, suicide, and other traumatic events in the l ives of young people, it can 

be very easy to get down on our American culture and think there is no hope. However, 

there is much good and hope in our world today. It is important to want to gain clarity 

and better understanding in some aspects of the world our adolescents reside so that we 

as adult spiritual caregivers can walk with them in informed ways. But, in spite of such 

"cultural woes" outlined· by·Elkind "and Clark; not all studies propose such a gloomy 

outlook. 

In their book Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation, Neil Howe and 

William Strauss propose that the Millennial Generation, those born between 1 982-2002, 

are primed to be the next heroic generation. Another way to describe it is that they will 

be capable of many great things. History has also shown that such "great things" are not 

always positive or constructive for all of society, but through their research, Howe and 

Strauss indicate that Millennials are optimistic, team players, followers, smart, most 

watched of previous generations, and accept authority.270 Overall, this is a happier 

270 Neil Howe and Wil l iam Strauss, Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation (New York: Vintage 
Books, 2000), 6- 1 2 .  
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generation than compared to Gen X, the previous one born between 1 96 1 - 1  98 1 .  

However, they do acknowledge that the Mil lennials are highly pressured as they are 

pushed to study hard and take full advantage of al l the opportunities that adults offer 

them.27 1  

ADOLESCENT DEVELOPMENT AL UNDERSTAND IN GS 

Much of adolescent developmental studies is based on the work of Erik Erikson 

who formulated his theories in the mid-twentieth century. His "eight stages of man" are 

often thought of and taught in blocks like a series of boxcars, one attached to the next as 

development proceeds. "In such a ' boxcar' conceptualization, events that are disruptive 

to development (whether conceived of as outer or inner events or conflicts) must be 

understood as impeding forward movement."272 These disruptive events are seen as 

either stopping development, slowing it down, or derail ing it until such a time exists, 

whether through counseling or other healing measures, when the boxcar of development 

is put back on the proper track again. 

"There is one serious conceptual problem with this boxcar formulation, however: 

biological maturation proceeds, even if development is damaged. In that process of 

maturation-simply 'growing up'-physical, cognitive, and affective growth does 

continue, although it might be compromised in some areas, even very prominent 

areas. "273 For example, not all victims of abuse respond to their chi ldhood trauma in the 

same manner. Some do not engage in such acts of "teenage rebellion," but rather become 

2 7 1  Howe, 44. 
2 7 2  Pamela Cooper-White, "Opening the Eyes: Understanding the Impact of Trauma on Development" in In 
Her Own Time: Women and Developmental Issues in Pastoral Care, ed. Jeanne Stevenson-Moessner 
(Minneapolis :  Fortress Press, 2000), 90. 
273 Cooper-White, 90. 
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all-A students or star athletes by taking refuge in their excellence. Some parts of the 

personality might seem stunted or missing or suffering great pain, but other parts grow 

according to normal expectations thus enabling them and other people to overlook the 

deep, hidden pain. 

Two other models of development I suggest are helpful to place alongside 

Erikson's boxcar approach. The first is Anna Freud' s  concept of "developmental lines" 

in which she "proposed the idea that there is not a single line of development but rather a 

number of l ines running more or less paral lel from infancy and on into 

adulthood . . .  trauma might affect some but not all aspects of development, accounting for 

the appearance of competence and even precocity in many abused children . . .  If certain 

experiences are too te1Tible to be assimilated, they may become encapsulated or frozen on 

certain developmental l ines, while other aspects of development are freed to proceed in 

relative coordination with maturation."274 This model reminds us as adult spiritual 

caregivers that there are multi pk areas of growth within the same person, particularly 

those that both display a person' s  area of strength or even overdeveloped capacities and 

the underdeveloped areas of fragility, vulnerability, and fear. Anna Freud's notion of 

developmental l ines compares to Michael Carotta' s  proposal that we address adolescent 

spiritual growth in terms of "dimensions" rather than as developmental stages.275 

A second model, proposed by professor of pastoral theology Pamela Cooper-

White, is that of the concentric rings of a tree trunk. Experiences during the earliest child 

development eras are encircled within or beneath later ones. Developmental 

achievements are layered together with the life experiences, joys, and crises of a 

274 Cooper-White, 92. 
275 M ichael Carotta, Sometimes We Wrestle, Sometimes We Dance: Embracing the Spiritual Growth of 
A dolescents (Orlando: Harcourt Religious Publishers, 2002), 1 5 . 



1 07 

particular time in life. "New growth forms around the old, rather than replacing it. 

Nothing is left behind. Trauma in this model might then be seen as having a number of 

manifestations, from being encapsulated like a nodule that later layers of growth cover 

but leave intact, to spreading throughout a particular layer of the trunk, rendering the 

whole tree more vulnerable to the impact of disease, cold, and storms . . .  Helping in this 

model would not be conceptualized so much as getting something back on track, as going 

deeper, toward the core of the organism to tend enclosed wounds in need of healing and 

regeneration. "276 

Affects of trauma on development 

Increases in teenage suicide, eating disorders, and other mental health issues are 

signs of their inability to cope with the various crises, traumas, and losses that teenagers 

live with. The accumulated levels of change and expectations are simply taking their toll 

on American adolescents. 

Pain and loss are- experienced-in childhood;- long before the adolescent years, and 

often times become repressed only to act itself out later in life. For example, in cases of 

child abuse, the repression of that brutality may eventually drive people to destroy their 

lives and the l ives of others. "In an unconscious thirst for revenge, they may engage in 

acts of violence, burning homes and businesses and physically attacking other people, 

using this destruction to hide the truth from themselves and avoid feeling the despair of 

the tormented child they once were. "277 A well known fact about many perpetrators of 

child abuse is that they were abused as children. Repressed pain also may reveal itself 

more privately. A woman sexually exploited as a child and who has denied this reality in 

276 Cooper-White, 92-93 . 
277 Alice Mi l ler, The Drama of the Gifted Child: The Search for the True Self(}Jew York: HarperColl ins 
Publ ishers, 1 997), 2 .  
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later years in order not to feel the pain is "perpetual ly fleeing her past with the help of 

men, alcohol ,  drugs, or achievement. She needs a constant thri l l  to keep boredom at 

bay . . .  she wil l  continue in her flight unless she learns that the awareness of old fee lings is 

not deadly but l iberating."278 The past may very wel l dictate the actions of the present. 

Unfortunately, such abuse is more common in our society than we may real ize or 

accept. Some studies suggest that up to 40 percent of females279 and nearly 1 0  percent of 

males280 under the age of eighteen have been sexually abused or assaulted. Other studies 

suggest that each year at least ten percent of young people report being sexually abused 

by their parents, and another ten percent report being physically abused by parents. 

However, these numbers are considered gross underestimates of the actual situation.28 1  

Related to abuse is the use of alcohol and drugs. "Among confirmed cases of chi ld abuse 

and neglect, about forty percent involve alcohol and other drugs. Almost 1 4  mil lion adult 

Americans abuse alcohol and 1 2  mil l ion use i l l icit drugs. It is estimated that 9 to 1 0  

mil l ion children and teens· Eve in-homes affected-by- substance-abusing parents."282 

Obviously not all victims of abuse act out in the same way, but one question for 

adolescent spiritual caregivers to consider is this: when wil l  any type of behavior 

manifest itself-before, during, or after adolescence? Wi l l  such actions be perceived by 

the family or faith leader as "teenage rebel lion"? Perhaps church leaders wil l  chal lenge 

these young people to simply "get right with the Lord," thus overlooking the painful 

causes and roots of these behaviors. Or, the adolescent may further internalize this  

278 
Miller, 3 .  

279 Ro watt, 99. 
28° 

Cooper-White, 88. 
28 1 Parrott, 7 1 .  
282 Andrew Weaver, John Preston, and Leigh Jerome, Counseling Troubled Teens and Their Families: A 
Handbook for Pastors and Youth Workers (Nashvil le :  Abingdon Press, 1 999), 76. 
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rebuke by believing everything is their fault. If so, perhaps this outlook wi ll find its voice 

in certain destructive paths or other ways that deny the pain of their childhood or present 

circumstances. These wounds cannot truly heal without the work of intentional mourning 

and grief. 

Jaco Hamman, assistant professor of pastoral care and counseling, suggests that 

grief"is the normal emotional, spiritual, physical, and relational reaction to the 

experience of loss and change,"283 whereas mourning "is the intentional process of letting 

go of relationships, dreams, and visions as [you] live into a new identity after the 

experience of loss and change."284 Hamman proposes that the work of mourning is a 

creative response to loss and that a task of a church leader is to facilitate the work of 

mourning. Lament is an intentional process of assisting young people to appropriately 

relinquish and mourn their identified losses in ways that lead to healing and restoration 

rather than destructive behaviors. However, as adult spiritual caregivers come into 

contact with adolescent trauma, they-need to be aware of the need to make necessary 

referrals to their pastor or other trained caregivers for counseling or other appropriate 

expressions of help. Engaging biblical lament is one way for young people to grieve and 

mourn their losses, but it should not be viewed as "the only way" of response for affects 

of trauma on development. 

Crisis or Normalcy? 

"Fifty percent of today's  youth may experience a major crisis before reaching the 

age of eighteen. They will be hospitalized, appear in court, have major potential 

conflicts, be crippled in an accident, attempt suicide, abuse alcohol, drop out of school, 

283 Jaco Hamman, When Steeples Cry: leading Congregations Through loss and Change (Cleveland: The 
Pilgrim Press, 2005), 1 2 . 
284 Hamman, 1 3 .  
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get pregnant, contract a sexually transmitted disease, be arrested, be raped, pay for or 

have an abortion, witness an act of violence, or experience something else of this 

magnitude," writes adolescent counselor G. Wade Rowatt.285 Yet the word "crisis" has 

also been used by developmental psychologist Erik Erikson and others to describe the 

struggles of adolescent development, in terms of identity crisis. The word "crisis" might 

conjure up the notion that such experiences are out-of-the-ordinary, exceptional, and not-

happening-to-everyone. However, "for developmentalists, a crisis is a turning point, the 

result of a struggle or threat to one's emotional security or physical danger" and can 

result in opportunity for growth and change, or danger and destruction. 286 

Rowatt' s description of major crisis and that of identity crisis in adolescence can 

be considered two types of crises. The former, even though they seem to be out-of-the-

ordinary accompanied by significant change and loss, are common among our 

adolescents today. Rowatt identifies these as disruptive or emergency crises, and the 

latter as developmental crises.287 Developmental crises are those expected issues that are 

part of the growing up experience such as gaining independence from parents, dating, 

developing peer relationships, and the search for personal identity. Even though 

disruptive crises may seem to i llicit more pain and loss due to the unexpected nature of 

the trauma, developmental crises can also yield much accumulated grief if they go 

unattended. 

With these two views of crises among adolescents in mind, I do not wish to 

perpetuate a "storm and stress" view of adolescence which suggests the dark days and 

285 Ro watt, 3 .  
286 Atkinson, 4 .  
287 Rowatt, 25,  3 1 , 38 .  
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struggles wil l  be over once they reach adulthood.288 The losses and changes they endure 

are very real and should not be treated lightly. Similar issues of loss and change not only 

precede adolescence, but accompany them throughout adulthood. In other words, such 

disruptive crises as death of loved ones and affects of divorce and abuse, occur 

throughout life. However, there are some particularities among adolescents that should 

be considered when walking with them as adult spiritual caregivers, occurring during 

early, middle, and late adolescence. 

As noted earlier, David Elkind suggests that adults "hurry" children to grow up. 

These preadolescent children act like and copy teenagers even though they have not yet 

begun puberty. Their dress and yearning for certain social freedoms demonstrate their 

desire to be considered teenagers, yet most lack the abi l ity to cope with such adolescent 

pressures. Nevertheless, they are pushed and may push themselves intellectually, 

emotionally, and socially to grow up faster than they are ready. "Their biggest need is for 

more structure and adult involvement in their l ives. They need the reassurance that 

grown-ups stil l  care for them. Too much freedom is read as not showing an interest in 

them."289 

Early Adolescence 

Early adolescence begins with puberty and is a time of rapid physical change and 

relationship adjustments, which may cause them to feel as if  they are on an emotional 

roller coaster. Because of the many developmental crises and changes they experience, 

they need avenues of success in their social encounters, physical activities, and 

intellectual endeavors. They also need "permission to discuss these changes and find 

288 Duffy Robbins, This Way to Youth Ministry: An Introduction to the A dventure (Grand Rapids, M I :  
Zondervan, 2004), 1 76 .  
289 Rowatt, 2 1 .  
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support for the persons they are becoming. They need forgiveness for awkward mistakes 

and impulsive outbursts in the family system."290 It' s also important to recognize that in 

these early teen years young people stil l  reason in fairly defined categories of right and 

wrong, even though they are now more self-conscious and their thought processes are 

beginning to change.29 1 

Disruptive crises of this age group may include the divorce of their parents, the 

death of a parent, a forced move to a new school, or an accident to themselves. "In such 

times, early adolescents especially need information about the crisis, a sustaining 

environment characterized by hope, and avenues of forgiveness for real or imaginary 

guilt. Younger teens need parents, teachers, ministers, and counselors who offer a 

supportive relationship that encourages the discussion of uncomfortable questions . . .  They 

need permission to speak of previously taboo topics. "292 

Engaging practices of biblical lament can offer early adolescents permission to 

acknowledge-their emotions and to express them. For these young people, they may 

internalize their painful feelings or respond to them with an over-abundance of guilt and 

shame. Lament lets them know that such feelings are normal, even if their anger is 

directed at God. Leaming the broader stories surrounding the laments will help them 

know that others in the faith have suffered similar griefs, and God accepted their prayers. 

It will also be important that adult spiritual caregivers engage in practices of biblical 

lament themselves. This modeling also grants permission for these young people to vent 

their inner feelings, questions, frustrations, and confusions. Though articulating 

290 Ro watt, 25 .  
291  Dunn, 1 74.  
292 Ro watt, 25 .  
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themselves in such ways may be challenging for some early adolescents, such practices 

wil l  begin to establish a foundation for later coping mechanisms. 

Middle Adolescence 

Middle adolescence is a time of expansion, independence, and experimentation. 

Continued physiological changes, independent thinking, and the questioning of authority 

while venturing into new peer relationships characterize this sub-phase. In fact, peer 

socialization will often dominate the lives of middle adolescents as they build deeper 

relationships with them and seemingly less so than with their parents. However, at their 

best, these peer groups do not supplant parents, but rather "they supplement them by 

providing a relational bridge for safely learning how to become independent."293 Middle 

adolescents are also able to think in new ways, particularly as they are able to take the 

perspective of others' views of them into account and assume that everyone around them 

is  concerned with themselves. In other words, they even become much more self-

conscious-and self-centered and self-absorbed, and often think: "I am not who I think I 

am, I am not who you think I am, I am who I think you think I am."294 However, even 

though young people are now able to better engage in abstract thinking, it has also been 

observed that "midadolescents' abi lity to engage in abstract thought is limited to the 

immediate context of a discussion. "295 

Though there continue to be many changes and new opportunities for these young 

people, developmental crises focus around the experiences of driving, dating, and 

distancing.296 One major adjustment focuses on accepting responsibi l ity for and learning 

293 Dunn, 1 90.  
294 Dunn 1 92 
295 Clark'. Hur�, 36.  
296 Rowatt, 30.  
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the needed skil ls in driving a car, particularly since auto accidents are the number one 

killer of youth. Dating is another area that may bring about new levels of joy, 

excitement, and affirmation, but it can also create new depths of grief, rejection, and pain. 

Distance from parents is understood in terms of freedom. "Parents who are too strict urge 

their strong children toward rebellion . . .  However, parents who provide few stable values 

and resist limit setting push teens into experimenting. Adolescents with good ego 

strength wil l  be able to set l imits for themselves, but those with weaker ego strength may 

fall off either end of a continuum. Some will become so anxious and frightened by 

freedom that they begin to deteriorate emotionally, whereas others wil l  become so 

enamored of freedom that they act out behaviorally."297 

Disruptive, or emergency, crises for middle adolescents often relate to fami ly, 

substance abuse, school, sex, depression and illnesses. "If the family system deteriorates, 

middle adolescents will frequently blame themselves and grieve deeply. Grief over the 

end of theirc parents' marriage and unbearable self-blame, for example, may lead to acting 

out sexually, to attempting to escape into alcohol and drug abuse."298 It is estimated that 

anywhere between 30-75 percent of these young people are sexually active, thereby 

increasing the number of crises related to pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases, 

emotional rejection, abuse, and rape; date rape accounts for most cases of rape.299 

Unfortunately, the instances of physical and sexual abuse increases during middle 

adolescence.300 "In this time of expansion and exploration, middle adolescents need time 

and space to reflect and learn from their [disruptive] crises. They need some system of 

297 Ro watt, 30 .  
298 Rowatt, 3 I . 
299 Rowatt, 27.  
300 Rowatt, 30. 
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forgiveness for their own mistakes and also an experience of grace that accepts their 

attempts to discover themselves. Although they must admit their mistakes, they need 

reassurance that they did not cause al l their problems."30 1  Above al l, even though 

experimentation may lead to accidents and il lnesses, these young people need a place to 

talk about major concerns. 

Engaging practices of lament with middle adolescents offers them space for 

reflection and a practical, tangible way to do it. It will also strengthen their skills needed 

for constructive reflection. Lament offers grace to young people by letting them know 

that a wide array of emotions is normal and that others have experienced similar 

struggles. But perhaps more importantly, grace is experienced in the movement of the 

plea to the praise. Structurally, biblical lament will often end in authentic praise because 

of some experience or encounter with God. In some ways, one could view the intense 

emotions surrounding a particular crisis event as part of a "liminal experience," hanging 

between 1he -"what ·was" and the "what will be." Lament enables the questions, 

confusions, doubts, and angers of liminality to be voiced to God and God's people. And, 

God receives these prayers of anguish. By engaging practices of lament, it may curb the 

tendency of midadolescents to blame themselves of all the troubles they experience, 

particularly in cases of parental divorce that is of no fault to the teenage. 

Late Adolescence 

Late adolescence is less tied to a chronology of events compared to that of early 

and middle. It is a shift from experimentation to a mode of refinement and consolidation 

as late adolescents begin to focus on jobs, education, and life partners. However, not all 

middle adolescents mature enough to struggle with late adolescent issues and so some 

3 0 1  Rowatt, 32 .  
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become stagnated in middle adolescence. "Although some young people never stop 

experimenting . . .  [it] is time to refine the data gathered through their experimentation and 

to consolidate those data into a view of self, family, peers, society, sacredness, and the 

future. For persons not able to move into late adolescence, the experimentation stage 

may continue into the twenties and beyond . . .  For some persons, experimentation in 

delayed adolescence becomes a life-style, uncritical ly adopted, until a midlife crisis 

forces the refinement and consolidation task upon them."302 

Developmental crises common in late adolescence focus on the three major tasks 

of developing an identity, deciding on vocation, and forming intimate relationships with a 

potential life partner.303 For one of the first times in their lives, these late adolescent 

young adults are trying on adult roles as they seek to solidify an identity. A growing 

capacity for self-awareness prompts a desire to connect more intimately with people, 

particularly as they seriously consider marriage.304 They seek to compose a coherent 

worldview as they labnr ta synthesize past beliefs of their childhood and teenage years, 

with their present learning and new experiences. 305 It is important to remember that as 

late adolescents complete high school, undergraduate and graduate studies, they wil l  no 

longer have the educational system to serve as an undergirding framework for their lives. 

This may be a significant shock to them. 

Disruptive (emergency) crises can erupt when developmental needs go 

unfulfilled. The three major areas involve pregnancy, legal issues, and substance abuse. 

As stated previously, the rate of adolescent suicide has significantly increased over the 

302 Rowatt, 33 .  
303 Ro watt, 3 7. 
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past few decades. Young women attempt suicide four times more frequently than do 

males, but the male to female ratio of completed suicides is four to one.306 Overall, 

Caucasian males over the age of 1 6  are at the greatest risk since about three out of four 

young adult suicides are among this group of young people.307 Though there are multiple 

reasons and risk factors for adolescent suicide including family problems, personal loss, 

social isolation, and substance abuse, the most common denominator of suicide risk for 

adolescents is depression.308 

For adult spiritual caregivers, perhaps one of the best gifts they can offer to these 

young adults is a safe environment to ask fearful questions and guide them into critical 

reflection. "Critical reflection is the process of examining the why behind the what of 

one's l ife. Late adolescence should be considered the prime time for the formation of 

critical reflection skil ls  and habits."309 In a similar vein, mentoring young adults is also 

key to their successful navigation through the developmental and disruptive crises they 

experience. " [G]ood mentors help to anchor the promise of the future. · As young adults 

are beginning to think critically about self and world, mentors give them crucial forms of 

recognition, support, and challenge."3 1 0  

Again, practices of biblical lament offer a place o f  grace and reflection i n  the 

midst of the many transitions, changes, and losses experienced by late adolescents. Adult 

mentors can guide these young people through the engagement of biblical lament as they 

l isten to their profound questions and joys of life. If a group of young adults regularly 

practice lament with each other, it would foster a safe environment for vulnerabil ities to 

306 Weaver, 1 72 .  
307 Weaver, 1 74. 
308 Weaver, 247; Rowatt, 1 47 .  
309 Dunn, 222. 
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be shared with one another. Authors of biblical lament may serve as a "mentoring 

figure" to them even if they are no longer alive or have never met them. 

KEY PASTORAL CARE CONCEPTS 

Now that I have reviewed some of the specific characteristics associated with 

early, middle, and late adolescence and have suggested some ways that biblical lament 

may serve as a resource for young people in their adolescent journey, I will now offer 

some key pastoral care concepts to be kept in mind as adult spiritual caregivers walk with 

all young people. 

Resilience 

Young people are resilient beings. Resilience suggests that after being stretched 

or bent, there is a return to an original shape. 3 1 1 It describes the ability to recover from a 

significant suffering or traumatic event, but at the same time, it requires a set of 

characteristics that promote successful healing and growth in the face of potential harm 

and high risk. Resiliency begins with a person's  determination to survive and optimism 

about doing well, but it is also reinforced by achievement.3 1 2  But there are also other 

significant external factors that foster a sense of resi liency: a strong family support 

system; an ability to find other sources of help and support, particularly an important 

person outside the family system; being well liked by friends and peers; finding a safe 

sanctuary away from the chaotic situation; participating in extracurricular activities; and 

help from a church group or minister. 

3 1 1  Borgman, 1 53 .  
3 1 2  Borgman, 1 55 .  
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However, we must also be careful not to simply dismiss the seriousness of 

developmental and disruptive crises young people face and expect resil iency to carry 

them through. Afteral l, if this were the case then there would be no reason for an 

escalation in the rate of teenage suicides. Chap Clark warns us, "While it is fairly clear 

that adolescents are resilient, traumatic events are permanent reminders of abandonment 

that can cause significant psychological suffering many years down the road. Being 

resi lient to trauma is similar to 'getting over' the loss of an arm. The consequences of a 

ripped-apart family system remain a constant source of brokenness throughout one's 

life. , ,31 3 

Nevertheless, walking with young people in the midst of their loss fosters a sense 

of resilience not only for them as individuals, but also for the resilience of the family, 

faith community, and other support groups. Young people cannot go at it alone, but adult 

spiritual caregivers should not feel that it is solely up to them to lead youth through the 

despairs of life. - -Ultimately, we need each other, and we in the faith community need the 

resources and support of what al l the local community has to offer. In this way, 

resilience stems from a shared responsibility "when they result in practices that contribute 

to the resilience of children [and adolescents] and those who care for them, the kind of 

resi lience that continues to share responsibility despite overwhelming odds, gains, and 

disappointments, a resilience that is tenacious because it arises from God's  grace. "31 4 

Religious communities can offer crucial resources to help with the emotional 

needs of youth and their families. However, for church communities to do this they will 

need to be prepared to walk with the challenges of today and know the resources at their 

3 1 3  Clark, Hurt, 62. 
3 1 4 Pamela Couture, Seeing Children, Seeing God: A Practical Theology of Children and Poverty 
(Nashville :  Abingdon Press, 2000), 1 6 .  
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own disposal, particularly those in the local community. Dean Borgman points out that 

there stil l  remains a question as to why some people are more resilient than others and 

that we dare not deny the power of God's  grace in the midst of deep suffering. 3 1 5  As 

adult spiritual caregivers it will be important for us to find and create opportunities for 

grace to abound. This could include certain cleansing ceremonies and healing rituals.3 1 6  

Engagement with bibl ical lament has a role to play in the degree to which 

adolescent youth will display increased levels of resiliency. Lament offers the individual 

a way of authentical ly crying out to God, whether they compose their own prayers of 

lament or read those found in Psalms, Lamentations, or by other writers such as Ann 

Weems, who wrote a collection of laments following the death of her son. 3 1 7  Adult 

spiritual caregivers can also conduct services or worship experiences for their entire 

adolescent group that center around lament. This too creates a space for God' s  grace to 

intervene in the midst of the gathered group, and also gives young people permission and 

structure to· cry out: to·Ood· in this manner, particularly if  they are uncomfortable doing so 

individually. But more importantly, a youth group that regularly engages in corporate 

practices of lament can become that safe sanctuary away from the chaotic or traumatic 

situation in life that is a source of help and support. F inally, it is suggested that 

Lamentations is an expression and tribute to a resilient community who faced cataclysmic 

loss.3 1 8  Leaming more of this story may help the resiliency factor for both individuals 

and groups of people. 

3 15 Borgman, 1 53 .  
3 16 Borgman, 1 54 .  
3 1 7 Ann Weems, Psalms of Lament (Louisvil le :  Westminster John Knox Press, 1 995).  
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Eschatological Hope 

As we walk with young people, both individually and collectively, it will be 

important that we insti l l  a sense of hope. In Counseling Troubled Youth, Robert Dykstra 

suggests an eschatological theology of hope is key to counseling youth who are in 

despair, which seems prevalent in our society. Because of the increased rates of teenage 

suicide, homicide, eating disorders, drugs and alcohol, and sexual abuse, as well  as the 

increased reality of one-parent households and academic pressures, he believes there is a 

widespread loss of hope and faith.3 1 9  Other symptoms of this despair include apathy, 

shame and guilt, preoccupation with violence and death, blurring of self and others, 

dislocation of rootedness and tradition, and various compulsive "hungers. "320 In other 

words, the growing and diverse cultural i l ls of our society nurture youth in such a way 

that harms their wholistic development of adolescent selves. Obviously, this affects who 

they become as adults. 

As a foundation for walking with young people in ways that lead to restored 

wholeness, Dykstra emphasizes the doctrine of Christian hope that reminds the reader of 

Jesus' s  suffering and resurrection.32 1 The neglect of a crucified Jesus results in a neglect 

of human need and suffering to maintain the status quo. Even though a doctrine of hope 

is grounded in the realities of our past and present, human identity is more tied to the 

future. In looking to the future, Dykstra notes two understandings of the future : futurum 

and adventus. The former is the "projecting forward in time what we already know in the 

present and that which will l ikely 'will be,"' whereas the latter refers to "the advent or 

adventure of something new, some event that could in no way develop out of past or 

3 19 Dykstra, l .  
320 Dykstra, 2 .  
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1 22 

present, the foundation of Christian hope." "God' s  essential nature is in God's coming, 

not in God ' s  becoming." 322 For Dykstra, the pastoral caregiver is to walk with youth 

while the futurum is happening, but also to nurture them toward the anticipation of the 

adventus and then be prepared to help them unfold this experience. 

The eschatological self is "already, but not yet." Cultivating the eschatological 

self is a theological way of expressing the selfs experience of newness, surprise, and 

hope.323 Therefore, one 's  self is not solely determined by the past. Furthermore, the 

eschatological self is not utopian or escapist, but holds in agonizing tension the past, 

present, and future. It intentionally engages our current and past realities; it is the cross 

and resurrection together.324 

Bibl ical lament holds in tension that of painful reality and authentic praise. 

Lament will empower young people to resist tendencies to flee reality or deny our 

emotions. Instead, it demands honesty and introspective truthfulness. Naming their pain 

and suffering may begin their healing process, and open adolescents up to other realities 

or that of the adventus. Furthermore, lament assures young people that God is listening 

to them and receiving all of their prayers, even in the midst of the ups and downs of life. 

Story-Making 

In his book Hear My Story: Understanding the Cries of Troubled Youth, Dean 

Borgman suggests that key tasks of youth ministry include "enabling young people to 

hear someone else 's  story (and] empowering young people to tell their own stories and be 

affirmed . . .  We might conclude a definition of youth ministry in terms of empowering 

young people to become storytellers able to help others and serve the human 

322 Dykstra, 1 4 .  
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community."325 Though this book's audience is primarily intended for those who walk 

with "troubled youth,"326 his convictions regarding story-making and story-tel l ing can be 

applied to all adolescents. However, he notes that hearing young people's  stories takes 

times, caring, and patience as we wait for them to feel confident to speak up.327 

Similarly, Dori Grinenko Baker argues for the importance of story-telling in her 

book Doing Girlfriend Theology: God-Talk with Young Women. She also notes the high 

level of violence that affects our young people today, particularly since murder and 

suicide are the second- and third-leading causes of death among fifteen to twenty-four 

year olds. Grinenko Baker contends, "Yet there is l ittle outlet in our culture, whether in 

churches, in families, or in schools, for young women to share their experiences of 

tragedy or explore their groping efforts to make meaning in the midst of confusing 

messages."328 She also contends that among predominantly white, middle-class girls 

there is often a "loss of voice" as they move from childhood into junior high and beyond. 

Girls begin to -play into seemingly conventional gender stereotypes as descriptors of 

"vivacious," "spunky," and "willful," give way to adjectives such as 

"nonconfrontational," "nice and kind," and "pleasing. "329 

However, it is through story-telling where young women can ask, "Where is God 

in this story?" Story-tell ing is salvation work. She notes, "When we engage in the 

sharing of stories, we engage in a communal, saving work of reinterpreting our inherited 

325 Borgman, 1 2. 
326 For the purposes of Borgman' s  book Hear My Story: Understanding the Cries of Troubled Youth, 
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traditions into forms and shapes that make sense in an emerging landscape. By saving 

our stories, we participate in saving our selves, connecting our l ives to the evolving 

Christian tradition, and engaging with Christ in the ongoing incarnation of God's word in 

the world."330 Though this book is primari ly intended for those who walk with 

adolescent girls and young women, the principles and methods can be appl ied to 

adolescent boys and young men with relative ease. 

Engaging in biblical lament is a form of story-tell ing and story-making. As young 

people read the laments of biblical authors and those stories from other poets and story-

tellers, they can begin to better understand contexts involving suffering, loss, and grief. 

Hearing and reading other people's stories will help to give voice to their own pain and 

internal grief; it will help them grasp and articulate their own feelings. And just as 

lament can empower those who may have "lost their voices," it can also remind us of 

when God too experienced a "loss of voice." The devastation found in Lamentations left 

God speechless'.�31 Knowing this story may allow us to honor some types of non-verbal 

statements. 

Rituals 

As we l ive into the future where the rate of change continues to speed up, this  

change forces us to make social readjustments and young people today may have trouble 

coping with all the cumulative effects of this change. Roy Oswald says that as we go 

through these transitions and changes, we need to come to terms with these new 

situations.332 Transitions begin with an ending, and then move into a neutral zone where 

330 Grinenko Baker, 32. 
33 1 Kathleen O 'Conner, Lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknoll, NY: Orb is Books, 2002), 85.  
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there is a time of confusion, fear, doubt, struggle, and waiting, until it finally concludes 

with a new beginning. Oswald contends that rituals can aid this three-phase process of 

transition since when done well, can foster a deeper surrendered life in God through 

spiritual growth and spiritual transformation.333 The congregation's  role in developing a 

ritualized l ife is to help individuals and famil ies, congregations, and the wider community 

engage in rituals and activities that lead to a further surrendering to God. In ministering 

through rituals, the faith community and the adult spiritual caregiver' s roles among 

adolescents is  to teach and coach, encourage and support, model, advocate, and 

evaluate.334 

For healing to occur, associate professor of pastoral theology and counseling 

David Hogue argues "that rituals are critical to healing and transformation. "335 He asserts 

that historically people often listened to the stories of other people, but paid l ittle 

attention to the rituals of their lives. Rituals are perhaps most often thought of as 

occurring in worship, buHhey ·also occur in our families, schools, sports teams, or other 

private settings that structure our day and life. "Most rituals have been developed over 

time as safe havens from the stress of l ife or ways to deal with life changes. "336 Hogue 

indicates that "rituals assist us in moving through l ife' s  painful losses as well  as 

deepening our experience of our joys . . .  They can help us overcome the ' stuckness' of 

experiences, attitudes, or circumstances that seem to hold onto us and keep us from 

moving ahead."337 

333  Oswald, 6 .  
334 Oswald, 8-9. 
335 David Hogue, Remembering the Future, Imagining the Past: Story, Ritual, and the Human Brain 
(Cleveland: The Pilgrim Press, 2003), 1 20. 
336 Hogue, 1 2  1 .  
337 Hogue, 1 22 .  
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Rituals that celebrate joyous occasions such as weddings, high school graduation, 

and believer' s  baptism or confirmation can be containers for mixed feel ings. In spite of 

the movement toward something good, there is stil l  loss in the transition. Youth will say 

good-bye to high school friends and their parents as they go to college or voluntary 

service. Junior high students who go onto a bigger and better high school setting may 

feel lost in the crowd and desire the smaller setting of junior high. Those who get 

married soon realize that their previous lifestyles and patterns wil l  change to 

accommodate this new and wonderful relationship. At its best, the ritual space will 

provide a safe setting for the conflicting feelings of joy and sorrow. B iblical lament can 

help people to name their fears, struggles, losses along with their excitements, blessings, 

and gains during significant rituals in their l ives. 

CONCLUSION 

In his book Boy 's -Passage, Man 's ,Journey, Brian Molitor suggests that lifelong 

mentoring, intentional blessings, and rites of passage are needed to help boys become 

mature Christian men. As a father, Molitor is writing this book to other fathers and men 

of faith. However, he also acknowledges that many of the principles in this book can be 

appl ied to girls and women as well .  His intent is not to suggest that men are somehow 

more superior than women and that boys need to be treated in better ways than girls, but 

he simply wants to be clear of the intended audience. Furthermore, he also recognizes 

that many homes do not have fathers and so he encourages members of the church, 

particularly religious leaders, to walk with the fatherless.338 (Currently, he and his wife 

338 Brian Molitor, Boy 's Passage, Man 's Journey (Lynwood, WA: Emerald Books, 2004). See chapter 1 5, 
"Rites of Passage in Our Churches," 1 97-203 . 
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are working on a similar book for girls and women.) Nevertheless, this book is a 

response to the current woes and struggles of our society, and I believe some aspects of 

this book can be helpful to all adult spiritual caregivers. In particular, I want to highlight 

his final chapter, "Healing a Father' s Heart." 

He suggests that every man has been wounded and his heart broken at some point 

in his life. Those wounds can l imit the effectiveness of a father to adequately mentor and 

bless their sons and daughters. "Left to fester, these wounds caused by rejection, abuse, 

abandonment, and fear cloud our judgment about who we are and why we are here. They 

also cause us to withdraw, lash out, criticize, and even reject the precious young ones 

God has given us to protect. When we acknowledge our pain and allow God to heal us, 

then the hearts that we tum toward our children will be pure, whole, and full of love for 

them. This will take courage to accompl ish."339 

For all adult spiritual caregivers, whether they be parents, pastors, or 

youthworkers, we all bear past wounds and hurts, and we continue to encounter painful 

experiences in life. The ability for us to properly walk with young people in the midst of 

their own suffering, demands that we too engage our own brokenness. One way for us to 

address our own pains is to engage in biblical lament ourselves. To authentically lead 

youth in practices and exercises of lament, we wil l  have needed to engage them and face 

those issues that call us to cry out to God. As we do, God's grace may affect us in ways 

that lead to healing. If so, then these stories should also be told to adolescents as a way 

of not only modeling faith to them, but more importantly as a visible testimony. Molitor 

339 Molitor, 205-206. 



warns that "if we wait until we are completely whole, then we lose the opportunity to 

lead countless young people . . .  "340 

340 Mol itor, 208. 
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INTRODUCTION 

CHAPTER 5 - METHODOLOGY OF 

PRAYER EXERCISE WITH GROUPS 

Mark Yaconelli, in Contemplative Youth Ministry: Practicing the Presence of 

Jesus, notes that many adults have a problem in sharing the Christian faith with young 

people, particularly as they struggle to articulate verbal responses to questions from 

adolescents. Sunday morning worship services, seminary textbooks, and Bible studies 

involve many words, and so a "newcomer to these settings might easily assume 
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Christianity is words."34 1 However, he contends that "the central problem in sharing the 

Christian faith with young people doesn't concern words; it' s  deeper than that. The real 

crisis facing those of us who seek to share faith with youth is this :  We don't know how to 

be with our kids. We don't know how to be with ourselves. We don't know how to be 

with God."342 

We don't know how to be with our young people because we have been stressed 

to entertain them, market to them, test them, and measure them. "As a result today's  

youth have become more and more isolated, alienated, and left to fend for themselves 

within the molesting arms of the corporate media culture."343 We don't know how to be 

with ourselves because we are busy, have no down time, and move from activity to 

activity with few real relationships and l ittle introspection. "The result is that we've 

become 'di s-spirited. '  We live narrow lives. We tend to act as if we're nothing more 

than our roles and our jobs."344 We no longer know how to be with God because "in the 

34 1 Mark Yaconel l i, Contemplative Youth Ministry: Practicing the Presence of Jesus (Grand Rapids, M I :  
Zondervan, 2006), 1 9. 
342 Yaconelli, 1 9. 
343 Yaconelli ,  1 9. 
344 Yaconelli, 20. 
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church we love to debate God, defend God, protect or promote God. We talk to God, 

praise God, and even serve God. The one thing for which we have l ittle time or patience 

is actually spending time with God."345 

I believe that leading practices of biblical lament will not only be beneficial for 

the young people that we serve, but also for us as leaders. Lament wil l  chal lenge us to be 

vulnerable and open with one another and with our young people, particularly in ways 

that wil l  help us to know how to be with our adolescents. Lament will cause us to slow 

down and pay attention to our own needed soulful work so that we can be truer 

expressions of God's healing and hope. Lament will help us to be with God and grow 

more intimate in that relationship. In this chapter, I will describe one way of engaging 

biblical lament with young people that can be considered a type of contemplative youth 

ministry practice in which Yaconelli believes is needed for our times today. 

OVERVIEW OF LAMENT PRAYER EXERCISE 

Engaging practices of lament may take many forms in both individual and 

corporate settings. For this particular Doctor of Ministry project I chose to have various 

adolescent groups from church and college settings (early, middle, late adolescence) 

participate in a timed-writing prayer exercise in four different occasions over the Fall 

2006 and Winter 2007 months. Though participants wrote their own individual prayers 

of lament, they did so in a group context. In other words, these are personal laments but 

written during a corporate worship experience. The participating groups were from three 

Mennonite congregations and a Mennonite college in Indiana. 

345 Yaconelli ,  2 1 .  
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My initial hope was to have four to six credentialed Mennonite pastors of youth 

lead each of their junior and senior high youth groups, representing early and middle 

adolescence. However, even though I had initial commitments from four pastors, one 

simply never began the project. I talked with him several times. Each time he 

apologized and said he would begin, but he never did. A second pastor began this prayer 

exercise with her junior and senior high groups, but mid-way through the project she 

began a sabbatical . However, her interim replacement concluded the final two prayer 

exercises with the young people. Two other pastors completed all four prayer exercises 

with their respective junior and senior high youth groups. 

Late adolescent contexts included one church and various groups at Goshen 

College. One of the previously mentioned pastors also led a young adult group from his 

church through this project, and completed al l four exercises. At Goshen College, two 

different small group leaders, both college students, initially agreed to lead these prayer 

exercises with their respeetive small groups but they each only completed the first prayer 

exercise. Lastly, I engaged twenty-eight students, most of whom are young adults, in my 

Introduction to Youth Ministry class in this prayer exercise. They too have completed all 

four prayer writing exercises. 

PARTICIPATING CHURCH AND COLLEGE GROUPS 

The three Mennonite congregations who participated in this project included First 

Mennonite Church in Middlebury, Indiana; Howard-Miami Mennonite Church near 

Kokomo, Indiana; and Waterford Mennonite Church in Goshen, Indiana. Daniel, a 

young adult ordained minister, is in his third year as associate pastor of youth and young 
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adults at First Mennonite Church, which has an average attendance of two hundred thirty 

attendees. Middlebury's population is 3 ,200, and most church-goers live within a fifteen 

minute radius of the church. When al l are present, the junior and senior high youth 

groups contain twelve and eighteen youth, respectively. 

Sarah, a young adult licensed minister, is in her first year as youth pastor at 

Howard-Miami Mennonite Church. This church is a rural congregation about fifteen 

minutes from Kokomo and possesses an average attendance of two hundred. When all 

are present, the junior high group contains ten youth and senior high youth group 

includes twenty youth. 

Loanne, a fifty-something ordained minister, is in her eighth year as youth pastor 

at Waterford Mennonite Church, though she had also served several years as a volunteer 

youth sponsor before beginning her pastoral ministry. Prior to a mid-career shin to 

pastoral ministry, Loanne had been a school teacher. This church's average attendance is 

three hundred fifty and is· located on the south side of Goshen, which has a population of 

35,000. When al l are present, the junior and senior high youth groups each contain 

around thirty youth. Each of these churches have pastors whose job descriptions are to 

tend to these youth ministries, along with supporting volunteer youth sponsors who work 

with each adolescent group as well .  

Goshen College in Goshen, Indiana is  a ministry of Mennonite Church USA with 

nearly nine hundred fifty full-time and part-time students. Eighty percent of the faculty 

and staff attend Mennonite churches, whereas only fifty-five percent of the student body 

are from Mennonite churches. Even among those Mennonite students there is diversity 

of worship styles and practicing beliefs among their different backgrounds. There are 
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twenty-five other Christian denomination groups on campus including United Methodist 

(4%), Roman Catholic (4%), Baptist (2.5%), Church of the Brethren (2%), Presbyterian 

( 1 .5%), Non-denominational or independent (7%), and several Buddhist, H indu, Jewish, 

and Muslim students. The two small groups and youth ministry class that engaged these 

prayer exercises included Mennonite students and those from other Christian faith 

perspectives. Within the youth ministry class, twenty-six of the twenty-eight students are 

either in their late teenage years or twenties, and thereby considered to be in late 

adolescence or young adulthood. 

PREPARATION FOR THE LEADERS 

To prepare these leaders to lead their respective adolescent groups through the 

series of writing their own prayers of lament, I prepared a handout for them (see 

Appendix A).  The first two pages included an overview of my project and brief 

explanation of why I am doing it. I included a brief description of biblical lament as 

found in the Psalms and Lamentations, as well as rationale for the role of biblical lament 

in both the pastoral care of and faith formation of adolescents. Other parts of this 

handout to leaders included instructions on how to lead this timed-writing prayer exercise 

with their groups, as well as handouts to be given to the adolescents that included a 

description of bibl ical lament and three-step prayer exercise, and two questionnaires to be 

completed by them after their initial and final times of engaging this practice of lament. 

After sending these instructions and handouts to each of these leaders, I had both 

verbal conversations and email exchanges regarding their questions of clarification, as 

well as verbally reiterating the project' s  overview to them. My initial goal was to have a 
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group orientation meeting with all the leaders, but due to my job change and busyness of 

their schedules and geographic distances, I was unable to do so. However, through my 

verbal conversations with them, I felt they knew what was expected of them. 

One other item to be noted is that I solicited the help of one of the above

mentioned pastors to serve as an editor for the written portion of my Doctor of Ministry 

project. Sarah is a recent Goshen College graduate who majored in communication and 

minored in youth ministry, and is now in her first year as youth pastor. Not only is my 

hope to receive her feedback and expertise in editing, but that she too may discover more 

about the practice of biblical lament with adolescents and become motivated to continue 

similar Christian practices in her ministry. 

THE PRAYER EXERCISE 

Like I previously stated, my goal was to have these various adolescent groups 

write their own prayer of lament on four different occasions through a specific timed

writing exercise. I wanted to examine how early, middle, and late adolescents would 

engage a practice of lament on a regular basis, rather than solely in times of extreme 

crisis. But, my overall project thesis is that in their ministry of adolescent faith 

formation, Mennonite pastors and youth workers would be motivated to engage youth in 

expressions of biblical lament by enabling them to write their own prayers of lament. So 

by having adolescents participate in this prayer practice of lament, their faith would 

positively be impacted in such a way that would convince these adult spiritual caregivers 

to more regularly and creatively explore biblical lament with those adolescents they 

minister with and to. Also, because I believe that there is a gap in knowledge of biblical 
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lament, my hope was that this project would educate more pastoral leaders to this body of 

biblical literature and function in faith. 

The actual prayer practice is a three-step writing exercise that takes six minutes to 

complete. The idea for the three-step process of praying came to me a few years ago 

when I read the chapter "Grieving" in Way to Live: Christian Practices for Teens, edited 

by Dorothy Bass and Don Richter (Nashville: Upper Room Books, 2002). However, the 

notion to have young people actually write out their own prayer in six minutes was my 

own. The first step is for youth to get angry at God and poor out their raw emotions. The 

second step calls them to remember a time of God's goodness and faithfulness in their 

lives, or a time when they knew that God heard them. The third step invites youth to 

write their praises and thanksgivings to God. 

Before the adolescents engaged this prayer practice for the first time, I 

encouraged the leaders to go over some introduction to biblical lament by way of a 

handout that I had prepared·,for-:them (see Appendix A). This handout included some 

description of lament, the three steps mentioned in the previous paragraph, and Psalm 1 3, 

an example of a personal psalm of lament. I encouraged leaders to demonstrate to youth 

how Psalm 1 3  fits the "three-step pattern" of lament. Even though in chapter two of this 

Doctor of M inistry project I demonstrated there are multiple components to the structure 

of biblical lament, I do feel that this simplified, three-step pattern is consistent with and 

includes many of the total components that can be found in biblical lament. 

Each time they began this prayer exercise, I instructed leaders to light a candle, 

offer an opening prayer, or do some other ritualistic activity that lets the youth know 

"Now we begin." Then after they engaged the three-step writing exercise for six minutes, 
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I provided various ideas for the leaders to do some optional activities. Depending on the 

comfortability of the group, I encouraged leaders to either invite each person to read their 

prayer aloud to the rest of the group or to a partner beside them. And over time as the 

group became more comfortable with lament, I encouraged them to have two youth 

partner with each other from the outset of the prayer and to write a joint prayer together. 

This would involve these two youth verbalizing to each other what they would write 

down in one prayer. Another optional activity was for youth to pass in their prayers to 

the leader, who would then anonymously read these prayers aloud to the rest of the 

group. However, in any of these optional activities, I stressed to the leaders that young 

people could "pass" on ever having to tum in or read aloud their prayers of lament to the 

rest of the group. I wanted this prayer exercise to be a safe place for them to honestly 

engage God in prayer. To conclude the actual time of prayer, I instructed the leaders to 

extinguish the candle, offer a concluding prayer, or do some other ritualistic activity that 

lets youth know "Now we are .finished." 

DATA COLLECTION 

Throughout this portion of my project, I collected an assortment of qualitative 

data from the youth leaders. First, after each of the four times of engaging this timed

writing prayer exercise, I instructed leaders to invite youth to anonymously tum in their 

prayers so that I could also read them and incorporate them into my project. Some 

examples of these prayers are included in Appendix B .  However, I again stressed to 

leaders that this was purely optional and that the young people did not need to feel any 

obligation to do this. 
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Second, I instructed leaders to have participants fill out two different 

questionnaires, one to complete immediately after the initial prayer exercise and one for 

after the fourth and final time (see Appendix A for examples of these surveys). Both 

questionnaires asked for the date of the prayer exercise, age and gender of the young 

person. The first questionnaire asked the fol lowing six questions: 

• Have you ever prayed a prayer of lament before? 
• Was it comfortable or uncomfortable to do this type of praying? Why or how so? 
• What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
• What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
• Do you think your friends, other than those in your youth group, would enj oy this 

prayer exercise? Why or why not? 
• Do you think your family members or other adults that you know would enjoy 

this prayer exercise? Why or why not? 

The second questionnaire asked the following six questions: 

• How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past few months? 
• What did you enj oy most about this way of praying? 
• What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
• Are there any particular challenges that made this way of praying difficult for 

you? . __ 

• Are there particular joys that made this way of praying rewarding for you? 
• How has this type of prayer helped or hindered your relationship with God? the 

church? 

Third, my final piece of collected data included a group conversation with those 

two pastors, Sarah and Daniel, who completed al l four prayer exercises. Meeting as a 

group allowed them to hear stories and experiences from other pastor. 



CHAPTER 6 - OBSERVATIONS OF PRAYER WRITING 

EXERCISE AMONG ADOLESCENTS 

INTRODUCTION 
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0 Lord, why have you forsaken me in my time of need? Do you not love me like you say 
you do? Why have you not comforted me? You should have helped me in my time of 
need! 

I remember when you talked with me in my prayers. I remember when you walked with 
me in my mind. You have healed my oh Lord with your wonderful word of 
encouragement, you have helped me through my time of need oh Lord. 

junior high adolescent, 
anonymous 

Lord, why am I this way? 
Why do you allow me to cause myself to sin and suffer? 

Why do I sin? 
Why do I force evil thoughts into my head? 

Why do my friends suffer so much and cause them to sin and hurt themselves? 
Thank you Lord for helping me through my tough time when I was cutting and punishing 

myself. 
You are truly the most high God and lead me to the end. 

age 7 ,  male 

It is often hard, oh Lord, to feel your guidance. 
I fail to see your footprints, ar.zd I don 't see how I can walk in your path. 
Where is your guiding beacon? 
Where is your path through the wilderness? 
I clear my vision though, and I realize that while I cannot see a path, I can feel your hand 
on my shoulder. I embrace the fact that you have a purpose for me and rejoice in the fact 
that you have always pulled me through. 

- young adult, anonymous 

The previous three laments, written by Mennonite young people at various points 

in their adolescent journey of early, middle, and late adolescence, are examples of the 

many laments that were voluntarily collected as a result of this Doctor of Ministry 

project. Though collecting and analyzing such laments was not the main thrust of this 

project, it became an avenue in which I observed how a group of Mennonite young 

people engage biblical lament. 



-

1 39 

In this chapter I wil l  offer reflections from collected data, as described in chapter 

5, that I have gained over the past several months. Primary data include responses from 

two different questionnaires, analysis of the content from the nearly one hundred thirty 

prayers of lament voluntarily turned in to me, and a joint verbal conversation with two 

youth pastors after they completed their series of lament prayer exercises with their 

various youth groups. 

I have divided this chapter into three primary categories: early, middle, and late 

adolescence. I first summarize highlights of the questionnaires from each church or 

group setting, as well as the content of the written prayers of lament. Then I offer some 

general concluding remarks of each age group. Following those summaries, I will share 

some reflections based on the joint conversation with the two youth pastors and then a 

final chapter conclusion. In the next and final chapter, I will conclude with some overall 

statements regarding this Doctor of Ministry project, which will tie together themes from 

all chapters, particularly how the observations in this chapter support or deviate from the 

chapters on biblical theology, faith formation and pastoral care of adolescents. 

EARLY ADOLESCENCE 

Questionnaire responses 

Observations regarding early adolescents' interactions with the timed-writing 

lament prayer exercises can best be seen among those from First Mennonite Church. 

This group of junior high students met together as a group, whereas early adolescents in 

the other two churches were combined with middle adolescents for this exercise. In total, 

there were ten early adolescents from First Mennonite who completed the first 
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questionnaire, along with five of their adult volunteer spiritual caregivers. Eight 

completed the second questionnaire, along with one of their adult spiritual caregivers. 

Between the other two churches, a total of nine thirteen and fourteen year old students 

completed the first questionnaire, but only three completed the second one. Based on 

responses of both questionnaires from all early adolescents among the three Mennonite 

churches, I was not able to identify any significant differences between girls and boys. 

From the first questionnaire, eight of ten early adolescents from First Mennonite 

reported they had never prayed a prayer of lament. Of these, only two mentioned that 

this way of praying was uncomfortable for them. Several enjoyed this exercise because it 

allowed them to express their feelings. However, several others did not enjoy it due to 

the nature of arguing with God. When asked if they thought their friends would enjoy 

this prayer exercise, three said "yes" and two said "no"; the other five were not sure. 

However, when asked if their family members or other adults would enjoy this prayer 

exercise, all responded affirmatively. 

After completing the second questionnaire, seven of eight early adolescents from 

First Mennonite reported engaging this prayer exercise at least three times. Again, most 

mentioned they enjoyed expressing themselves to God, but a significant number 

struggled with the actual writing of this discipl ine or identifying a topic to lament. When 

asked if there were particular challenges that made this way of praying, most did not 

articulate anything. Similarly, when asked if they had any particular joys that made this 

way of praying rewarding for them, four reported either nothing or that they did not 

know, while the others raised joys of simply being able to talk to God. In the end, when 
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asked i f  this type o f  prayer helped or hindered their relationship with God and the church, 

most were not able to identify one way or another. 

Among responses to Questionnaire 1 from Howard-Miami and Waterford 

Mennonite churches, five of nine reported they had never prayed a prayer of lament and 

seven said this was a comfortable prayer experience. Most of them also enjoyed this way 

of praying because it enabled them to get their feelings out to God. When asked if their 

friends would enjoy this prayer exercise, six of nine said they did not know and many 

also seemed unsure if their family members would enjoy this way of praying. Of the 

three from Howard-Miami who completed Questionnaire 2, they responded that this way 

of praying helped them articulate their problems, but they did not enjoy the actual writing 

out of their prayer. Two of three did not know if this lament prayer helped or hindered 

their relationship with God or the church. 

My Doctor of Ministry project was geared towards adolescent, but there were five 

adults from First Mennonite who completed the first questionnaire and one who 

completed the second questionnaire. Two mentioned this way of praying was 

uncomfortable because of being vulnerable with their emotions. One found it comforting 

and one said it was "both" comforting and uncomfortable. Overall , they gave five 

different responses as to what they enjoyed about it, but several of them least enjoyed the 

need to open up and be vulnerable. When asked if they thought their friends and family 

members would enjoy this type of prayer, they all reported affirmatively. The one adult 

who completed the second questionnaire identified appreciation for this prayer exercise 

because it made her feel better and closer to God after writing down her emotions. 



1 42 

However, she also said that it was at times difficult to know what to write about and that 

it "seems unnatural to argue with God." 

Lament prayers 

It was not required for these early adolescents to tum in their actual prayers of 

laments to their leaders, but five from First Mennonite did so after the first exercise, two 

after the second time, one after the third time, and five after the fourth time. Prayers from 

Howard-Miami and Waterford Mennonite churches were also voluntarily and 

anonymously submitted. However, it was difficult to differentiate the prayers of the early 

adolescents from the middle adolescents since these age groups did this exercise together. 

Three common themes emerged from these early adolescent prayers of lament 

from First Mennonite Church: school, friendships, and family. Of these three themes, 

matters of school appeared in four of the ten laments, issues of friendships appeared in  

four of the ten laments, and concerns of family appeared in four of the ten laments. One 

lament articulated their feeling of divine abandonment. Overall, these prayers of lament 

reflected the current "everydayness" of life rather than some past, major crisis event. 

Concluding Remarks 

Through this lament prayer exercise, it is quite clear that these early adolescents 

appreciated the opportunity to express their emotions to God. I believe this demonstrates 

the importance for youth pastors to not only engage young people in this type of prayer, 

but also setting aside time to engage in other prayer disciplines. It was also evident that a 

high percentage of these youth had not previously practiced a prayer of lament. I believe 

this displays that biblical i l l iteracy of lament pervades our Christian and Mennonite 

churches. S imply engaging this practice on a regular basis will not only expose youth to 



biblical lament, but educate them in such a way that provides a tool and resource for 

when they are affected by l ife's tough circumstances. 
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Overall, most of these youth were comfortable praying this type of prayer, but 

there were also a significant number who theological ly struggled to know if it was okay 

to argue with God. However, some of this "struggle" was also connected to the fact that 

this was a new experience for them. I was surprised that even though a high number of 

early adolescents enjoyed expressing their emotions to God, this did not necessari ly 

guarantee that their relationship with God and the church would be helped. A significant 

number voiced that it neither helped nor hindered such relationships. But it should also 

be noted that a significant number of them did not answer some of the questions which 

asked for them to articulate rationale for certain thoughts or feelings; the previous 

example being one of them. Perhaps not being able to explore abstract grounds for their 

emotions is a marker of early adolescent development. 

MIDDLE ADOLESCENCE 

Questionnaire responses 

All three Mennonite churches in this study engaged middle adolescents with this 

timed-writing prayer exercise. It should again be pointed out that I was not able to 

identify any significant differences between girls and boys. The only time an issue of 

gender slightly emerged was in the first questionnaire from Waterford Mennonite 

Church. When asked whether or not their friends would enjoy this type of prayer, most 

of the males said "no" while the majority females said "yes." However, this did not 
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displayed no gender bias. 

1 44 

Eleven fifteen to seventeen year olds from Howard-Miami Mennonite Church 

completed the first questionnaire. Of these, eight indicated they had never prayed such a 

prayer before, but most said that it was comfortable to do this exercise. Seven found this 

way of praying helpful to express themselves to God, while only one said that they did 

not l ike it; that person, a female, stated that she "despised praying" and "found it too 

'touchy-feely. "' When asked what they least enjoyed, three said "nothing" but several 

others indicated the actual writing of their prayers. Two reported they found it hard to 

"thank him for making my life hell" and "It  was hard to thank Him about the thing I was 

mad at." When asked if they thought their friends, family members, or other adult would 

enjoy this prayer exercise or not, half indicated they would. The remaining said they 

either did not know or that it depended on which friend or family member. Only two 

clearly expressed that their friends would not enjoy this  exercise. 

Nine middle adolescents from Howard-Miami Mennonite Church completed the 

second questionnaire. Most had engaged this prayer exercise at least three times during 

the previous three and a half months. As with the early adolescents, a high percentage 

enjoyed the opportunity to express their feelings to God and to reflect on parts of their 

l ives, whereas a few did not like writing out their prayer or getting angry at God. When 

asked if there were any particular challenges that made this way of praying difficult, five 

indicated there was nothing, one mentioned coming up with ideas, one felt it was difficult 

to adequately express on paper what was in their mind, and one mentioned that it was 

difficult to admit their own point of view could be wrong. Most indicated that a joy of 
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this prayer exercise was being able to reflect on life and the feel ing of refreshment or 

healing after the prayer was complete. Three middle adolescents said this prayer exercise 

neither helped nor hindered their relationship with God or the church. Others said 

benefits were improving communication with God and reflecting on what God has done 

for them. 

Sixteen middle adolescents from First Mennonite Church completed the first 

questionnaire; half had never prayed a prayer of lament before and half had. Most of 

these found this prayer exercise to be a comfortable means of prayer and helpful in 

expressing their emotions to God. When asked the least enjoyable part of this exercise, 

several mentioned the actual writing of their prayer or the awkwardness of arguing with 

or expressing anger at God. Whether they thought their friends, family members, or 

other adults would enjoy this prayer exercise, an overwhelming percentage of them 

specified "yes" for many of the same reasons they themselves enjoyed engaging in this 

prayer exercise. 

Thirteen middle adolescents from First Mennonite Church completed the second 

questionnaire, but only seven had done this exercise three or more times. Again, many 

indicated they enjoyed the opportunity to express their feelings to God, and others found 

the writing portion of the exercise or the actual steps of the prayer to be supportive. One 

person mentioned they learned to become more honest with God. The least enjoyable 

aspects of this prayer included difficulty in knowing what to write. Some indicated they 

either did not know what part of this spiritual exercise they did not like. Others said they 

liked it and a few left the question blank. Most were not able to articulate anything 

regarding particular challenges to this form of prayer. Six people indicated a joy was 
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knowing that God heard them and had been there for them in their l ives. When asked 

how this type of prayer helped or hindered their relationship with God and the church, 

eleven indicated that it helped in some way because they grew in being honest with God, 

and they realized that God wants to hear their deeper, negative emotions. 

Sixteen middle adolescents from Waterford Mennonite Church completed the first 

questionnaire; seven reported previously doing this way of lament prayer, six did not, and 

three were not sure. Most of these young people reported that it was comfortable 

engaging this  type of prayer. Nine indicated their most enjoyable aspect of this prayer 

was uttering their feelings and emotions to God. Regarding the least enjoyable part of 

this prayer, several indicated "nothing," but a few commented on the actual manner in 

which the prayer was done because they either had to write it out or did not know what to 

lament. When asked if they thought their friends would enjoy this way of praying, five 

said "no," eight gave some level of affirmative response, and three felt it depended on 

which friends. However, all but two thought their fami lies would enjoy this mode of 

praymg. 

Seven middle adolescents from Waterford Mennonite Church completed the 

second questionnaire and all but two indicated they had engaged this form of prayer three 

times. When asked what they most enjoyed about this mode of praying, several 

appreciated letting their feel ings out while some commented on being able to argue with 

God. Three people appreciated the actual mode of writing and the structural aspect of the 

prayer. The least enjoyable reasons included time l imits and actually having to do it. 

When asked about particular challenges in praying in this manner, three people said it 

was difficult to find the good or pray after having been angry. Four people expressed 
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joys of this prayer exercise were getting everything out, letting go of anger, and being 

heard by God. Three people said the series of prayer exercises helped their relationship 

to God and the church, three simply said that it helped and three said that it did not make 

a difference. 

Lament prayers 

As with the early adolescents, middle adolescents were given the opportunity to 

voluntari ly tum in their written lament prayers. Three from Howard-Miami Mennonite 

Church turned in their laments after the first time and seven did so after the fourth time. 

Eight from F irst Mennonite did so after the first prayer exercise, two after the second 

time, and two after the final time. From Waterford Mennonite Church, eleven did so 

after the first time, seven after the second time, and fourteen after the third and fourth 

times. Compared to the lament prayers of the early adolescents, these were more abstract 

in nature and did not engage the "everydayness" of l ife to the same degree. However, it 

should be noted that there were stil l  a· significant number that touched on realities of their 

life routine. 

Two themes emerged from the Howard-Miami Mennonite Church middle 

adolescents: struggles with sin and issues of human greed. They either petitioned God to 

help them in their struggles of impurity or vented to God about why God would allow sin 

to be in the world. The topic of anger regarding human greed in this world all occurred 

in their final time of lament, leaving me to wonder if this was a topic or Bible study 

theme covered by the youth pastor that night. After a later verbal conversation with her, 

this was indeed the case. Other less frequent lament topics included peer and family 

troubles, and yearning for a sense of direction in l ife. Middle adolescent laments from 
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First Mennonite Church were more varied in nature, though some included frustration 

with their bodies and minds, the stress of everyday life, a sense of God's abandonment of 

them, and the venting of human and family suffering in this world. Themes of lament 

prayers from Waterford Mennonite Church included issues of loneliness and divine 

abandonment, human suffering (family, friends, and global) and personal afflictions, 

struggles with relationships (romantic, peer, family). 

Concluding Remarks 

Just like the early adolescents, an overwhelming majority of these middle 

adolescents appreciated the opportunity to vent and express their honest emotions to God. 

However, a higher number of them stated that this series of prayer exercises actually 

helped their relationship with God and the church; this was more neutral among early 

adolescents. The middle adolescents also valued knowing that God wanted them to be 

true in their words, which is a step beyond simply appreciating the opportunity. Unlike 

the early adolescents, however; these middle adolescents were able to theologically 

understand and appreciate that God's very being is one who yearns for an authentic, 

intimate relationship. 

Nevertheless, there was stil l  a significant number of middle adolescents who 

found it difficult to actually argue with God at first. A few questioned the theological 

appropriateness, yet most were able to comfortably engage this mode of praying the first 

time they did it and throughout. However, it should be mentioned that a significant 

number of these youth, even though it was a small minority, do not enjoy writing their 

prayers. So even though they are not opposed to the practice of engaging biblical lament, 

some struggle with the technique employed as part of this project. 
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LA TE ADOLESCENCE 

Questionnaire responses 

There are two settings of late adolescents that wil l  be reported on in this section: a 

young adult group at First Mennonite Church and a class at Goshen College comprised 

mostly of young adults. As reported in Chapter 5, there were other attempts to get young 

adult small groups at Goshen College to engage this prayer exercise four times over the 

course of the fall semester, but only one attempted it and for only one time. In total, 

eleven young adults from F irst Mennonite completed the first questionnaire and nine 

completed the second one. Twenty-three late adolescent college students completed the 

first questionnaire, where as twenty-five filled out the second questionnaire. As with the 

early and middle adolescents, I was not able to determine any significant difference 

among males and females in their responses to the questionnaires among late adolescents. 

Of the eleven late adolescents from First Mennonite Church who completed the 

first questionnaire, six reported that they had never prayed a prayer of lament; the other 

five did. All but three indicated this as a comfortable experience. Two of these three, 

however, said that it became comfortable by the end of the prayer exercise. Nine people 

indicated that offering and venting their problems to God made it enjoyable, while the 

least enjoyable aspects included time constraints, the actual writing of their prayer, and 

articulating their thoughts. When asked if they thought their friends, family members or 

other adults would enjoy this way of praying, most agreed they would and none expl icitly 

said "no." 

Nine late adolescents from F irst Mennonite Church completed the second 

questionnaire, and five of them indicated engaging this prayer experience at least three 
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times. A common reason they enjoyed this way of praying was that the structure and 

flow helped to provide focus and means of articulating their feelings to God. One person 

commented that this gave them license to vent their frustration. Least enjoyable aspects 

and particular challenges of this prayer exercise included feeling rushed and not knowing 

what to write when not feeling frustrated or angry. However, one person commented, 

"The idea of being angry with God seemed a little odd at first, but then realizing that I 

don't have to protect God . . .  just to be reverent and honest in my approach." Several 

people commented that a particular joy of this prayer was that they were able to recall 

frustrations that they did not know they had. Others also commented that this mode felt 

more like a dialogue with God and valued that both anger and praise could be expressed. 

When asked whether this type of prayer helped or hindered their relationship with God 

and the church, several hinted that it did help, but others were indifferent. 

Of the twenty-three nineteen to twenty-four year olds from the Goshen College 

Introduction to Youth Ministry class-who -completed the first questionnaire, only eight 

indicated that they had never prayed this method of lament and four indicated that this 

was uncomfortable. One person expressed that they had been taught that such a view of 

blaming God was a negative approach to dealing with problems, another said that they do 

not like to blame God because there is too much to be grateful for, and another indicated 

that they and God were not on the "best of terms right now" so steps two and three 

(remembering of God's  faithfulness and praising God) were difficult to do. When asked 

about their most enjoyable aspect of this prayer, nineteen indicated the opportunity to 

reflect on, engage and express their emotions to God as a highlight. The least enjoyable 

parts of this exercise included time constraints, needing to write down their prayer, and 
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going from anger to lament in a short amount of time. Others included not wanting to get 

angry or finding fault with God, and seeing their vulnerable emotions on paper in an 

"exposing" way that "digs" at the pain. An overwhelming majority acknowledged they 

thought their friends, fami ly members, and other adults would enjoy this way of praying 

yes. 

Twenty-five late adolescents from the Goshen College youth ministry class 

completed the second questionnaire; all but one engaged this practice at least three times. 

A high number of respondents mentioned that venting, expressing their emotions to God, 

and having time to reflect highlighted their enjoyment of this prayer exercise. A smaller, 

but significant groups of students, also articulated appreciation that their anger, 

confusion, and venting led to praise of God. Their least enjoyable aspects centered 

around time and structure of this specific process. Some felt that the actual format got in 

the way of their prayer and that they did not have enough time to reflect. A few others 

noted the difficulty in praising God so soon after they· voiced anger and frustration with 

God. When asked about particular challenges of praying in this manner, over one-third 

of them indicated there was nothing that made it difficult for them. Common themes 

from the remaining students pointed out that some were uncomfortable with the idea of 

arguing with and getting angry at God, and that they were either general ly optimists 

about life or struggled to identify an issue to lament on that particular day. Overall, a 

significant number of students expressed their appreciation for this way of praying 

because they felt refreshed, were given permission to vent their raw emotions, were given 

an opportunity to slow down and think, and were reminded of God's blessings. Though 
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some indicated this way of lamenting did not help or hinder their relationship with God, 

most wrote that they felt closer to God and that it strengthened their bond with God. 

Lament prayers 

As with the early and middle adolescents, late adolescents were given the 

opportunity to voluntarily turn in their written prayers of lament. Eight from First 

Mennonite turned their prayers in after the first time, eight the second time, and six the 

final time. Ten Goshen College students turned in their prayers after the first time, 

eleven pairs of students the second time, and ten the final time. One comment regarding 

the second lament done in the col lege classroom setting is that the instructor invited 

students to form pairs and co-write their prayers. The third time he had them draw their 

prayer of lament while encouraging them to lament on behalf of someone else. 

Common lament themes among those from First Mennonite Church included 

issues of responsibility and stress, vocational direction, and yearning for deeper intimacy 

with God. Other less common themes included the reality of human suffering (familial 

and global) and hatred. Among the college students common themes included vocational 

direction, and divine abandonment and deeper intimacy with God. Other less common 

themes included suffering (personal, familial, global) and school issues related to 

coursework and rising costs of tuition. 

Concluding Remarks 

Similarly to the previous two adolescent age groups, late adolescents 

overwhelmingly enjoyed the space and structure to vent their problems and express their 

feelings to God. A significant number even stated they recalled certain painful memories 

or frustrations that they thought were resolved. In some ways, this could validate their 
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lives are too busy to not have adequate time for reflection and sti l lness. Also like the 

previous age groups, there was a significantly high percentage among these people who 

believed their family, friends, and peers would enjoy this way of praying. I believe this 

suggests a yearning and receptivity for this type of faith practice. 

The actual writing of their prayers was a hindrance for a small minority of late 

adolescents, simi lar to the other age groups.  More stated their desire for more time for 

reflection. In other words, writing this prayer in six minutes hindered the experience for 

some late adolescents. Also significant were the two major themes of the content of their 

prayers : yearning for a deeper intimacy with God and seeking greater clarity in 

vocational direction. Issues of human suffering was another theme that rose up, but to a 

lesser degree. The prayers among late adolescents seemed to exemplify general 

developmental struggles among late adolescents. 

RESPONSES FROM PASTORS - ' 

The final component of data collection involved a lunch meeting with the two 

youth pastors, Sarah and Daniel, who completed all four prayer exercises with their 

junior and senior high youth groups. In addition to the early and middle adolescent 

groups, Daniel reflected on his leadership of the late adolescent group as well .  This 

served as a final evaluation and debriefing session, which allowed them to hear each 

other's experiences. They shared and affirmed several insights and observations that 

each other conveyed, but there were also a few differences primarily as a result of their 

respective group's  make-up. Overall, both pastors enthusiastically embraced the need to 
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engage their youth in practices of biblical lament, and plan to continue some version of 

this in the future. 

Both agreed that now they are both well-versed in the structure and understanding 

of bibl ical lament, they will now be better equipped to work out of a pastoral care 

framework of lament when crises or needs arise. For example, Sarah revealed that since 

her group began these exercises, one of the girls experienced a particular crisis, and now 

Sarah can use biblical lament as a personal resource. Daniel mentioned that since their 

groups engaged these practices, a parent, who is also a volunteer adult sponsor, separated 

from her husband; they have three children, two of whom are in the senior high and 

junior high youth groups.  He is considering how he might use biblical lament to help the 

entire youth group deal with this painful reality. 

Sarah and Daniel affirmed the structural flow of how biblical lament eventually 

leads to praise of God. In other words, the complaints of the psalmists are not mere ends 

in and of themselves. These prayers are honestly directed to God. However, both also 

acknowledged that it is important to not inappropriately rush youth through the three 

steps. For example, Sarah shared that one of the girls in her youth group has been 

"stuck" in Act 1 (arguing with God) and has yet to make it to Acts 2 or 3 (remembrance 

of God's goodness and praise of God). Though Sarah wondered at times if  this 

"stuckness" may actually not benefit this middle adolescent, I did remind her that there is 

one psalm that "begins in the pit and ends in the pit" and that Lamentations is an example 

of an extreme form of bibl ical lament in which God does not speak nor seem to offer 

comfort. 
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The two of them agreed that the number of times they engaged their youth groups 

in the relatively short amount of time may have been too much. By the third and fourth 

times, some of the youth complained when they had to do it again. Both felt the 

frequency of engagement during this project may have been too much and recommended 

that doing this several times a year would be a good approach. Daniel also noted that 

some of the participants simply had trouble writing related to some learning disability 

realities and wondered if I have ever encouraged people to do something other than 

writing. I told him that at times I have encouraged people to draw their laments as one 

way to engage more of our senses. Other possibilities could be sculpting, molding clay, 

painting, writing music, or other artistic means. 

These two leaders concurred that one hurdle to overcome for the youth was to 

simply know what to lament about. Sometimes, youth were not feeling frustrated or 

angry or had previously vented their laments. I asked them, if in those times either one 

had encouraged their youth to lament on behalf of someone else, thus functioning as a 

form of intercessory prayer. Neither one had, but both thought that would be a good idea. 

And Sarah actually pointed out that a short time before her youth did their final prayer of 

lament, she had led a Bible study on "needs" and "hungers" of the world. A high number 

of her youth lamented global poverty and material excesses found in America. 

Sarah and Daniel also asserted that they could not tell a difference between the 

boys and girls in their group as to the level or depth of engagement with this prayer 

exercise. However, they could tel l  a difference among certain personalities. But Sarah 

did note that none of the girls in her youth groups ever voluntarily turned in their laments, 

but that the boys did. In fact, the boys, not the girls, were the ones who read their prayers 
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aloud during some sessions. Even though this may suggest that her boys took the prayer 

more seriously, as the three of us discussed this, we eventually wondered if  these girls 

actually engaged the prayer exercise in a deeper, more vulnerable manner. Despite the 

fact that the boys turned their prayers in and read them aloud, they were not always done 

in a serious manner. Perhaps they did not mind divulging their prayers because their 

level of actual self-disclosure was minimal, whereas the girls may have actually wrote 

with more personal sharing and depth. Daniel noted that from his perspective, it seemed 

that there were times when youth in his group who did not tum in their prayers seemed to 

have engaged the prayer exercise very well .  The safety created by not mandating they 

tum in their prayers may have enabled deeper cries out to God in a more authentic 

manner. 

Through this experience of engaging their adolescents with biblical lament, both 

Daniel and Sarah are convinced of its importance. A few years ago Daniel first prayed 

this same timed-writing prayer exercise of lament at a·youth pastor ·retreat. He said that it 

was done at the end of the day and it enabled him to process some of pain and problems 

that welled up inside him throughout the day. But now that he has led it with early, 

middle, and late adolescents he continues to believe this to be a good faith practice for 

people. He did note that some of his adult volunteer junior high youth sponsors also 

participated in the first prayer exercise, but not the final three. As we talked and since I 

read some of their anonymously submitted laments and questionnaires, I mentioned to 

him that perhaps one reason they discontinued their own practice of it was that the depth 

of their pain was too deep and that they did not l ike opening up in a vulnerable, public 

manner. Daniel agreed that this may have been the case. 
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Sarah also recognizes the importance of engaging youth with bibl ical lament. In 

chapter five I mentioned that I solicited her to serve as editor for this project. One of my 

hopes was for her to discover more about the practice of biblical lament with adolescents 

and become motivated to continue similar Christian practices in her ministry. Her reply 

back to me on the edited version exclaims, "And I have ! I 've learned so much by editing 

your paper and I plan to continue leading laments with my MYF group !" 

Finally, Sarah made a comment that resonated with al l three of us. She said, 

"Pain sells." Sarah was referring to an ad that she had seen in which the image was that 

of a painful subject, and it was used to sell a particular product. As we discussed the 

reality that many of our churches shy away from enabling people to vulnerably share 

their wounds, hurts, and scars with each other, Sarah exclaimed, "If pain sells and 

churches don't offer a place, then no wonder the youth [and perhaps people of other ages 

as well] eventually leave the church !" 

CONCLUSION 

All three adolescent age groups appreciated the opportunity to express their 

honest emotions and feel ings to God. The majority of adolescents from the three 

Mennonite churches and Goshen College class had not previously prayed a prayer of 

lament, but a high percentage were comfortable with this timed writing prayer exercise. 

Furthermore, many of these adolescents also believed that their friends, family members, 

and older adults would enjoy this practice of engaging lament. This demonstrates a 

general hunger for people to vulnerably share in authentic and intimate ways, or at least a 

desire to offer to God their built-up emotions. Even though biblical lament practices may 
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be new and different to many people in our society, I believe there is receptivity for such 

practices of lament. And in this way, such efforts will speak to the yearning for people to 

connect with God and others about their struggles, losses, and grievances. 

This Doctor of Ministry project uti l ized a six-minute timed writing exercise as a 

way to engage bibl ical lament; there would be other ways to pray through the structure 

and flow of lament. For example, instead of writing out one's prayers, a person could 

paint them. Or, a pastor could plan an entire worship service or l iturgical prayer 

experience that fol lows the structure of lament. Though the high majority of people did 

not negatively comment on the actual writing technique employed in this practice, there 

was a significant number of common complaints regarding the written requirement. 

Therefore, my hope is for pastors to creatively consider a variety of ways to engage the 

practice of biblical lament besides just writing them. 

Overall it seemed there was no difference among boys and girls. There were, 

however, some differences among the three different age groups. The content of the 

submitted prayers from the early adolescents demonstrated a concern for the everyday, 

practical aspects of l ife such as school, family, and friends. In addition to some of the 

everyday aspects of life, middle adolescents lamented about sin and suffering (personal 

and global), and God's abandonment. Late adolescents often prayed about vocational 

direction and deeper intimacy with God, as well  as some levels regarding human 

suffering. Ultimately, the content of these prayers, I believe, reflect the norms of 

adolescent development. Junior highers tend to think more concretely, whereas senior 

highers begin to think abstractly. Young adults work at deeper issues of belonging and 

purpose in life, which are final matters to resolve before full entrance into adulthood. 
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Having read through the two sets of questionnaires from three churches and a 

college class, one hundred forty voluntari ly submitted prayers of lament, and a final 

evaluation meeting among two Mennonite youth pastors who led their youth groups 

through this prayer exercise of lament, I am more convinced than before that engaging 

bibl ical lament is needed for Americans today. Not only is there a void of such faith 

practices, but I also believe that people will be receptive to it. However, it wil l  take 

courageous pastoral leaders to guide them through these practices. If my final 

conversation with Sarah and Daniel is any indication of other pastors who may consider 

doing such prayer exercises with their adolescent youth groups, then this too will nurture 

their personal faith and professional development as well as more adequately equip them 

to walk with youth in realities of faith formation and pastoral care. 
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CHAPTER 7 - CONCLUSION 

INTRODUCTION 

Lamenting Youth, Believing Youth is the title of this project. The phrase implies 

that as youth lament, they will grow in their belief and faith in God. It also suggests the 

need for young people to lament their stage of life. In other words, there are societal 

reasons for why young people ought to lament this time in their history. With increased 

rates of teenage depression, suicide, eating disorders, cutting, and parental divorce, as 

well as academic and extracurricular pressures, adolescents have much to lament. 

However, every age group has their own particular issues and grievances that should be 

lamented. Adolescence is not unique among the various age groups in the need to 

lament. What is unique, however, are some of the reasons for why these young people 

need to engage in biblical lament. 

The goal of this project was to offer to Mennonite pastors and youth workers a 

pastoral response to their youth for the world they live in. My hope was that they would 

be motivated to engage youth in expressions of biblical lament not only during this 

Doctor of Ministry project, but also in the years to come. The Christian faith practice 

employed in this project was a three-step, six-minute, timed writing prayer exercise of 

lament. Adolescents wrote their raw emotions to God, their remembrances of a time 

when God was faithful to them, and their praises to God. Having now completed this 

project, I believe this overarching goal was achieved for the two pastors of youth who 

saw the congregational portion of this project through to its entirety. Furthermore, I am 

convinced their stories can be repl icated among other Mennonite spiritual caregivers of 

adolescents, as well as those from other faith traditions. 
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PRE-PROJECT ASSUMPTIONS, POST-PROJECT LEARNINGS 

Prior to this project, I was convinced that our American society and church 

cultures knew little regarding biblical lament. This  belief was upheld among the three 

Mennonite church and col lege settings since the majority of those adolescents indicated 

they had not previously engaged in prayers of biblical lament. It should also be noted 

that in some of the cases where people did engage this prayer practice, it may be due to 

attending a seminar, worship service, or B ible study where I previously led young people 

through this exercise. Overall, I believe this project supports the notion that Mennonite 

churches need to become more aware of biblical lament for its potential impact on the 

faith of young people and older adults alike. 

Another pre-project assumption was that I would observe differences between 

adolescent males and females in how they would engage lament. I thought boys would 

be more resistant to writing and voluntarily turning in their laments compared to girls, 

and that the content and topics of the actual-prayers would be significantly different. 

However, the results of this study demonstrated no measured distinctions between the 

genders. In talking with the two youth pastors, they noted that individual personali ties of 

youth served as a better indicator for the depth of serious engagement with this practice. 

A third assumption was that there would be differences among early, middle, and 

late adolescents; this proved to be true. Early adolescent prayers were more concrete in 

dealing with everyday life issues involving family, friends, and school and were less 

abstract than middle and late adolescents. Middle adolescents also lamented the 

mundane aspects of life, but in addition, they wrote about abstract issues of morality such 

as personal sin and reasons for human suffering, both locally and globally. Late 
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adolescents yearned for deeper intimacy with God and direction in life. As already 

stated, I expected to notice some distinctions among the various ages, but did not 

anticipate the high degree that their prayers of lament closely followed general adolescent 

faith development and standard developmental theory. 

Fourth, I assumed that most young people would find the timed-writing exercise 

helpful and comfortable. However, I did not foresee reading the high number of 

comments testifying that the most enjoyable part of this prayer was "expressing their 

emotions to God." I believe this offers compelling evidence that young people need to 

release pent up emotions and are yearning to reach out to a l istening ear, whether that be 

God or other humans. Adolescents need spiritually mature adult caregivers to walk with 

them in the midst of l ife in a way that authentically enables them to face their inner 

emotions and deal with them in appropriate ways. Engaging practices of biblical lament 

is one approach. 

Finally, I expected some resistance by young people regarding the practice of 

arguing and venting explicit emotions against God. Overall, there was not much 

evidence of this. In fact, most young people found this to be a comfortable way of 

praying. The discomfort that did occur generally centered on issues of writing out their 

prayers and not always knowing what to pray about; few comments reflected theological 

disagreement with biblical lament. Related to this point, I imagined there would be a 

significant number of young people stating that their friends, parents, and other adults 

they knew would not be comfortable with this  practice. However, the overwhelming 

majority thought that they would be comfortable in engaging it. They stated that it would 

be good for them to release their emotions and connect with God. 
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The findings of this project further compel me to believe that engaging in 

practices of biblical lament is needed by adolescents, as well as by other adults. The time 

is ripe to proactively lead youth in practices of lament. The various adolescents involved 

in this study demonstrate a high level of receptivity to engaging biblical lament. 

ADOLESCENT FAITH FORMATION 

The National Study of Youth and Religion found that adolescents are inarticulate 

about their faith beliefs. Practices of biblical lament will enable young people to 

communicate their obscure emotions, murky frustrations, and ambiguous questions of 

doubt related to areas of faith. Lament offers a framework for which to surface those 

vague and ambivalent stirrings inside young people. At a time of intense communal loss 

and faith crisis, the ancient Jewish people engaged Lamentations. The acrostic and 

alphabetic devices used by these ancient composers model a structured way to deal with 

the chaos of unstructured pain, doubt, and confusion. Most young people in this study 

were comfortable with the three-step, six-minute prayer exercise. They valued their 

opportunity to connect with God in this way. 

Theologically, this type of prayer exercise offers an understanding of God to 

young people as one who is ever-l istening and receptive to their honest selves. At a time 

when many young people search to belong and seek out meaningful relationships, lament 

cultivates an image of a God who is loving, accepting, and caring. Psalms and 

Lamentations show that lament fosters truth-telling and encourages a "spirituality of 

protest" as opposed to passive acceptance of suffering. As adolescents grow in maturity 

and life experience, they can know that God is not one who revels in the suffering of 



humanity, but one who allows people to cry out in ways that encourages God to listen 

and see the present pain. God is then called to act or respond to those who suffer in 

accordance with God's  steadfast love. 
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If adults are abandoning young people because of physical absence or over

involvement in extracurricular activities, lament wil l  enable adolescents to know God as 

a faithful, ever-present being, even when they may not feel it. Jesus models this manner 

of praying as he hung on the cross and recited parts of Psalm 22, "My God, my God, why 

have you forsaken me?" The two youth pastors highly affirmed this way of praying 

because it points our words to God and eventually may lead to praise of God. This makes 

lament distinguishable from mere complaint. Complaining with no hope of anything ever 

being resolved or ever accepting the consequences of our actions enable a shallow, 

immature faith to persist. However, lament challenges us to action through our words 

and possible deeds. 

ADOLESCENT PASTORAL CARE 

Perhaps engaging in practices of bibl ical lament is often considered during times 

of major or disruptive crisis, as in the death of a parent or loved one and any other 

significant tragedy. However, I believe it is equally important to nurture young people 

through rehearsals of biblical lament due to the normal, mundane aspects of loss 

encountered in everyday life. The overwhelming response of young people who took 

part in this study affirmed the opportunity to express their emotions to God. I do not 

personally know all of these adolescents or their l i fe situations, but it can be concluded 
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there were a few. 
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Young people, I believe, are desperately looking for safe places to release their 

inner tensions brought on by normal everyday life happenings. Rather than turning to 

destructive practices of cutting, eating disorders, alcohol and drug abuse, lament can be a 

constructive outlet. B iblical lament will build upon the resil ience of young people and 

lead them into a lifestyle of hope. However, it will take informed and courageous 

spiritual adult leaders to help forge the way for adolescents and to faci l itate their 

mourning, resulting from both disruptive and developmental losses. This may also force 

these caregivers to face their own unresolved pain and scars. 

This study did not set out to examine adults who practiced biblical lament, but at 

F irst Mennonite Church several adult volunteer youth workers prayed in this manner the 

first time it was offered. Those who completed the first questionnaire noted that the least 

enjoyable aspect of this prayer was the element of vulnerable exposure. Nevertheless, the 

youth pastor indicated to me that most of them did not engage in this exercise the 

remaining three times. We both agreed that this practice might have been too painful for 

them. A follow-up project to this study could be geared toward adults who spiritually 

care for and walk with adolescents. 

OTHER LAMENT P RACTICES 

I have personally led this timed-writing prayer exercise of lament with people of 

all ages for several years now. The findings of this project suggest that this is an 

effective way to introduce young people to the practice of biblical lament. They value 
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the time to express their emotions to God and are empowered to articulate their emotions, 

questions, doubts, fears, and frustrations of their lives. It also directs them to God and 

offers a structural format for personal, guided reflection. However, there are adaptations 

to this particular prayer exercise that youth leaders may wish to consider for both 

individual and corporate settings. For example, increasing the amount of time for writing 

may prove to be helpful for some purposes. 

Rather than write out their three steps, young people could be encouraged to draw 

their prayers. A small, but significant group of students found writing to be the least 

enjoyable aspect of this spiritual exercise. I encouraged the Goshen College youth 

ministry class to draw their prayers during one of the exercises; a few people offered 

comments of appreciation. The two youth pastors conveyed that drawing may be a good 

way to have some young people pray, particularly if they have certain learning 

disabilities that make writing difficult for them. And, this alternative wil l  connect with 

young, passionate artists. 

Following the three-step pattern of lament used in this project (venting, 

remembering, praising), young people could work with clay. A youth leader may expand 

the time limit of each step to enable a longer period of time and reflection as youth sculpt 

their prayer. They could then be invited to share some brief comments about their three

dimensional prayer, or simply display it on a prayer altar with others from the group. 

Youth leaders may also encourage their young people to practice lament outside 

of the youth group or classroom setting. For example, they could encourage them to 

write a song lyric, a poem, or a short story based on the framework of biblical lament. 



Youth could then be invited to share their pieces of lament to the rest of the group at a 

common time. 
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With any of these prayer practices, youth leaders should never force young people 

to share their prayers of lament if they are not wi ll ing to do so, particularly if they have 

not been told in advance of this possibility. Forcing them will deteriorate the safe, 

nurturing space and generate unauthentic expressions. This project prepared leaders to 

create such a hospitable environment for lament, but there were a few comments from 

young people who experienced this way of praying as "forced" onto them. 

There are other approaches of connecting young people with practices of biblical 

lament. Worship services could be designed that follow the structural flow of lament. 

Since music is a powerful medium for adolescents, songs that acknowledge their pain and 

doubts may enable them to beneficially reflect on aspects of their lives. Overall, such 

songs may have particular meaning for certain individual youth or for the entire youth 

group, and may resurrect intense emotions and memories needed for transformation of 

painful words. 

Lament could be incorporated into the regular rituals, rites of passage, and turning 

points practiced by the church. A youth leader could include recognition of loss and 

grief, even if the next step of life seems good. For example, leaving for col lege or 

obtaining a driver' s license are celebratory moments of a young person's  life. However, 

there are accompanying losses of leaving home and additional responsibi lity associated 

with these j oyous occasions that often go unacknowledged. 

With any of the above mentioned faith practices, it may be assumed that the 

actual reason for lament stems out of a young person' s  experience. However, spiritual 
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exercises of lament can serve as a means of intercessory prayer. In this project, one of 

the common struggles for adolescents was when they did not feel angry toward God. 

They can be encouraged to think of someone else and lament on their behalf. Perhaps 

they have a friend who is going through a rough time or know of a group of people who 

recently experienced tragedy. Similar to the "compassionate advocate" found in chapters 

one and two of Lamentations, young people could cry out to God on their behalf. The 

two youth pastors felt this way of engaging lament would be beneficial ; they will 

consider it for future times. 

Finally, there is one cautionary word about this specific three-step manner of 

praying that I wish to note. Given the National Study of Youth and Religion's  

description that youth today narrowly view God as a therapeutic being, one who is there 

for people only when they call out to God and expect God to answer their needs in order 

to make them happy, this relatively short practice could foster a sense of "MTD therapy" 

if not done appropriately. In other words,- it -is vital that spiritual caregivers lead youth 

through this prayer exercise in ways that encourage authentic expressions of prayer and 

in ways that remain true to God' s character. If youth begin to engage this three-step 

prayer as some sort of magic formula to get what they want or to avoid the pain or 

emotion of Act 1 by rushing to praise, then this wil l  go against, I believe, the 

transformative power of biblical lament. Furthermore, the actual lament Psalms vary in 

length and format, but step one often occupies more verses than the other components of 

lament. Since this prayer exercise spends an equal amount of time in venting, 

remembering, and praising, perhaps spending only two minutes on "venting" could 

encourage young people to gloss over their deep-felt hurts by "skipping" to praise. 
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Therefore, leaders need to educate young people that not all biblical lament leads to 

positive resolution; a few psalms "stay in the pit" and Lamentations is basically 

composed of act one sentiments. 

PRACTICING LAMENT EQUIPS PASTORS AND YOUTH WORKERS 

The two youth pastors I interviewed who led their various youth groups in 

practices of biblical lament are now more equipped to deal with tragedy and situations of 

grief they encounter with adolescents. S ince the onset of this project, disruptive crisis 

situations have arisen among individual young people in their care. Both shared with me 

that utilizing biblical lament was one of the first pastoral responses they considered. This 

demonstrates one of my hopes of this project: pastors and youth workers would be 

motivated to engage youth in expressions of biblical lament. To further press this point, 

below is a portion of an email that I received from Sarah in March, 2007, a few months 

after she concluded leading her youth in,the prayer of lament exercises· for this Doctor of 

Ministry project. 

"So on Monday night, 2 kids from Eastern High School died in a car accident. 
Bible study last night was about mourning and we did the lament exercise. It was 
so incredibly meaningful for my youth and I think they all valued being led in this 
type of prayer, where they could write out their thoughts and emotions and share 
with God. We talked about how Jesus mourned when Lazarus died and we talked 
about Jesus being the Resurrection and Life - and the promise of eternal l ife that 
we have in Jesus, which is why in the beatitudes Jesus says, 'blessed are those 
who mourn, for they wil l  be comforted. "' 

"I just thought I would thank you for the educating you have done which prepared 
me to lead my youth during this difficult tragedy in their lives. The even neater 
part about the whole thing is that two college students from Bluffton both 
happened to join us for B ible study, and it provided an opportunity for them to 
also deal with their pain and loss from the bus accident this past weekend. So 
thank you, Bob. Continue to spread the news of the power of lament in our 
lives ! "  
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In the Introduction, I identified several people in my life who have enabled me to 

express my emotions to God and to myself. My father modeled to me and granted me 

permission that "it's okay to cry." My former volunteer youth worker simply held me 

and offered no words as I grieved over the casket of my friend. Engaging practices of 

bibl ical lament wil l  not only empower our young people to carry out truth-tell ing, help 

them deal with those parts that they wish to deny, articulate a view of God that yearns to 

be with us, and facilitate mourning of the major and everyday losses they experience, but 

it wil l  also encourage adult spiritual caregivers to more confidently walk with young 

people through the challenges and joys of life. Engaging practices of biblical lament will 

call us to attend to our own areas of grief and loss so that we can be better and more 

authentic spiritual caregivers. 
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APPENDIX A - HANDOUTS TO PASTORS 

Hello 

I am writing you to official ly seek your help . . .  or at least your consideration. As you probably 
know, I am working on my Doctor of M inistry at Western Theological Sem inary in Hol land, M I .  
And, my overall focus over these past few years has been on "cultivating faith identity in 
Mennonite youth and young adults in America." Now that my coursework is done, I need to do 
one last piece . . .  the final project. For this final year and project I want to focus on "the role of 
bibl ical lament in the faith formation of Mennonite adolescents." I am truly excited about this 
and believe it is a needed voice in our church and society today. For my project, I plan to write 
several chapters on a theology of lament, the role of lament in faith development of young people, 
the role of lament in pastoral care of young people, AND a fun-l ittle prayer exercise that I would 
l ike 4-5 j unior high youth groups, 4-5 senior high youth groups, and 4-5 college-age Bible studies 
to engage in. 

This is where you come in . . .  or at least invited to do so. © Would you consider leading both your 
junior high and senior high youth groups in a prayer exercise over the course of the fall? 
Basically, it is a quite simply a 3-step timed-writing prayer exercise that can take 6- 1 0  minutes. 
The fol lowing is an examp le of what it looks like . . .  students write for 2 minutes of each step . . .  but 
this is not the final version that I want to use yet. 

Prayer Exercise 

Have youth write their own Psalm of Lament. It does not need to be long, or have them 
spend only two minutes writing each act. 
Act I: Arguing with God 

® People get mad at God (or some other event/reality) and pour out 
their raw emotions. 

Act I I :  Remembering God's goodness 
@ Gradual ly those who complained to God remember God's  help in the 

past and know that God has heard them. 
Act I I I :  Praising God 

© Those who lament real ize they can trust God with their lives and 
they tel l  God, "Thanks ! "  

So this i s  what I have i n  m ind for you . . .  if  you choose to accept th is invitation. 
I .  I wi l l  send to you a smal l packet outlining what exactly lament is, as wel l  as what you 

would do in the next 3-4 months. Then, we would meet together face-to-face to talk 
about all of this . . .  or perhaps talk on the phone depending on your schedule. 

2 .  Because I be l ieve that lament should be part of our "everyday" parts of l ife and not just 
during "big crisis" times, I want youth to do this once every 3-4 weeks for 3-4 months. 
So your role would be to introduce the prayer exercise (a handout that I wi l l  give you) 
and simply have them do it during one of their youth group evenings, Sunday school, 
retreat, whenever they are gathered and is appropriate. The point is to do it several times 
throughout the fall .  

3 .  Questionnaires: So that I can get some feedback from them, I would l ike them to 
complete 2 different questionnaires (that I wil l  provide to you) to complete - one for after 
the first time they do this prayer exercise and a second after the fourth time. 
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4. Written prayers: Also to receive feedback from them, I would l ike for you to col lect their 
prayers (anonymous is best) so that I can review their prayers and include in my project, 
BUT ONLY if they feel comfortable in giving them to you. I f  they do not want to hand it 
in . . .  THEN no big deal, they don 't need to. 

5 .  Your questionnaire and final interview: When your groups have completed their series of 
4 laments, then I would l ike for you to offer some brief reflections to a short l ist of 
questions that I wil l  provide, and perhaps meet with you indiv idually and/or with other 
pastors in this project to sol icit more of your feedback and perspectives. 

6. Some readings: Once I have written my opening 4-5 chapters, I would like for you to 
read through them to hear your perspectives. In those chapters I wil l  put forth more of 
my argument why lament needs to be part of our church culture. Now, these wil l  not be 
very long chapters and so it won't take that long for you to read. © That way you can te ll 
me . .  "Right on, Bob" or "You're out to lunch, man !" 

This is my project in a nutshel l .  What do you think? Wou ld you consider doing this with your 
youth groups this fall? I know this wi l l  take some time on your part, B UT I am also confident 
that it wil l  not over-work you or dom inate the themes of your youth activities this fal l .  It is meant 
to simply be part of normal youth group life. The first time, however, m ight be a bit awkward or 
confusing as you explain it. . .  but I th ink the next times wil l  not be that way. 

l am open to your thoughts, counsel, and perspective . . .  AN D hearing an answer from you. © 
Please let me know if you have any questions. 

Blessings, 
Bob 



HANDOUT 
A Timed-Writing Prayer Exercise of Lament 
for Pastors of Junior and Senior High Youth 
to Use with Their Youth Groups in Fall 2006 

Project Title : Lamenting Youth, Believing Youth: The Role of Biblical Lament in the 
Faith Formation of Mennonite Adolescents 

Researcher: Bob Yoder, D.Min. candidate, Western Theological Seminary 

Introduction 
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This handout for pastors to help youth write their own prayers of lament is in partial requirement 
for my final project of my Doctor of Ministry program through Western Theological Sem inary in 
Hol land, Michigan. My interest in biblical lament stems from happenings in my personal l ife, as 
wel l  as my pastoral walk with people, especially those with youth and adults who walk with 
youth in thei r  faith journeys. Through this timed-writing prayer exercise, my hope is that pastors 
and youth workers wi l l  be encouraged and motivated to engage youth in expressions of bibl ical 
lament. 

Overall ,  I bel ieve there is a gap or absence in the Mennonite church culture that does not enable 
young people to adequately engage in biblical lament. Furthermore, I bel ieve there is a 
prol iferation in our American culture for a "feel good" attitude that compels us to rush through 
our pain and grief, and view God's  role in our l ives as a therapeutic being who merely "helps us" 
when we need God to make us feel good. At times, I bel ieve these cultural forces influence youth 
workers to rush youth through their emotions, chal lenges, questions, doubts, and transitions either 
because they are uncomfortable with their own grief issues or because they struggle to know how 
to pastorally walk with young people in such times. Therefore, there is difficulty in 
demonstrating a theology and image of God to youth that al lows for honest suffering and pain to 
be acknowledged in God's  presence. 

What is biblical l�ment? 
Though expressions of biblical lament can be found in numerous books of the Bible, I wil l  draw 
upon two books in particular, the Psalms and Lamentations. Of the one hundred fifty Psalms, 
nearly half can be categorized as a form of lament. These prayers and laments can be for both 
individual and corporate settings. Though not al l lament psalms fol low the same format, there is 
often a common flow and movement among these prayers. For example, many inc lude address of 
God, complaint, petition, remembrance of God's goodness, confession of trust in God, and praise 
of God. In these psalms, a critical turning point in most of them occurs when the p lea or 
comp laint turns to praise. 

Biblical theologian Walter Brueggemann suggests that most of the Psalms fal l  into one of three 
categories - orientation, disorientation, and new orientation. Psalms of Orientation inc lude those 
hymns of creation (8,33, l 04, 1 45 ), Torah ( l ,  1 5 , 1 9,24, 1 1 9), wisdom ( 1 4,3 7), and wel l-being 
( 1 3 1 ,  1 33 ). These Psalms "were created, transmitted, valued, and relied upon by a community of 
faithful  people. To these people, their faith was both important and satisfying."346 The Psalms of 
Disorientation, however, inc lude the laments and recognizes that "l ife is also savagely marked by 
incoherence, a loss of balance, and unrelieved symmetry."347 There is both personal ( 1 3,3 5 ,86) 
and communal (74,79, 1 3 7) songs. Final ly, the Psalms ofNew Orientation include those of 

346 Walter Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), page 1 6. 
347 Brueggemann, page 25. 
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personal (30,34,40, 1 3 8) and communal (65,66, 1 24, 1 29)  thanksgiving, as wel l  as certain aspects 
of praise ( 1 00, I 03, 1 1 3 ,  1 1 7, 1 3 5, 1 46, 1 47, 1 48, 1 49, 1 50) stemming from a disoriented experience. 

Another book of the Bible that I have given attention to the form of lament can be found in 
Lamentations .  This book contains five chapters, or five different poems and expressions of 
lament that describe the pain of survivors in the aftermath of the destruction of Jerusalem . The 
context is thought to be during Babylonian occupation and exile of the Jewish people to Babylon 
in the sixth century B.C.E.  Interestingly enough, the voice of God is missing in Lamentations. 
God is si lent. God does not speak. God does not get defensive of the human rants and 
complaints attacking God. "And because God never speaks, the book honors voices of pain. 
Lamentations is a house for sorrow because there is no speech for God."348 

Bibl ical commentary author Kathleen O'Conner describes laments as "prayers that erupt from 
wounds, burst out of unbearable pain, and bring it to language. Laments complain, shout, and 
protest. They take anger and despair before God and the community. They grieve. They argue. 
They find fault. Without complaint there is no lament form . Although laments appear disruptive 
of God's  world, they are acts of fidel ity. In vulnerability and honesty, they cling obstinately to 
God and demand for God to see, hear and act. Laments are prayers of the discontented, the 
disturbed, and the distraught. They protest God's ru le of the world, bemoan the speakers' 
physical condition, and whine about enem ies. But remarkably, in the process of harsh complaint 
and resistance, they also express faith in God in the m idst of chaos, doubt, and confusion."349 

The Role of Lament in Pastoral Care of Adolescents 
Grief is a normal part of l ife and it expresses itself differently among people. Adult spiritual 
caregivers can play a part in whether or not this grief goes unresolved or unattended among 
adolescents. G. Wade Rowatt, Jr., author of Adolescents in Crisis: A Guide for Parents, 
Teachers, Ministers, and Counselors (Louisvi l le: Westminster John Knox Press, 200 I ), suggests 
that young people may experience two different types of crises: "disruptive" or emergency crises, 
and the more "normal" or expected crises. The former include those of teenage suicide attempts, 
rape, parental divorce, pregnancy, sexual abuse, death of a parent or peer, cancer, etc., whereas 
the latter are attributed to adolescent development. Rowatt also suggests that disruptive crises 
may affect up to half of our youth before they reach the age of eighteen, so in some ways, this is a 
normal part of reality for many young people. Nevertheless, both kinds of crisis wil l  force young 
people to encounter grief. Bib l ical lament can be one avenue that gives youth space and 
permission to bring their gut-wrenching honest thoughts, feelings, and pains into the presence of 
God and their faith community. 

The Role of Lament in Faith Formation 
As young people navigate adolescence and the journey of life, they wi l l  face doubts, fears, and 
questions related to their faith. They wil l  also search for meaning, identity, and belonging. 
Lament invites young people to authentically name such concerns to God, and al low them to 
know that God is l istening and receptive to their innermost wanderings. God is one who then 
offers acceptance and demonstrates wil l ingness to enter into meaning-making amidst the 
confusions and struggles of l ife. Articulating their laments wil l  help them better understand their 
own faith understandings. According to the National Study of Youth and Religion, youth are 
overal l  very inarticulate about their faith bel iefs, who also serve as a mirror-image of where many 

348 O'Conner, page 1 5 . 
349 Kath leen O 'Conner, Lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknol l ,  NY: Orb is Books, 2002), 
page 9 .  
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of their parents are in their own faith understanding.350 Biblical lament offers them a way to 
voice and give language to their l ife and faith experience, and may also serve as a prophetic 
witness to other adults in their faith commun ity and thus encourage them in their continued faith 
formation. 

35° Christian Smith with Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 
American Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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Writing a Prayer of Lament: 
A Timed-Writing Exercise 

Overview of Prayer Exercise 
The page titled "Prayers of Lament" is a handout to pass out to your youth as way of 
introduction to this timed-writing prayer exercise. My encouragement to you is to read 
over the introductory paragraph, the three-steps of the prayer exercise, and Psalm 1 3 , an 
example of a Psalm of Lament. If you look closely, this psalm entails many of the 
components of a typical lament. In particular, you can point out to the youth that verses 
1 -4 demonstrate "Act 1 "  on their sheet, verse 5a is similar to "Act 2," and verses 5b  and 6 
connect with "Act 3 ." Then you can read the final paragraph, which further illustrates the 
important role of lament. 

You should briefly review the instructions below with the group before you actually 
engage in the prayer itself so that they will have some fami liarity with this possibly 
unknown mode of prayer. And, as you lead them through the prayer exercise itself, you 
will want to verbalize the steps they are to engage in at that particular moment in a non
evasive manner. Finally, know which of the options below you wil l  want to do before 
leading the prayer. For example, wil l  you want to give opportunity for each person to 
read their prayer aloud to the rest of the group, or will you have them share it with one 
other partner, or will you not give opportunity for a public reading of their prayer? 
Depending on the situation you find yourself in on that particular day and. setting, any of 
these options may be appropriate. 

Actual Prayer Exercise 
• To begin, light a candle, offer an opening prayer, or do some other ritualistic 

activity that lets them know "Now we begin." 
• Then, have. them begin to write "Act 1 "  for two minutes, fol lowed by "Act 2" for 

two minutes, and then followed by "Act 3" for two minutes. You will want to tell 
them "Now begin with Act 1 ," and then two minutes later, "Now begin with Act 
2," and so forth. 

• Some options: At this point, you can either proceed to the final step, or engage in 
the following possibilities . . .  BUT IT IS ESSENTIAL that you also let them 
know that if they are uncomfortable doing so that it' s okay to simply "pass." It's 
vital that this be a safe space for young people and that they NOT be coerced into 
sharing anything publicly they are not comfortable doing. 

o Invite each person to read their prayer aloud to the rest of the 
group . . .  simply have them take turns around the circle. 

o Invite each person to read their prayer with one or two partners rather than 
with the entire group. 

o Invite two people at the outset to jointly write their prayer, thus allowing 
them to talk with each other about what they would write. If you do this, 
then you may want to allow for more than two minutes per Act. 

o Invite each person to anonymously tum their prayers into you, and then 
you read them out loud to the group. But again, if  they do not want to do 
this, then they can "pass." 



• To end, extinguish the candle, offer a concluding prayer, or do some other 
ritualistic activity that lets them know "Now we are finished." 

Afterwards 
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My desire is to col lect as many anonymous prayers of lament that I can, so I would 
appreciate you asking if they would be will ing to write their age and gender on the paper 
and tum it into you. Please feel free to let them know that I am working on a project 
about youth, faith, and lament, and I am anxious to read their anonymous prayers. 
HOWEVER, if they are not comfortable turning in their prayers, that's okay. Again, they 
DO NOT need to do anything they are not comfortable doing. 

Finally, my preference is that you have your youth engage this prayer exercise a total of 
four times once every three to four weeks in the Fall of 2006, concluding no later than 
mid-December. I want to see how they engage this prayer over a period of time. Feel 
free to do this during Wednesday or Sunday evening Bible study, Sunday school, on 
retreat, or whenever seems appropriate. 

Two Questionnaires 
Finally, in addition to their anonymous prayers of lament, I would like for you to collect 
two different questionnaires from them, once after the first time they have engaged this 
prayer and a second after the fourth time. You can find those brief questionnaires at the 
end of this document. 

Debriefing with You 
At the end of fall or whenever your group has completed its fourth prayer time, I would 
like to meet with all the pastors, either as a group or as individuals, involved in this 
project to hear more of your reflections and stories. Meeting as a group will allow you to 
hear the stories and experiences of other pastors, but I also recognize that due to some of 
your schedules this may be difficult to arrange. I will have a short questionnaire for you 
to complete as well .  

Finally, as I write chapters for my final doctoral project this fall ,  I may share these with 
you and solicit your feedback and thoughts if you are interested. At this point, my main 
chapters will include: 

• an introduction as to why I am doing this project 
• a theology and understanding of biblical lament 
• the role of biblical lament in pastoral care of adolescents, offering some cultural 

analysis as to why this is important and description of the various crises 
adolescents experience 

• the role of biblical lament in adolescent faith formation, identifying key 
developmental issues such as search for meaning, identity, and belonging 

• more detailed description of the rationale for a timed-writing prayer exercise with 
junior high, senior high, and college age adolescents 

Then, after I have received your final questionnaires and reflections in mid-December, I 
will write additional chapters that will include: 
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• reflections and stories from pastors and adolescents of their interactions with or 
leading bibl ical lament, along with some analysis of actual written prayers of 
lament 

• a concluding chapter on what I have found and observed through this project 

Questions?? Concerns?? 
If you have any questions or concerns during these several months, please do not hesitate 
to call or email me at 574-875 - 1 862 (home), 574-535-7542 (office), or 
robertey@goshen.edu. 
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Prayers of Lament 

"The practice of lament gives you time and perm ission to vent your pent-up anger, 
your deep sadness , and your self-blame. You al low yourself to grieve in a way that 
leads to h eal ing and renewal .  As you pour out your grief , loss , pain ,  and anger in the 
presence of God,  you d iscover that God hears your cries of angu ish and comforts 
you. Wh i l e  you can't remove the storms , quiet the thunder, or stop the l ightning 
from stri king, you can trust your tears to be the raindrops that release the c louds , 
al lowing rays of sunl ight to shine through. Before catching a g l impse of the 
rainbow, though , you have to brace yourself for the raging storm with in."351 

Praver Exercise 

Write your own "3-Act" psalm.  It  does not need to be long. 

Act I: Arguing with God 
® People get mad at God and pour out their raw emotions. 

Act II: Remembering God's goodness 
@ Gradua l ly those who complained to God remember God's help in 

the past and know that God has heard them. 
Act III: Praising God 

Psalm 1 3  

© Those who lament real ize they can trust God with their l ives and 
they tel l  God , "Thanks!"  

1 How long,  0 Lord? Wi l l  you forget me forever? How long wi l l  you hide your face from 
me? 2 How long must I bear pain in my soul ,  and have sorrow i n  my heart al l  day long? 
How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? 3 Consider and answer me, 0 Lord my 
God ! Give l ight to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, 4 and my enemy wil l  say, " I  
have prevai led"; my foes wi l l  rejoice because I am shaken.  5 But I trusted in your 
steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation.  6 I wil l  sing to the Lord, because 
he has dealt bountiful ly with me. 

"Perhaps you are grieving a personal loss . . .  Perhaps you are standing with others 
who are mourning the death of a loved one. The grief and other emotions you are 
experiencing are natural and inevitable. But when you gl impse the rainbow am id the 
storm, know that you are not alone. God is with you,  and God can hand le a l l  the 
anger and cursing and complaints that your grief process provokes. You are 
surrounded by fel low sufferers who are also grieving loss; they wi l l  open their 
hearts to you and hold you up as you try to get your bearings again.  Give yourself
and others-time and space to grieve in a way that leads to hea l ing and renewal .  
That's what the practice of lament is  a l l  about."352 

35 1 Bass, Dorothy & Don Richter, eds. Way to live: Christian Practices for Teens. (Nashvil le:  Upper Room 
Books, 2002), page 25 1 .  
352 Way to live, page 260. 



Today's  Date: ___________ _ 

My age is _____________ _ 

Please circle your gender: male female 

1 .  Have you ever prayed a prayer of lament before? 

Questionnaire # 1 

2. Was it comfortable or uncomfortable to do this type of praying? Why or how so? 

3 .  What did you enjoy most about this way of  praying? 

4. What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 

5 .  Do you think your friends, other than those in  your youth group, would enjoy this 
prayer exercise? Why or why not? 

6. Do you think your fami ly members or other adults that you know would enjoy this 
prayer exercise? Why or why not? 
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Today's  Date: �����������-

Please circle your gender: male female 

1 8 1  

Questionnaire #2 

1 .  How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past few months? 

2 .  What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 

3 .  What did you least enjoy about this way of  praying? 

4. Are there any particular challenges that made this way of praying difficult for you? 

5 .  Are there particular joys that made this way o f  praying rewarding for you? 

6. How has this type of prayer helped or hindered your relationship with God? the 
church? 



APPENDIX B - QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES AND ADOLESCENT 
P RAYERS 

Questionnaire Responses 

Howard-Miami Mennonite C hurch 
Questionnaire #1 - September 24, 2006 

Age, Gender 
l .  1 3 , female 7. 1 5 , male 
2 .  1 3 , female 8. 1 5 , female 
3 .  1 4, male 9. 1 6, male 
4. 1 4, male 1 0. 1 6, male 
5. 1 4, male 1 1 . 1 6, male 
6. 1 4, female 1 2 . 1 6, female 

Have you ever prayed a prayer of lament before? 
I .  out loud 6. no 
2. no 7. Well, I have wrote to 
3 .  yes God before, but in a 
4. no different format. 
5. no, but l 8. no 

have wrote to 9. no 
God before. I 0. no 

1 3 .  1 6, female 
1 4. 1 7, male 
1 5 . 1 7, female 
1 6. 1 7, female 
1 7 . 1 7, female 

1 1 . yes 
1 2 . no 
1 3 .  nope 
1 4. no 
1 5 . yes 
1 6 . kinci of 
1 7 . no 

Was it comfortable or uncomfortable to do this type of praying? Why or how so? 
I .  I was alone so it was ok. 
2. It was comfortable because it felt calm ing to write out my praises to the Lord. 
3 .  Comfortable, because your letting your anger out. 
4. uncomfortable, I didn't know what to do. 
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5 .  I t  was a bit uncomfortable because your thoughts and secret are now being revealed on a 
piece of paper. It felt l ike I was letting everything out for al l to see. 

6.  it was comfortable, I got to write down al l my thoughts. 
7 .  I was fine with it. It was a way of communicating with God. 
8 .  Uncomfortable because I always feel my writing is awkward and juveni le .  
9 .  It was somewhat uncomfortable but I did and I gues i t  was nice. 
1 0 . It was okay. 
1 1 . Comfortable - I l ike rhyming. 
1 2. [ was pretty comfortable doing this because it just seemed natural I guess. 
1 3 .  Nope. 
1 4. Comfortable. I knew that only people I trust would see it. 
1 5 . I don't know comfortable I guess I mean he knows what l ' m  gonna say anyway 
1 6. Comfortable. I l iked to see what exactly I was mad about. 
1 7 . At first it felt a l ittle uncomfortable, but as I wrote it got easier. 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
1 .  I felt better. 
2.  I enjoyed that I found that there is something good in everything, even when things in my 

life go wrong. 
3. same as above. 



4. I don't know. 
5 .  I enjoyed being able to show my true feel ings to God. Instead of saying something to 
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him and then forgetting it, I can now see and remember what I prayed. 
6.  I enjoyed that I could right down all  my anger and feel better about it  after I was done. 
7 .  It opened up my mind. In other words, it  was effective. 
8. I didn't l ike any part of it because I despise praying. It's too touchy-feely for me. 
9. being alone. 
1 0. (b lank) 
1 1 . rhyming 
1 2 . I l iked being able to get al l my feel ings out. 
1 3 .  Nope 
1 4 . I t  felt good, l ike rel ief. 
1 5 . I get to yel l  at God. 
1 6. It he lped me think through the reasons that I was mad. 
1 7 . I was able to reread what I had just written and reflect on it more. Sometimes when we 

pray si lently we get distracted I was really focused when I wrote this lament. 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
1 .  nothing 
2. The part I least enjoyed was that I realized that we do get mad at God, but we don't 

always pray. 
3 .  I don't  know 
4. I don't know 
5 .  I least enjoyed the feeling o f  exposure of m y  thoughts. 
6 .  There was nothing that I real ly enjoyed least 
7.  I had to write. 
8 .  I didn't l ike the chance that others m ight read what I wrote; I 'm antisocial . 
9 .  Thinking about bad th ings. 
1 0 . The wrighting down of your problems. 
1 1 . Where I did it. 
1 2 . I would rather do it out loud by myself than write it out. 
1 3 .  nope. 
1 4 . Nothing. 
1 5 .  Having to thank him for making my l ife hel l .  
1 6 . It was hard to thank Him about the thing I was mad at. 
1 7 . There wasn't real ly anything I didn ' t  enjoy. 

Do you think your friends, other than those in your youth group, would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  I don't know 
2. I think my friends would enjoy this because it is calm ing and it wil l help them fiture out 

their frustrations. 
3 .  I guess, I don't know. 
4. I don't know 
5 .  I think they would enjoy it, but they may be  a little cautious on trying it. Most don't 

real ly l ike seeing there own thoughts. 
6. Yes, it gives people the chance to right down all there fears or angers without having to 

tel l  someone, and then real ize there always something good that comes out of it. 
7. Some of them because not al l of them are true Christians. 
8. Yes, because they're outgoing, dramatic, and sensitive. 
9. Yes, because it's a different way and its fun .  



1 0. I don 't know. It depends if they want to write their problems. 
I l .  Yes, it's about them. 
1 2 . They might, I think it depends on how you prefer to express yourself 
1 3 .  I don't  know I 'm  not a m ind reader 
1 4 .  No, they don't real ly do church things very often. 
1 5 . No, well maybe, I dunno 
1 6 . Sure .  It helps get it out of your system and up to God. 
1 7 . Some of them might because it helps you focus, but others might feel uncomfortable. 

Do you think your fam ily members or other adults that you know would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  Some.  
2 .  I th ink my fami ly and other adults would enjoy this because they probably have more 

frustrations than I do, so it would help them . 
3 .  I guess, I don't know 
4. probably, they know what to do 
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5 .  I thinks adul ts would enjoy it especial ly because they have a whole lifetime o f  things to 
write about. 

6 .  Yes, they would enjoy it for the same reason the youth would. 
7 .  I don't  know for sure, but I know it wood do them good. 
8 .  My fami ly wouldn't enjoy i t  because it's too "phi losophical ." I th ink other adults might 

enjoy it, though. 
9. I think it would help some of my fam ily in some of their needs, to see what they have 

now. 
1 0. same as above. 
n .  yes - they l ike poems 
1 2 .  Yes, because it real ly is a way to lay out all your feel ings, how angry you are, but then al l 

the b lessings you have that outweigh the bad. To find good in all situations. 
1 3 .  I don't know I'm not a mind reader. 
1 4. Possibly. My family is very re l igious. 
1 5 .  Ya, adults l ike this kind of stuff. 
1 6. Yeah. It's a different way of praying. 
1 7 . They probably would because it is a god way to be personal with God. 

Questionnaire #2 - December 3, 2006 

Age, Gender 
l .  1 3 ,  male 
2 .  1 3 ,  female 
3. 1 4, male 
4. 1 5 , male 

5. 1 5 , male 
6.  1 5 , female 
7. 1 6, male 
8.  1 6, female 

9. 1 7, male 
1 0 . 1 7, female 
l l .  1 7, female 
1 2 . 20, male 

How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past few months? 
I .  3 3 .  I have done this 8. 3 
2. I don 't know, exercise 3 times. 9. 4 

probably not 4. 4 l 0. 3 
at al l 5 .  2 times l l .  4 times 

6.  4 1 2 . once 
7. 2 



What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
l .  It helps us through problems 
2 .  privacy 
3 .  I enjoyed getting the frustration out o f  me and knowing that God always listens. 
4. I t  helped me express my feelings. 
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5 .  I can real ize that even when l am mad, there is sti l l  reason to thank God for what he does. 
6 .  That I can write down all of my frustrations and anger but then find something good 

come out of it. 
7. no face-to-face 
8. writing out my feel ings really help me express my troubles 
9. The feeling of resolution when I 've finished. 
l 0. l get to yel l  at God 
1 1 . thinking back on what God's  done right. 
1 2 . It makes you analyze each side of praying 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
I .  Repition 
2 .  
3 .  l fel t  like it was too open and everyone could see what l think. 
4. Writing 
5 .  I don't l ike getting mad at God. 
6. there wasn't  real ly anything I d idn't enjoy 
7. kinda insincere 
8 .  I don't feel  l ike its as personal as praying to God by talking. 
9. Being angry at God. 
I 0. I had to thank him for my problems 
1 1 . writing it out. 
1 2 . nothing 

Are there any particular chal lenges that made th is way of praying difficult for you? 
1 .  Being angry at god 
2 .  writing, but to be honest, I couldn't think of  anything really 
3 .  I t  was chal lenging to just put m y  deepest thoughts right out i n  the open. 
4. Having to come up with ideas. 
5 .  Not real ly, but I need to learn to pray more effectively. 
6. no 
7.  no 
8 .  Sometimes i t  was hard to put what was in my mind on paper. 
9. no. 
l 0 .  yes 
1 1 . no. 
1 2 . Maybe admitting that your own point of v iew is wrong 

Are there particular joys that made this way of praying rewarding for you? 
I .  no 
2. 
3 .  I felt  joyful to know that God could control al l  m y  problems and anger. 
4.  I t  made me feel refreshed. 
5 .  Yes, I get to praise God and know he  is good a l l  the time. 
6. no 
7. l l ike writing 



8.  Its good to see my thoughts and feel ing written out. 
9. Heal ing my heart on my terms. 
1 0. no 
1 1 . th inking back 
1 2 . Looking back at past prayers that were answered 

How has this type of prayer helped or hindered your re lationship with God? the church? 
I .  I don't know 
2. I don't know 
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3 .  I t  has he lped m e  grow in my relationship because it lets m e  tel l  God exactly what I am 
thinking. 

4. It has he lped me communicate with God and helped my growth with the church.  
5 .  church: helped me realize my place in the church. God: made our connection more 

worthy and strong. 
6. This type of praying hasn't really changed my relationship with the church but I feel 

closer to God after doing this 
7. It doesn't change it. 
8. its helped me to realize that there are other ways to pray other than just talking. 
9. Helped me in the fact that my heart loves God more than before. 
l 0. It hasn't 
1 1 . helped real ize what He' s done right. 
1 2 . It has helped me see prayer topics clearer 



First Mennonite Church, Middlebury 
Junior High Youth Group 
Questionnaire #1 - October 15, 2006 

Age, Gender 
l .  1 2, male 
2. 1 2, male 
3 .  1 2, female 
4.  1 2, female 
5. 1 2, female 
6. 1 2, female 
7. 1 2, female 
8. 1 2, female 

Have you ever prayer a prayer of lament before? 
I .  no 7. no 
2 .  no 8. no 

9. 1 3 , male 
1 0. 1 5 , male 
1 1 . 36, male (volunteer) 
1 2 . 37,  male (volunteer) 
1 3 .  37,  female (volunteer) 
1 4 . 39, female (volunteer) 
1 5 . 4 1 ,  female (volunteer) 

1 2 . no 
1 3 .  no 

3 .  no 9. short ! ital wans that 1 4. no 
4 .  no amt importint 1 5 .  no 
5 .  yes I 0. yes 
6 .  no 1 1 . yes 

Was it comfortable or uncomfortable to do this type of praying? Why or how so? 
I .  comfortable. Don't know why. 
2 .  it was comfortabel because i t  does not realy matter to me 
3 .  no because I can tel l  how I feel and help some people and when l right it down I wont 

ever do something that I have written down 
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4. I th ink that it was kind of uncomfortable because I havn 't really done that before and that 
the are the main thinks that I ' m  stugl ing with right now 

5 .  wel l  I ' m  not sure 
6 .  It was okay because I got to let out my feel ings in a prayer But i t  was somewhat personal. 
7 .  I th ink i t  was comfortable because writing down my emotions is easier than saying them 

for me.  It is easier because I stay focused when I ' m  writing, but when I 'm saying them I 
tend to think about other things and get off subject. 

8 .  l t  was comfortable. Because you should be able to trust God. 
9 .  uncomfortable. No becos if god wanted to he could make your l ife horibeler then i t  is so 

why bother him. And he alredy knows your problems. 
1 0 . why I because it is comfortable 
1 1 . both 
1 2 .  sti l l  somewhat private 
1 3 .  uncomfortable - I had to be honest with my feelings and with God 
1 4. uncomfortable - because we don't l ike to open up and make ourselves vulnerable to even 

God sometimes 
1 5 . It was fine. Very comforting. 

What did you enjoy most about th is way of praying? 
l .  no one wil l  know about what I prayed about. 
2 .  you got to kind o f  spi l l  out just write what you think 
3 .  writing what l am haveing trouble 
4 .  thanking God 
5 .  that I was alone 



6. I got to let out how I was feel ing. 
7 .  being able to write down stuff (I  couldn 't think of  anyth ing else) 
8. knowing that you can be upset and show it to God. 
9.  you get to comlain about everything 
1 0 . we usual ly pray as a family 
1 1 . praising God 
1 2 .  writing it down - been able to actual ly see your prayer 
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1 3 .  the way it helped me to grow in understanding of how God works and helps us through 
difficult times. 

1 4 . By the end, I felt better, calmer 
1 5 . yes 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
I .  I loved everything 
2. arguing with God 
3 .  nothing real ly 
4. writing it down 
5 .  that I was l ike angry at God 
6. some of this I didn 't feel comfortable talking about 
7.  to short of t ime to write stuff down 
8. argueing with God 
9. knowing, acusing God isn't going to do anything wen you could simply ask him to make 

things better. 
I 0 .  wel l  I enjoy is that God can help me 
l l .  arguing with God 
1 2 . maybe took to long 
1 3 .  I feared what others might think if they read it. 
1 4. Again, the writing of my deepest thoughts about this, becoming vunerable. 
1 5 . I don't l ike the "writing" part, cause my handwriting is so bad. ( I 'd  rather type) 

Do you th ink your friends, other than those in your youth group, would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

I .  Yes. Some of my friends don't  go to church. I th ink this would be a good way to express 
themselves. 

2� Mabey but I don't know 
3 .  [ don't real ly know 
4 .  Some but not a l l  because some just wouldn't be l istening and I know this for  a facted. 
5 .  No, because I don't think they would l ike "yel l ing at God. 
6.  I think that they would because they to would probably l ike to let out there feel ings. 
7. I dont know if they l ike expressing their feelings 
8 .  Yes because they are cristains and go to church. 
9. no, they probly think the same way 
I 0.  yes because God is watching over me 
1 1 . Yes [ think it helps you become more close with your prayers you avoid 
1 2 . yes help them deal with they're dai ly prayer 
1 3 . It depends on their depth of relationship with God. 
1 4 . Yes. Because it does make you aware of things that you may try to forget, and lay them 

out before him. 
1 5 . It really takes thinking and time, but it' s very important to do this 



Do you think your fami ly mem bers or other adults that you know would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

I .  Yes, Most people in my fam ily avoid talking about things. They would l ike it because 
they don't have to talk about it. 

2. yes 
3 .  they probly would for what I say 
4.  I think yes because most are strong believers of God. 
5 .  Yes, because I don 't know 
6. I think they would because they would get to te ll God how they were feeling. 
7. yes because they l ike expressing their feel ings 
8. yes my mom likes learning new things. 
9. some of them depending. If it maches there personal ity to company and get mad 
I 0. yes because the whole church member are trusting in God 
1 1 . Yes, support of each other 
1 2 . same as above 
1 3 .  Yes, they could find help and heal ing in difficult times. 
1 4. Yes - same answer as above. 
1 5 . Yes 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebu ry 
Junior High Youth Group 
Questionnaire #2 - January 3 1 ,  2007 

Age, gender 
1 .  1 1 , female 4. 1 3 , male 
2.  1 2, female 5 .  1 3 , male 
3. 1 2, female 6. 1 3 , female 

7.  1 3 , female 
8. 1 6, male 
9. sponsor, female 

How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past few months? 
I .  4 times 4. 4 times (l can't 7. 4 times 
2.  4 remember) 8. several 
3 .  at least 3 5 .  2 9. 4 

times 6. about 4 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
1 .  you can get your won thoughts out 
2. not everyone heres us 
3 .  that we can talk to god 
4. I can express myself. 
5 .  you can say anything 
6. you can realy pour out your feel ings 
7. the s ilence and the praising 
8. I pray to him every meal time and bed time 
9. I l iked that [ seemed to feel better after writing down some of my feelings 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
1 .  you have to write some times 
2. [ can't actual ly talk to him. 
3 .  We don't pray enough. 
4 .  Sometimes [ don't know what to  write down. 
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5 .  you have to right 
6. you had to write it out 
7. I didn't like the part where you have to be quiet for so long. 
8. I pray every day 
9. Sometimes it was hard to think of th ings to argue to God about. 

Are there any particular chal lenges that made th is way of praying difficult for you? 
I .  no 
2 .  you have to be quite 
3 .  no ! 
4. read above 
5. no 
6. being quiet ! 
7. Yes, the part where you argue with God. 
8. No. I pray certain time a day 
9. It seems unnatural to argue with God. 

Are there particular joys that made this way of praying rewarding for you? 
I .  don' t  
2. no 
3 .  Yes to talk to God ! 
4. don't  know 
5. no 
6. being abel to know another way to pray! 
7 .  Yes, the praising part. 
8 .  Yes God really rewards me  with joy 
9. Again, I felt better after writing down my feelings 

How has thi s  type of prayer helped or h indered your relationship with God? the church? 
1 .  (blank) 
2.  I 'm  not sher 
3 .  I come ever day. I talk to him 
4. don' t  know 
5 .  I te l l  him my problems 
6. I can pour out my feel ings 
7. I 'm  not quite sure? I ' m  note quite sure? 
8.  Yes I pray to him every Sunday except this Sunday is the XL Superbowl .  . .  colts over 

bears 
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9. I think its made me feel closer to God. because I can argue with him and yet the prayer 
ends with praising him. 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury 
Senior High Youth Group 
Questionnaire # 1  - September 1 3, 2006 

Age, Gender 
1 .  1 4, male 5. 1 5, male 
2.  1 4, female 6. 1 5 , female 
3. 1 4, female 7.  1 6, male 
4. 1 5 , male 8. 1 6, male 

9. 1 6, male 
1 0. 1 7, male 
1 1 . 1 7, male 
1 2 . 1 7, female 



1 3 .  1 7, female 1 5 .  1 8, male 
1 4 . 1 8, male 1 6 . 1 8, male 

Have you ever prayed a prayer of lament before? 
I .  no 6. Yes, a few times 
2.  yes 7.  no 
3 .  no 8. no 

1 9 1  

1 7 . 45, female 

1 3 .  no 
1 4 . Yes. 
1 5 . Yes 

4. Yes but not 9. Yes. 
in this form I 0. no 

1 6. Perhaps not in this 
format, but yes. 

5. Yes, school 1 1 . no 
1 2. no 

1 7 . no 

Was it comfortable or uncomfortable to do th is type of prayer? Why or how so? 
I .  comfortable because it was confidential 
2. comfortable, because it lets you get out your feelings and you real ize that you're angry at 

God. 
3 .  uncomfortable because I didn't feel right yell ing at him 
4. It was comfortable mainly because I argue with God on my problems a lot. 
5 .  Well  on the spot it is hard to th ink o f  stuff sometimes, but when I am actual ly frustrated 

with god I feel comfortable 
6.  comfortable . . .  writing your angry thoughts to God is easier for me than saying them 

outloud. 
7. I think it was pretty comfortable with the steps 
8 .  comfortable because, it was an easy topic 
9. I don't know. I pray, that kind of prayer quiet often. 
l 0. it was comfortable because no one knows what you write 
1 1 . s l ightly uncomfortable, it's hard to be angry with God. 
1 2 . it was comfortable. 
1 3 .  comfortable. At first I was confused because I didn't know that I was angry about. But I 

thought of something and writing through the process of acceptance and faith helped me 
go thru the process internally 

1 4 .  comfortable. I feel l ike talk with my dad or friend when I pray to God. 
1 5 .  Not real ly, I don 't want to argue with God 
1 6 . I t 's  a weird th ing to openly express your negative feel ings to someone you hold in such 

high regard. It' s very humbling. However, in any good friendship you need to address 
any grievances. 

1 7 . I was uncomfortable at first. I 'm  usually praise the Lord or ask for help. I don't 
complain to my Lord about why/how I feel 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
I . It was bread. 
2.  Letting me get out why I 'm upset with him. 
3 .  I enjoyed being so open 
4. The part where you remember when he helped you in the past. 
5 .  You can complain about things that are going wrong and then end with praising God 
6.  I got out everyth ing I needed about that "one" problem. It  focuses on just I problem at a 

time. 
7. Taking steps and thinking things through 
8. I d idn't really l ike it 
9. writing 
I 0 .  it is easy to do anytime 
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1 1 .  the venting 
1 2 . when I write I can get more of my feel ings out. 
1 3 .  the way it ends. Everything sounds good again. Writing through my feel ings instead of 

just thinking them was also helpful .  
14 .  I can 't think about my past time and I enjoyed for that. 
1 5 . I could talk anything 
1 6 . I l iked writing my thoughts. 
1 7 . It fe lt freeing, l ifting it up to the Lord. Letting him handle my problems. 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
1 .  It was great. 
2 .  Nothing, I l iked the prayer 
3 .  having to do it i n  a specific order 
4. the arguing part 
5 .  having to think up  a l l  of  the stuff. 
6. Not enough time to write. I wil l  do it again sometime and reflect longer (I think we were 

just short on time though.) 
7. Nothing 
8. writting it 
9. Try think about what the Lord gave me 
l 0 .  the writing 
l l .  the questionnaire 
1 2 . I don't know. 
1 3 .  starting negatively. 
1 4 . arguing with God. 
1 5 . I don't want to complain. 
1 6. The awkwardness of anger with god. 
1 7. I felt l ike I was yel l ing at God. 

Do you think your friends, other than those in your youth group, would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  Yes, they are very open to new ideas 
2 .  Yes, because my friends have been through a lot, and they need to get out their anger, 

while talking to God. 
3 .  I t  depends on how they feel about yell ing at god. 
4. Probably, but I don't  think they would take it seriously. 
5 .  I don't th ink so, thinking up all stuff 
6. Yes, it may be more comfortable for them then saying it outloud. But it's also nice to just 

s it and talk with your friends about your frustrations. 
7. Ya, 
8. Probably not, because, they are l ike me 
9. Yes, It makes students th ink fresh about god. 
l 0. I don't real ly know 
1 1 . Yes, it helps rel ieves stress 
1 2 . yes. 
1 3 .  probably not. Few people think l ike I do 
14 .  yes. 
1 5 . I don't know. May be yes. They can talk something that they don't usual ly talk 
1 6. I ' m  not sure. I have friends who are or were angry with god over something huge that 

happened in their l ives. I think they would appreciate it more than others. 



1 7 . I think they would. Prayer should be a conversation with the Lord. I think this would 
encourage more praying. 

Do you think your fam ily members or other adults that you know would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  Yes, they are also very open. 
2.  My parents would because they have many frustrations. 
3. same as above 
4. Yes, I th ink that most would. There's not much not to enjoy about it. 
5 .  Yes, another way of praying makes things interesting 
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6. Probably . . .  it' s  simple. It depends on the person I guess. Some may like speaking to God 
better. 

7. Ya, 
8. Maybe I don 't know. 
9. I ' m  not sure, It depends on, because each member of my fam i ly bel ieve different rel igion 
1 0 . Yes, it is a easy way to pray 
1 1 . Yes because they can relieve stress caused by me, 
1 2 . yes 
1 3 .  yes. I t 's  simple but meaningful.  
1 4. yes 
1 5 . Yes, they probably have hard things to talk. They can pray instead of talking 
1 6 . Yes, It's a good reminder that god wants to have a very personal relationship with us. 
1 7. I do for the same reasons on quest 5 (previous one). 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury 
Senior High Youth Group 
Questionnaire #2 - January 1 7, 2007 

Age, Gender 
l .  1 4, female 7.  1 7, male 
2. 1 5 , male 8. 1 7, female 
3. 1 5 , female 9. 1 8, male 
4. 1 6, male 1 0. 1 8, male 
5. 1 6, female 1 1 . 1 8, male 
6. 1 7, male 1 2 . 1 8, female 

1 3 . 1 8, female 
1 4 . over 2 1 ,  female 

(volunteer) 
1 5 . 46, female 

(volunteer) 

How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past few months? 
I .  umm . . .  usuall 5. 3 times 1 1 . once 

y once a 6. 3 1 2 . two times 
month i think 7. 2 1 3 . 2 
4 time 8 .  zero. Wel l  1 counting 1 4 .  2 

2. 4 times tonight 1 5 . 4 times 
3 .  4 9. 3 
4. 4 times I 0. three 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
l .  expressing my feelings to God and being able to lay my cards on the table 
2. the letting out of ideas/emotions and looking in the past. 
3 .  wrighting 
4. the writing it down part 
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5 .  I can get everyth ing off my mind. I have time to write all my thoughts now. I never get 
time to pray like this except at MYF. 

6. Not actual ly, I enjoy none. 
7. easy to vent 
8. I l ike that you wright instead of talk 
9 .  I cou ld review my l ife by praying 
I 0 .  I learned to become more honest with God. 
1 1 . I could remember what God has done to me 
1 2 . getting all my feel ings out. And letting God know how I feel .  As well as realizing my 

own feel ings. 
1 3 .  just you and God 
1 4. It he lps you focus on specific feel ings 
1 5 . It fe lt freer. I l ike giving all my emotions to God not just praises 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
I .  I l ike it . . .  
2 .  the writting 
3 .  i t  gets boring - its to organised 
4. sometimes I d idn't feel l ike writing all my problems down 
5.  Not enough time to reflect/meditate on your thoughts. 
6. argue 
7.  I don't enjoy writing my feel ings 
8. I don't know 
9. (blank) 
I 0. I learned to become more honest with God. 
1 1 . (blank) 
1 2 . I fe lt like #2 and 3 were about the same 
1 3 .  some are the same 
1 4 . sometimes I wasn't real ly in the mood to " lament" 
1 5 . (blank) 

Are there any particular chal lenges that made this way of praying difficult for you? 
1 .  not really 
2. letting out emotions to god 
3. yes 
4. not real ly 
5. nope. 
6. th inking? 
7. no? 
8. yes 
9. (blank) 
1 0. thinking of something to complain about was sometimes chal lenging. 
1 1 . no 
1 2. that part 2 and 3 were about the same 
1 3 .  I don't l ike writing down my feel ings 
1 4. sorting out feel ings can be tough at times - sometimes you have to work at expressing 

how and why you feel a certain way. Plus - there's something unsettling about "being 
angry at God" 

1 5 . no 

Are there particular joys that made this way of praying rewarding for you? 



I .  being able to tel l  God how I feel, and then knowing that he' l l  be there. 
2.  I real ized how god has helped me. 
3. kinda 
4. I felt l ike God heard me 
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5 .  I felt l ike God was right there reading what I wrote and responding to my prayers. I fe lt 
good after getting my prayers out. 

6. no 
7. no? 
8. yes 
9. (blank) 
l 0. writing down my words was good. lt he lped me to reflect on my own thoughts. 
l l .  I could praise God 
1 2 . I l ike being able to get my feel ings out. 
1 3 .  (blank) 
1 4 . The knowledge that God knows and loves you and he knows how you're feeling so why 

bother pretending - that's freeing. 
1 5 . It help me to work out the problem to be more grateful for what God is to me 

How has this type of prayer helped or hindered your relationship with God? the church? 
I .  it's helped because I can be totally honest with god. 
2.  has helped me be more open with both of them . 
3 .  yes i t  has helped 
4 .  I don ' t  v iew this way much different than normal prayer. 
5 .  it's helped with God because I usually just pray simple prayers l ike "Thanks for this 

day." But with this prayer I went deeper and got things out I real ly wanted to say. 
6. better, I bet. 
7 .  i t  helps me to be more honest 
8. yes 
9. I could be more honest with God 
l 0. l had never really thought that God wanted to hear my negatives. l thought my praise 

was al l  he wanted. 
l l .  I could know how to pray 
1 2 . It helps me to remember that it is so easy to talk to God, and we can do it anytime. 
1 3 .  (blank) 
1 4 . It makes you focus on working on your relationship with God. 
1 5 . I think I have grow closing to God 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury 
Young Adult Group 
Questionnaire # 1  - October 1,  2006 

Age, Gender 
l .  20, male 5 .  24, female 
2. 20, male 6.  25, male 
3 .  23, male 7.  25, female 
4. 24, female 8. 26, male 

Have you ever prayed a prayer of lament before? 
l .  no 3 .  no 
2.  no 4. yes 

9. 26, male 
1 0 . 28, male 
1 1 . 3 1 , male 

5. no 
6. yes 



7. yes 
8. yes 

9. no 
1 0 . no 

1 1 . yes 

Was it comfortable or uncomfortable to do this type of praying? Why or how so? 
l .  comfortable because it makes you think more 
2 .  comfortable, i t  real ly let me express my feel ings 
3 .  yes i t  help git some of the want I want god to here and git those out 
4. comfortable - refreshing. It's more comfortable to have a guide for it - you don't feel 

overwhelmed with the directive -just pray - less ambiguous 
5 .  comfortable, i t  was personal 
6.  yes, I was leading it 
7 .  at first it was uncomfortable because it  was new and the thought of getting "angry" at 

God is a tough one. Now I find it more comfortable 
8. uncomfortable, it felt l ike begging 
9. different. To write out your prayer. A l ittle uncomfortable to start out since it is 

different, but at the end seemed more comfortable. 
1 0. comfortable. At this time in my l ife it was good to express my true feel ings to God. 
l l .  it was comfortable because I was able to do so in a sol itary place/privately 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
l .  new 
2 .  venting but sti l l  praising 
3 .  bad . . .  remember . . .  praise 
4. freeing. I l ike getting out the crap first, then praising! It' s easier that way. And I l ike 

being allowed to be angry even when it seems l ike I have nothing to complain about. 
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5 .  going through the process o f  showing my frustrations and knowing they are being heard. 
6.  give over even petty complaints to God. 
7. it al lows me to be upset and to let everything out 
8. get my problems off my chest and realizing God was with me. 
9. it al lowed you to write out your feelings and come full circle with a prayer 
1 0 . I felt like I good be honest and true with God. 
1 1 . the opportunity to release my anger and hurts 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
I .  takes more thinking, but I think we need to do that sometimes. 
2. it sounds a bit angry 
3 .  the right 
4. I wanted more time -just one minute more on each act wou ld be great. 
5 .  doing i t  under a "time l imit" 
6 .  feeling l ike I am ungrateful  during Act I 
7 .  It 's hard to do in a group setting because it becomes so personal. 
8. the uncertainty of the outcome, what would happen with me? 
9. d ifficult to start out 
1 0. putting words with what is in my mind. 
1 1 . the fact that was down and feel ing bad. 

Do you think your friends, other than those in your youth group, would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  Yes, queit relating different way to pray 
2.  yes, it al lows for honest communication 
3 .  I don't know 



4.  Yes - it's not as scary as some things, but i t  sti l l  gets at the depth. Something for any 
level of spirituality. 

5 .  I would think so. It 's a healthy way to express your feel ings. 
6. Yes, it is a private way to complain to God. 
7 .  Yes, it gives a release that they may not otherwise have. 
8 .  yes, i t  would help them with their problems, enable them to release 
9. Yes, it al lows you to pray and reflect at the same time. 
1 0 . (blank) 
l 1 . Yes, maybe 

Do you th ink your fami ly members or other adults that you know would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  Yes for same reasons as 5 (above). 
2 .  possibly 
3 .  yes, it he lp git his out 
4. Yes - we al l  seemed to l ike it here © I actual ly can see this working for a fam i ly 

Sabbath-type time, even with young chi ldren. 
5 .  same 
6.  possibly 
7 .  Yes. Same reason as #5 (above). 
8. (blank) 
9. Yes for same above reason 
1 0. (blank) 
1 1 . don ' t  know 

First Mennonite C hurch, Middlebury 
Young Adult Group 
Questionnaire #2 - February 4, 2007 

Age, Gender 
l .  20, male 4.  24, female 
2. 2 l ,  female 5. 24, female 
3. 23, male 6.  25 ,  female 

7 .  26, male 
8. 26, male 
9 .  27, male 

How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past new months? 
I .  2 4 .  2 7 .  4 
2. once 5 .  4 8. 1 7  
3 .  4 6. 4 9. 2 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
l .  Focus's you and gets you thinking 
2. I write my feelings and thoughts better than saying them. 
3 .  it help m e  some git there this that I have sagus wich 
4. love the flow - how it begins and wraps up with a real ization. 
5 .  Taking time for prayer. Sometimes it's hard to just take a fe w  minutes; the structure 

helped it to seem do-able 
6.  I t  gives me l icense to vent my frustration. 
7. writing down my frustration 
8. Showing frustrations with God openly and coming back to praise. 
9. It he lps bring the focus back to God as it is easy to focus so much on se lf/problems. 
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What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
I .  (blank) 
2.  I enjoy it. 
3 .  git this of my chest and act l 
4. the process 
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5 .  I sometimes felt rushed; but I think that's just because I 've never reacted wel l  to being 
timed on anything. So I l iked the structure, but specific time constraints were difficult. 

6. It's d ifficult when I don 't feel particularly frustrated. 
7 .  same thing. I fe lt somewhat gui lty about doing it. 
8 .  Not always having someth ing to write about. 
9. Doing it publicly. 

Are there any particular challenges that made this way of praying difficult for you? 
l .  makes you think and work at it. 
2 .  I 'd never done it  before so I didn't know what exactly I was doing at first. 
3 .  no 
4. not real ly 
5 .  Two times I had frustrations, two times I was feel ing pretty contented. When I had 

frustrations, the venting was great. When l d idn't, it was frustrating to have to think of 
some. © And being in a room full of people was distracting. 

6.  (blank) 
7. being angry and then giving praise in one setting was chal lenging 
8 .  The idea of  being angry with God seemed a l ittle odd at first, but then real izing that I 

don' t  have to protect God, just be reverent and honest in my approach. 
9 .  Need more time to write i t  out. 

Are there particular joys that made this way of praying rewarding for you? 
I .  Not any more than regular praying 
2 .  I enjoy writting. 
3 .  i t  I come God just say it out lod 
4 .  helpful to see i n  writing what I ' m  feeling 
5 .  Once I was able to process something I didn't know was an issue - that was refreshing. 
6.  It force me to look at the blessings I 've received before and recognize that the frustration 

wili  end. 
7. It felt that it was a communication or dialogue with God insead of a traditional prayer. 
8. F inding frustrations l didn't know I had. 
9. seeing the progress from the beginning to end become positive as it started with anger. 

How has this type of prayer helped or hindered your relationship with God? the church? 
I .  (blank) 
2. it helps me sort out my thoughts. 
3 .  To j ust give it to him 
4 .  hasn't real ly 
5 .  I t  hasn't hindered - it's helped i n  that it's given m e  a forum within the church setting to 

be frustrated. I also have enjoyed having a shared experience in prayer with our small  
group. 

6.  It has helped me focus on the good things to come instead of on the pains of the day. 
7 .  I don' t  think it was 
8. Been able to get things out in the open with God. 
9. Not really. 



Waterford Mennonite Church 
Questionnaire # 1 - September 6, 2006 

Age, Gender 
l .  1 3 , male 1 0 . 1 6, male 
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1 9 . 1 8, female 
2. 1 4, male 1 1 . 1 6, male 20. 33, male (volunteer) 
3 .  1 4, male 1 2 . 1 6, female 2 I .  46, female 
4 .  1 5 , male 1 3 . 1 7, male (volunteer) 
5 .  1 5 , male 1 4. 1 7, male 22. 56, male (volunteer) 
6. 1 5 , male 1 5 . 1 7, female 23 . female (sponsor) 
7.  1 5 , male 1 6 . 1 7, female 24. ??, male 
8. 1 5 , female 1 7 . 1 7, female 
9. 1 5 , female 1 8. 1 7, female 

Have you ever prayed a prayer of lament before? 
I .  no 7. yes 1 6. I 'm not sure 
2.  I can't 8 .  yes I 7. Yes, but not written 

remember 9. no down 
praying a 1 0. no 1 8 . yes 
prayer of 1 1 . no 1 9. I don't remember 
lament 1 2 . no 20. Yes 

3 .  yes 1 3 .  yes 2 1 .  yes 
4 .  I don't know 1 4 . yes, at Charlotte 22. yes 
5 .  no 2005 23 . yes 
6.  no 1 5 . yes 24. yes 

Was it comfortable or uncomfortable to do this type of praying? Why or how so? 
1 .  I don't rea l ly know. It was more comfortable than making them up out loud. 
2 .  I think i t  is comfortable because I l ike to pray i n  writing rather than talking. 
3 .  sort o f  not many people were around 
4. [ don't care 
5 .  l thought it was uncomfortable because I could not think o f  anything 
6 .  yes, ·personal 
7 .  in between 
8 .  comfortable because i t  won't with a huge group of friends 
9. comfortable, I could write out my feel ings and no one else had to know what they were. 
1 0 . I don't really know 
1 1 . yes it helped me express myself 
1 2 . Not prepared, very personal and not appropriate for whole group (language) 
1 3 .  it was comfortable because it was personal 
1 4. writing it was comfortable because it felt good to let it all out. lt was a less comfortable 

to read it because it is so comfortable. 
1 5 . comfortable because it came natural ly 
1 6. it was because you don't have to real ly think about what to say. You can just blurt it out 
1 7. comfortable, because I have done it before 
1 8 . It was comfortable because I am so angry about a situation that [ had to get it out. 
1 9. comfortable except for reading the prayers out loud. 
20. I felt  good to be able to write it down. 
2 1 .  comfortable 
22. both. I am usually upbeat 
23 .  comfortable.  It makes me feel rel ieved 



24. It often seems uncomfortable because it is so inwardly focused. 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
I .  That it was written down. 
2 .  You could talk about your troubles in  life 
3 .  letting God know the feelings 
4. I don't know 
5. it was dark 
6.  you could do it  alone 
7.  it was quiet 
8 .  Expressing my feel ings and getting a load off my chest 
9 .  I could write i t  down, [ cou ld hear other laments from other people 
1 0. nothing 
1 1 . expressing myself 
1 2 . freedom to write 
1 3 . you were not pressured; could do it alone 
1 4. you could let it all out. 
1 5 . peaceful yet pub I ic and private 
1 6. you don't have to really think about what to say. You can just blurt it out 
1 7. being able to express my feel ings without fear of people tel l ing you don 't 
1 8 . The chance to just scribble down whatever anger came to your head. 
1 9. saying angry things to God 
20. I get express my feelings 
2 1 .  sharing the words written by members of the MYF. Bui lds "group" 
22. when its over 
23 . first step - arguing 
24. moving through the lament to something more positive 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
l .  see above 
2. [ don't know 
3 .  complaining 
4 .  the dark 
5 .  it was quiet 
6. reading outloud 
7 .  I t  was hard to th ink of things write about 
8. being real ly open 
9. (blank) 
l 0. the questions 
1 1 . nothing 
1 2. being told the steps [ need to write about 
1 3 . reading them out loud 
1 4. you are consentrating on the negative for awhi le. 
1 5 . not enough time to write 
1 6. none 
1 7. none 
1 8 . I 'm sti l l  angry afterwards 
1 9. Hav ing them read out loud. 
20. It fe lt short. I could have done it for longer. 
2 1 .  Not knowing who wrote which laments 
22. (blank) 
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23 . It 's hard to do it where you ' re not prepared 
24. It is awkward to do it when prompted. 

Do you think your friends, other than those in your youth group, would enjoy th is prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  I don 't know. It seems l ike yes. 
2. They might I don't real ly know 
3 .  r don 't real ly know 
4. I don 't know 
5. no, no focus 
6. no, no � said earlier 
7. No. they wouldn't be focused on the prayer 
8 .  maybe, some are open and others are not. 
9. Yes, because it helps get your feelings out. No, because if we did it with each other, 

everyone would know their problems. 
1 0. no, because we usual ly don 't pray together 
1 1 . some would because they like new ways of prayer 
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1 2 . No, they probably wanna pray about what they wanna pray about. More l ike journaling. 
1 3 .  Yes, because of what I said earlier 
1 4 . Everybody could enjoy this prayer to express true concern. 
1 5 . Yes. Its really good for anger issues 
1 6. Yes because you are al lowed to mad at God and show it. 
1 7. Yes, some have a lot of anger. 
1 8 . some may, some l ike this kind of thing. 
1 9. yes 
20. Yes. lt helps people to be open with God. Sometimes we are afraid to be honest with 

God. 
2 1 .  yes 
22. no 
23.  yes. You could share our problems through prayer. 
24. In  a situation in which it is cal led for, such as when a group is attempting to come to 

terms with a crisis. 

Do you th ink your family members or other adults that you know would enjoy th is prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  see above 
2.  Yes, I think my parents would because they pray about troubles every night 
3 .  maybe, they m ight find it les uncomfortable 
4. maybe 
5 .  yes, they wou ld be focus 
6.  Yes, you would tel l  everyone how you feel or felt 
7. Yes, they can focus to write these. 
8. No they're not very open 
9. yes, helps get feel ings out 
1 0 . no 
1 1 . yes the enjoy expressing themselves 
1 2 . yes, they l ike experimentation in prayer and stuff l ike that 
1 3 .  yes 
1 4. adults would have more to lament about, so they could enjoy it more .  
1 5 .  Yes. [ ts  rel ieving and peaceful 
1 6 . Yes, same reason 



1 7 . Yes, too express their anger in a healthy way 
1 8 . Probobly, It seems more l ike an adultish thing to do. 
19 .  Sure 
20. Yes. It helps people to be open with God. Sometimes we are afraid to be honest with 

God. 
2 1 .  yes 
22. maybe 
23 . yes. 
24. Yes, in situations l ike I mentioned in 5 (above). 

Waterford Mennonite Church 
Questionnaire #2 - October 8, 2006 

Age, Gender 
I .  1 3 , male 5. 1 5, female 
2.  1 4, male 6. 1 6, male 
3. 1 5 , male 7. 1 6, female 
4. 1 5 , male 8.  1 7, male 

9. 1 7, female 
I 0 .  1 7, female 
I I . 1 7, male 

How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past few months? 
I .  two done it in MYF. 8. 2 
2. I think I have 3 .  this one time 9. 2-3 

done it 2 4. 2 I 0. twice 
times or 5 .  this was the first time 1 1 . I 
three tim0s. 6.  2 
I have only 7.  this was my first time 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
I .  it' s  not identified with one person, necessari ly 
2. writing out my prayer to god. 
3 .  the wrighting 
4. remembering 
5 .  it helps me to get my frustration out. 
6. nothing 
7 .  I was able to vent my anger in  a healthy way 
8 .  being able to write my thoughts in private 
9. a way to get our my anger. 
I 0. It wasn't out loud 
1 1 . he lped let out anger 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
I .  you have to create it on the spot 
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2. al l  ways talking about difficulties. I think we could do this by rejoicing and writing to 
god in a more happy tone. 

3 .  i t  was a little boring 
4. arguing 
5 .  that I have to praise God at the end. What did he do to deserve it? 
6. everything 
7. opening up to people I usually don't 
8. I got writers cramp 



9. none 
1 0. none 
l l .  ? 

Are there any particular chal lenges that made th is way of praying difficult for you? 
l .  (see above) 
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2. They only time it is difficult for me to pray th is way is when I can not th ink of anything. 
3 .  It was hard to th ink of  anyth ing bad 
4. yes 
5 .  being around other people I afraid they would read my thoughts 
6. It is dumb. 
7. this has never happened before so it was hard to trust that something good wil l  happen 
8. no 
9. try to phrase things in a way that I would understand later 
1 0. I had to think of what to write 
l l .  [t 's hard to yel l  at god 

Are there particular joys that made th is way of praying rewarding for you? 
l .  again, it's anonymous 
2. not really 
3 .  not i n  any particular way 
4 .  not really 
5 .  hav ing someone to direct my anger at not just myself 
6.  no 
7.  no 
8 .  remembering that God is here for us whenever we have problems 
9. Helped me understand my feel ings. 
1 0 . I t  he lped me understand God is always there 
1 1 . [t felt  relieving 

How has this type of prayer helped or hindered your re lationship with God? the church? 
l .  I 've been· able to see what [ 'm thinking 
2. Helps me with writing to god. 
3 .  ummmm . . .  I guess it made m e  feel a l ittle closer to god 
4 .  [t  hasn't helped or  hindered me  at al l !  
5 .  [ honestly have no idea 
6. It hasn't 
7 .  I feel that it  brought me c loser this one time. 
8. I gets me c loser to God. Not really c lose to the church. 
9. I am get rid of my anger towards him an know that he is always there for me. 
l 0 .  helped - with God; not sure - the church 
l l .  ? 

Waterford Mennonite Church 
Questionnaire #2 - February 4, 2007 

Age, Gender 
l .  1 5 , male 4. 1 6, female 
2. 1 6, female 5 .  1 7, male 
3. 1 6, female 6. 1 8, male 

7. 1 8, female 
8. ?, male 



How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past few months? 
I .  3 4. 2 7. 3 
2. a lot 5 .  2 8. 3 
3 .  3 6. 3 times 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
1 .  lt 's nonverbal 
2 .  [ l ike expressing myself through written activity 
3 .  arguing and then remembering 
4 .  letting my feel ings out 
5 .  Rel ieved stress 
6. You could put structure to help coping with something. 
7. The arguing with God 
8 .  it' s confidential and upside-down 

What did you enjoy least about this way of praying? 
I . the fact that r had to do it 
2.  [ don't l ike praising go 
3 .  time l imits 
4. time l imits 
5 .  yel l ing at God 
6. Are you actually going to feel "relieved" after doing it. 
7. turning them in 
8. You have to write it out. 

Are there any particular chal lenges that made this way of praying difficult for you? 
I .  no 
2.  um . . .  sometimes I don't know what to write about 
3 .  finding the good 
4. finding the good 
5 .  yelling at God 
6. [t is too personal to do in a group, even if it is private. 
7. [ts hard to pray after you've been angry. 
8. see previous question 

Are there particular joys that made this way of praying rewarding for you? 
I .  the end of it 
2 .  being angry at god i s  always fun 
3. getting everything out 
4 .  letting everything out 
5 .  letting go of  anger 
6.  r felt like l was at least heard. 
7. lt was different. 
8. Da Bears 

How has this type of prayer helped or hindered your relationship with God? the church? 
I .  no difference 
2. neither 
3 .  helped 
4. helped 
5 .  It somewhat has helped 
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6. It hasn 't done much either way. 
7. (blank) 
8. It shows God has been good. 
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Goshen College - Young Adults 
Introduction to Youth Ministry Class 
Questionnaire # 1  - January 1 5, 2007 

Age, Gender 
1 .  1 9, male 
2.  1 9, male 
3. 1 9, male 
4 .  1 9, male 
5. 1 9, female 
6.  20, male 
7. 20, male 
8 .  20, male 
9. 2 1 ,  male 

1 0. 2 1 ,  male 
1 1 . 2 1 ,  male 
1 2 . 2 1 ,  male 
1 3 .  2 1 ,  female 
1 4 . 2 1 ,  female 
1 5 . 22, male 
1 6 . 22, female 
1 7 .  22, female 
1 8 . 22, female 

Have you ever prayed a prayer of lament before? 
1 .  yes 
2. yes many 

times here at 
Goshen 

3. yes 
4. yes 
5 .  no? I guess if 

it was a 
lament l 
didn't know 
at the time 

6.  yes 
7. no 
8. yes 
9. all the time 
1 0. yes 
1 1 . no 
1 2. yes 
1 3 .  yes 
1 4 .  yes 
1 5 . no 
1 6 . no 
1 7 . yes 
1 8 . no 
1 9 . no 
20. no 
2 1 .  yes 
22. maybe a 

couple of 
times 

23 . never 
24. no 
25 .  yes 
26. no 

1 9 . 22, female 
20. 22, female 
2 1 .  22, female 
22. 22, female 
23 .  24, male 
24. 36, female 
25 .  45, male 
26. ?, female 
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Was it comfortable or uncomfortable to do this type of praying? Why or how so? 
I .  I was comfortable with this type of prayer because I have don them before and Psalm 1 3  

is my favorite scripture of the B ible. 
2. comfortable I feel that God is patient with me 
3 .  it's becoming more comfortable to not finish i n  6 minutes. The first time felt so rushed, 

by the time my feelings surfaced, it was time to move on. 
4. comfortable, but forced and unauthentic. I am not feel ing negative emotions right now. 
5 .  comfortable. I love to do spiritual writing to see what God has m e  write. Writing i s  an 

easier way to get my feelings expressed, as aposed to speaking. 
6. somewhat uncomfortable, as I ' ve always sort of thought (or have been taught) to v iew 

blaming God as a negative approach to dealing with my problems. 
7. comfortable, l was able to express my feelings in writing. 
8. comfortable because l 'm already pissed off at God a lot of the time so it feels natural 
9 .  one can not be happy, cannot be calmed, and cannot have faith until one wreastles with 

God in anger or frustration through this we understand. 
1 0. No. I use to find it hard to question God. However, l am learning that it's not always a 

terrible thing. 
1 1 . At the time l did not really have much anger with God in me but I felt comfortable saying 

some things then writing a solid conclusion. 
1 2. very comfortable 
1 3 .  comfortable, unique. It forced me to not dwell on the anger but to also realize when God 

has been present. 
1 4. I always find this type of prayer refresh ing due to it honest nature. It is the one 

opportunity to express intense emotion. 
1 5 . It was comfortable. Good to go from each act and how you feel in each act. 
1 6 . comfortable, almost catholic. Sometimes I can 't talk or don't have someone to talk to 

about things so I feel that I ' m  talking to God 
1 7 . comfortable at times that I need to help me get out my frustrations to/with God 
1 8 . I felt comfortable doing th is type of prayer. It was my feel ings, didn't feel l ike I was 

going to be judge, because no one else could see what I was writing. 
1 9. Uncomfortable . . .  ! don't l ike blaming God for events that have happened in my l ife. 

There is too much to be greatful for than to lament. 
20. It was just a bit uncomfortable because l was in a new setting and with new people. 
2 1 .  it was sort of hard after reading an awesomely written psalm, but I had no trouble 

complaining to "paper." 
22. a l ittle uncomfortable because God and I are not on the best of terms right now so Act 2 

& 3 were hard for me 
23 . l think it pushed me a little to think, but al l-in-al l comfortable 
24. It was easier than I thought. It just came out natural ly. 
25. It was natural for me to say what hurts. 
26. It was comfortable because I knew it was confidential. 

What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
l .  I particularly like that we are able to question God for the things that He is doing in our 

l ives. 
2. l enjoyed the way the images get. 
3 .  The freedom to express fear, doubt worry, anger. 
4 .  hmmm .  l t  allowed me to get in touch with frustrations. 
5 .  The fact that it was writing. 
6. It was very sincere. 
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7 .  It makes you think about the good and bad things that happen to you, and to be thankful 
for all the good th ings. 

8. Wel l ,  this time I wasn't able to even start act II or I I I , so my pain is ravaged because I 'm  
hurting so  much now that I don't enjoy anything. 

9. I get to vent, God takes al l the pain and worrie and says "you can" 
I 0. When I express raw/anger emotions to God, I feel afterwards that he was really listening. 
1 1 . The reflections and what I was feeling. 
1 2. it takes time out of the day to reflect. 
1 3 .  refer to #2 
1 4. release of tension and worry the framework 
1 5 . feeling all of the emotions. 
1 6. it's s i lent 
1 7. It make me feel better by getting those strong feelings off my chest. 
1 8 . Help let out built up anger in a constructive way. 
1 9. I l iked overcoming my lament with what I am so thankful for from God. 
20. It al lowed me to express myself and my thoughts about or particular time in my life that 

was very crucial to me in a way I had never done before. 
2 1 .  being able to write down frustrations with out feel ing hindred or "condemned" by it. 
22. I was able to get out some of my frustrations 
23 . That I did not feel so alone 
24. It made me feel too to get anger off my chest, then turn around and be thankful .  
25 . I t  made me think about the back to praise. Trust kids everyday l ife. 
26. Taking t ime out to commun icate with God. 

What did you enjoy least about this way of praying? 
1 .  I do not l ike to get angry with God. Therefore, this would not be a type of prayer tht I 

l ike to do often or if I am not feeling this way. 
2 .  Trying to find a fault with God. 
3 .  smal l  time, feel ing i t  bad to be just l ike a psalm 
4. It was forced (see # 2) 
5 .  The time l imits 
6. The structure was somewhat restrictive. 
7. At times i is hard to write everything down. 
8. (blank) 
9. Sometimes finding a word or ( chu---?) structure is hard when you feel .  
l 0 .  I knew while I was doing i t  that God i s  in  control, and I am nobody to question him. 
1 1 . I did real ly have a lot of anger bui lt up inside, but sti l l  had to write it. 
1 2 . having to write it down 
1 3 .  Transitioning from one "act" to the next has potential to be difficult, if a person is very 

angry. 
1 4 .  The framework . . .  sometimes it is d ifficult to praise and thank when in a l ife storm. 
1 5 . So many thoughts of each type. Hard to pick one or a couple. 
1 6. My prayer is now on paper and I may not want anyone but God to know my prayers. 
1 7. It is  challenging. 
1 8 . The setting, people in close proximity. Lose concentration. 
1 9. Blam ing and thinking of a reason to be angry at God for. 
20. Having to admit and release my fears and inadequacies for eyes to see on paper. 
2 1 .  The praising part with a situation that isn 't resolved yet. 
22. Trying to put my faith in God's  abi l ity and wil l ingness to help me 
23 . Exposing myself 
24. Didn't need the whole time to write it. 
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25. digging at the pain 
26. finding something you are not guide (?) satisfied with God about and bringing it to him . 

Do you think your friends, other than those in your youth group, would enjoy this prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

1 .  Yes, I be l ieve that some of my friends would enjoy this but only on occasion. Most of 
my friends l ike to be social about their spirituality and would rather talk than right. 

2 .  Yes many of them do it regularly as a meditation. 
3 .  I think so, i n  the right setting. 
4. certain ones would I'm sure, other would not 
5 .  I real ly don't know. 
6.  Yes, because I think everyone desires to honestly approach God and avoid the false 

pretenses of overly rel igious prayer 
7.  Yes, they can use this to open themselves to God and others. 
8 .  perhaps, I don't know 
9. sure, we al l  feel 
1 0. Yes, because it would allow them to see God in a much more personal way. 
1 1 . Yes, because teens usual ly have a lot on their minds 
1 2 . yes, everyone has something to complain about and they shouldn 't hold it in  
1 3 .  Yes. I t  was a new way of thinking that could be helpful in time of reflection. 
1 4. I real ly think this is a helpful exercise for anyone but especially those who tend to not 

express emotions. 
1 5 . I think they would. Its eye opening because of the different emotions you feel. 
1 6. Yes. Its free therapy. 
1 7. Yes, because it is a positive, but challenging exercise 
1 8 . Yes, I feel that writing is an excellent way to relieve bui lt up emotions. 
1 9. Probably not. It is a strange exercise to do if you have never done it before. 
20. Yes, possibly. I think it is a good exercise to express moments in our lives which 

otherwise we may not dwel l  on or deal with. It could help releave pent up feelings. 
2 1 .  possibly - depends on how difficult circumstances are at the moment. My friends who 

l ike to write and who I consider "spiritual" would l ike it. 
22. probably, a way for them to share feelings without being vocal about it 
23 . I don't  have any friends in youth groups, so they probably would not enjoy this exercise; 

I come from a place where it would be deemed "soft" or "vulnerable." 
24. Yes, it makes you think about things going on in your l ife. 
25. Yes. I think many people bel ieve there is something wrong with bringing bad news to 

God. 
26. Yes, because they are searching for ways to enhance their relationship with God too. 

Do you think your fami ly members or other adults that you know would enjoy th is prayer 
exercise? Why or why not? 

I .  No. My fami ly is very set in their ways and would not l ike to be put in a situation that 
forces them to have to praise God. 

2 .  No, a l l  I know would consider i t  blasphemous. 
3 .  Maybe, I don't know if  they could open up  and be very honest. 
4. same as #5 
5 .  Yes, we are mostly a l l  artist and l ike this kind of writing. 
6. Yes, for the aforementioned reasons. 
7 .  Yes, they would be able to reflect on a personal loss or something e lse. I t  would give 

them a time to let their heart out. 
8. Yes, my Dad enjoys writing stuff sometimes 
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9. again we all feel we share the human story and the human feel ings anger is great when it 
comes out then we are released. 

l 0. Yes, I th ink a person can grow immensely from this type of prayer at times. 
I I . At times yes. 
1 2 . Yes, same as above 
1 3 .  yes, very much so. This sort of exercise is so indiv idualized that it could be applied to 

anyone; anyone could do this. 
1 4. I also th ink my family or adults would find th is mean ingful. Often I feel as though adults 

have a lot more to lament about. 
1 5 . My parents would real ly enjoy this because they real ly l ike prayer and different types. 
1 6. Yes. Same reason. 
1 7 . yes, for those who are Christians especially because it encourages praying l ike is done in 

Psalms.  
1 8 . No, I think they wouldn't do it  unless in a Sunday school setting. 
1 9 . No, it is hard to lament and be angry with God. I feel that people pray to thank god and 

not to blame and then thank. 
20. Possibly, I think my youth leader m ight find it interesting and would like to use it. 
2 1 .  I ' m  sure my mom would like it - she is an emotional person. My dad I don't think really 

l ikes to write. 
22. Yep because they like to write letters to God 
23 . My grandmother and mother would because they are highly religious © 
24. Yes - same as above 
25 .  Yes. Same as above. It helps us think about what and why we talk to god. 
26. Yes because most of them have the same desires of those mentioned on question 5 .  

Goshen College - Young Adults 
Introduction to Youth Ministry Class 
Questionnaire #2 - March 5, 2007 

Age, gender 
I .  1 9, male 1 0. 2 1 ,  male 
2.  1 9, male 1 1 . 2 1 ,  male 
3. 1 9, male 1 2. 2 1 ,  male 
4. 1 9, male 1 3 .  2 1 ,  male 
5. 1 9, male 1 4. 2 1 ,  female 
6.  1 9, female 1 5 . 2 1 ,  female 
7.  20, male 1 6. 22, male 
8 .  20, male 1 7. 22, female 
9. 2 1 ,  male 1 8 . 22, female 

1 9. 22, female 
20. 22, female 
2 1 .  22, female 
22. 22, female 
23 . 22, female 
24. 22, female 
25. 23, male 
26. 36, female 
27.  45, male 

How many times have you done this prayer exercise in the past few months? 
I .  at least 1 2  8 .  about 5-6 times 1 7. three 
2. 6 times 9. 3 1 8 . six 
3. 5 1 0. 4 or 5  1 9. several times 6+ 
4. 3 1 1 . 7 20. 7 
5 .  6 1 2. maybe 5 times? 2 1 .  4 or 5 
6. 3-4 (during 1 3 .  5 or 6 22. 3 

c lass) 1 4. 3 23 . this is my 3rd time 
7.  6 1 5 . 2 24. 3-6 times 

1 6. 3 25 .  several (3+) 



26. only during 
class time 

27. 5 or 6 times 

2 1 1 



What did you enjoy most about this way of praying? 
1 .  I enjoy the opertunity to praise God in a structured manner. 
2.  reflect on what is difficult in my l ife and vent stress 
3 .  (b lank) 
4 .  I enjoy spending more time on something that is  so healthy for my spiritual l ife. 
5 .  I t  gives you space to vent feelings you have, and discover feel ings you didn't know 

about. 
6 .  Reflection and meditation on my feelings. A new way to hear God 's  voice in my life and 

to get deeper into thought about Him and how He feels about me. 
7. Being able to express my feel ings, to let everything out. 
8. Sometimes the exercise pushed out concerns/joys that I hadn't real ized I was feeling and 

helped me to put a name to them. 
9. venting 
1 0. quiet, gave time to reflect 
1 1 . Being able to write down what I was feeling then remember the good times. 
1 2 . [t ends with an upl ifting feeling of praise/adoration of God. 
1 3 .  When l ' m  angry it works I can and can al lowed to be mad at God. 
1 4 . venting to God 
1 5 . [ am free to be myself. There are emotions that I cannot name after this exorcise, they 

have a name. 
1 6 . I enjoyed being able to get things off my chest and then think about God has been there 

for me in the past then blessed me. 
1 7. [ enjoyed praising God and overcoming my lament with joyful thoughts for God. 
1 8 . Yes, It  was a great way for me to rid anger and hurt feel ings. 
1 9. I get to vent my frustrations to God 
20. al lows us to express frustrations as wel l  as joys/praises 
2 1 .  Being able to let out my emotions. It 's a bit l ike free therapy. 
22. I do not express my emotions in a verbal form so this practice provides a safe place for 

raw, honest, emotions. 
23 . being able to write without having to worry about listening. That sounds terrible, but just 

being able to talk is helpful sometimes. 
24. lt 's a good way to express emotion to God but also lets you/challenges you to remember 

God 's  faithful times(s). You can see how you struggle but yet God is always there. 
25 .  [t let 's  me vent without being blasphemous . . .  
26. it made me stop and think about how I feel towards God and how he' s  been there for me 
27. It  helped me bring my "laments" back to praise, so my attitude was refocused. 

What did you least enjoy about this way of praying? 
1 .  I t  doesn't leave much time to hear God. 
2.  I often felt l ike I had nothing to lament 
3 .  having to be angry at God, then 2 seconds late praise 
4 .  Some questions seem never to get answered 
5 .  Very compressed time, sometimes [ felt l ike I could have gone on a lot longer and deeper, 

but was rushed to finish 
6. Not enough time, because I would l ike to get deeper. 
7. Somethings it is  hard to find stuff to vent out. 
8. At times, I felt forced/unwil l ing to remember times of God' s  faithfulness amidst fresh 

pain. 
9. praising when I 'm hurting to much to think about this 
1 0. very repetition 
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1 1 . Being forced to th ink of something to vent about even if I had nothing 
1 2 . It feels  forced at times. 
1 3 .  When I have no complaints it doesn't work 
1 4. Having to fol low the venting with praise 
1 5 . I love this way of praying. I am fee and lose to God when I pray this way. 
1 6. It m ight be easy for people to get bogged down in one portion of the prayer, which may 

be helpful for them, but it might also only let them look at one area. 
1 7 . I don't l ike complaining to God . . .  this was weird at first to me. 
1 8 . The shift from letting my emotions out to remembering a time when I was thankful was 

hard. 
1 9. I have a hard time praising God 
20. very structured - perhaps too much sometimes 
2 1 .  By writing down my thoughts I get nervous that they may be found. 
22. Sometimes the format get ins the way of what I want to express. 
23 .  Sometimes I want to stray from the 3 parts into something else. 
24. This exercise could be different if l ife was/is okay or if nothing in  particular stood out. 
25 .  It 's methodical, but I 'm catholic so I ' m  used to that anyhow . . .  
26. I fel t  that remem bering God being faithful and giving praise to God was too much alike. 
27. I prefer writing this kind of prayer - sometimes it is not convenient to be in the right 

"mood" or "atmosphere" to do what I want to do with it. I l ike it. 

Are there any particular chal lenges that made this way of praying difficult for you? 
I .  The writing part for me is very hard. 
2. I ' m  an optim ist 
3 .  being angry at God. I tend to try and know that God has a plan and I don' t  get angry at 

Him.  
4 .  No 
5 .  at first, had to know what to say, how to say it, how to open up. 
6 .  Trying to write phase 1 i f  I 'm not feeling angry at the moment. 
7 .  No 
8. I wish I would have had more time for reflection prior to writing because I felt rushed 
9 .  not wanting to complete it 
1 0. I usually doH ' t  have much to complain about 
1 1 . It was new and different at first. 
1 2 . Sometimes I am not in a particularly lamentful or angry mood towards God. At those 

times this exercise is useless. 
1 3 .  to learn to question God and to learn I am al lowed and maybe expected to challenge God. 
1 4. yes, fol lowing with praise 
1 5 . No, once my pen starts moving it is hard to stop. Something comes over me and I am at 

peace. 
1 6 . Sometimes being able to come up with something to lament about was hard, or just 

thinking through my emotions and feel ings in the time constraint. 
1 7 . I was not used to be angry with God, and tel l ing him what I was angry about. 
1 8 . no 
1 9 . I usual ly spend my time on Act I ,  its hard for me to get past that 
20. no 
2 1 .  no 
22. Not really 
23 . not this time. 
24. making time to be deliberate about this sort of prayer. 
25 .  Not particularly . . .  



26. I didn't want to share my personal prayers because they were very private. 
27. Keeping the prayers in "my own words". This kind of praying tends to make me way 

poetic.  

Are there particular joys that made this way of praying rewarding for you? 
I .  No, when I pray a prayer or joy I don 't use this format. 
2. ? 
3 .  nope 
4. The results were such that I felt refreshed spiritually 
5 .  Can real ly help you bring peace to some frustrations 
6 .  Yes, a few times I heard God say what He thought of  my l ife and the situation I was 

lamenting. 
7. It felt refreshing to let God know problems in my l ife. 
8 .  I realized how blessed I am each time I praised God. 
9. not real ly 
1 0 . I l iked the quiet reflection time 
1 1 . I 've found a new way to pray. 
1 2 . The positive ending is nice. 
1 3 . I get to chal lenge God, and then I get answers sometimes in si lence but they always 

seem to come 
1 4 .  Being al lowed to vent. 
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1 5 . I cannot explain how I fee l  when I pray l ike this. I do not want to lose that feeling. I am 
also a poet so this real ly opens my mind and heart. 

1 6 . Just being able to get things out there with God and express them and then praise him. 
1 7 . I enjoy writing out my thoughts. I enjoyed overcoming my lament with joyful thoughts. 
1 8 . It made me look at the good things at the end. I felt better. 
1 9. I l ike to do this prayer in the form of drawing/art. I can express myself better. 
20. I feel better about myself and relationships with God after doing it. 
2 1 .  It fast, easy, and satisfying. 
22.  I find comfort and connection with God by writing to him. The act of expressing 

emotion through written word is vety heal ing for me. 
23 . being able to write what I felt and tel l  God what I was feel ing at the particular moment. 
24. Refer to #2. 
25 .  Mainly that I was aloud to vent, and then show praise . . .  so it didn't seem l ike I was just 

complaining. 
26. Seeing it on paper makes it real for me. 
27.  I felt encourage re-reading what I wrote later. 

How has this type of prayer helped or hindered your re lationship with God? the church? 
I .  I feel it hasn't really effected my relationship l 'm pretty set in my way though. 
2 .  Helped me think about how God has provided for me. 
3 .  Neither. I f  anything it just makes me mad to have to write laments all the time 
4 .  It has helped me slow down and reflect on things. 
5 .  Given m e  a tool that I can use myself, and also share with others. Never real ly 

understood how to be honest before God 
6. It has not. 
7 .  It has strengthen my relationship with God. 
8. This type of prayer hasn't caused any significant changes. 
9. I don't know 
I 0. Hasn't real ly made a difference 
1 1 . It has definitely made it stronger with God. 
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1 2 . It can allow to find fault or anger towards God when l am not at the moment. 
1 3 .  Things l ike this help only through questions can we grow 
1 4 . I 'm not sure. 
1 5 . I feel real ly c lose to God when I do this prayer. I need to do it more often. 
1 6 . Its helped by making me more open. Even thought he knows how I ' m  fee ling, its helpful 

for me to express my feelings. 
1 7 . I have found that it hasn't hindered my relationship with God at all, but has provided 

another opportunity to relate and talk with God, and to share my thoughts. 
1 8 . It has made me draw closer to keep, because before I was so angry and hurt, I couldn't 

pray. 
1 9. It helps me to re l ieve some stress. It hasn't hurt my relationship with either. 
20. It has helped it. 
2 1 .  It makes me feel closer to God. Not much has changed with the church. 
22. Definitely helped my relationship with God and increased my abi l ity to be honest with 

others. 
23 . helped to say my emotions to God . . .  not sure about the church. 
24. This prayer exercise is a good way to ground yourself with God. 
25 .  I think it has helped because it let 's me be "me" with God and not feel l ike I 'm such a 

terrible individual for complaining. 
26. This forces me to see the good and the bad in what God wants for me - not what I want. 
27. It has helped keep my prayer motivations balanced. 
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Laments written by Adolescents 

Howard-Miami Mennonite Church - September 24, 2006 

Why do they let sin take over. And thy call himself God. Sin rages on and on until I am left 
begging forgiveness. Thou have taken good from bad. Thou has acted, in such, a mother bird's 
wing shelters me from danger. Thou have lifted me through thick and thin .  Thou have been there 
before and thou shall continue to prevai l .  0 thank thy God for all thou do for me. Thou cares for 
me and believes in me. Thou shall not faulter me. Thou ist God. 

age 1 5 , 
male 

Why do you al low this world to be so bad? I don't understand why people act the way they do or 
why l act the way l do sometimes. We are all selfish yet we try to act all nice to people. Lord 
you are there, though. At least I know you are in my life. Everyday you keep me from my 
temptations and wants. Lord don't let me be selfish. I thank you and praise you for all your love. 
You died for me so why should I are about myself. What I should do is live for you. I pray that I 
wi l l  do this and show my love for you to others. I love you Jesus. 

age 1 4, 
male 

When, Lord, when will I give up the impure thoughts that dom inate my mind? Three tries, three 
real attempts, yet it never goes away, Lord. What strength is there in you if [ cannot forsake such 
thoughts. Yet, my Lord, you sent me a guide, a love, inspiration. Someone who [ care for 
enough to real ly want to endure. 0 Lord, you sent me the reason, and for that I thank you. [ n  my 
heart I wi l l  l ift you above al l things. Please, help me keep my eyes from going astray. My Lord, 
I am your servant. 

My ex-step mom treating my dad badly. 
Footbal l is to much time and rough sometimes. 

age 1 7, 
male 

Now that my step morri is gone I don't have to deal with my step brother treating everyone in the 
house bad. 
Footbal l is getting me into better shape. 
Thank you God for helping me get through the divorce and also being with my Father. 
A lso helping me continue footbal l .  

Howard-Miami Mennonite Church - Decem ber 3,  2006 

age 1 6, 
male 

[ am upset because people are l iv ing lifes that they shou ldn't be and need to lower themselves to 
give them joy and not being miserable. 
God, I know you help me out and I just want you to continue what you're doing in my l i fe and 
make me stronger than I 've ever been. 
Thank you God, For Everything! ! Keep up what you're doing for me and my fami ly! . ! . !  

anonymous 
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Hey its me again. So why are people so greedy? I 'm pretty sure if everyone gave l ittle of what 
they have to less-fortunate people there wouldn 't be any poor people. 
So I just wanted to say thanks for giving me and my fam i ly so much! ! We have a lot to be 
thankfu l for. I owe it all to you Lord ! !  Thanks 

anonymous 
God, I get real ly angry at how much Americans have and how l ittle others have. We're so selfish 
and ignorant and don't care. Why don 't you do something about it? 
But God, little by l ittle you' re working on people's hearts . . .  helping them share what they have 
with others. 
Thank you Lord, for showing us how we can give to others. 

anonymous 

Why are there people, Lord, who have nothing but the shirts on their backs. I f  al men are created 
equal, then why do they bear no possessions. Yet I have c lothes and food and TV and video 
games. l at least have things, I uxorious and unneeded things. l give to the poor, so thank you for 
giving me the power to help those in need. 

anonymous 

I wish I could see where my l ife is headed right now instead of waiting to see God's  plan work 
out. 
I can see how God has worked in my l ife and made situations that that were difficult become 
c lear when the time was right. 
I am glad that God has a plan that wil l  succeed even though I do not always see the final result 
until it happens. 

anonymous 

God, I do not understand why you are so lim iting on what l can have. l mean al l  I want is PSB.  I 
mean is that to much to ask for? I could use a new tv for my room. And o yea I would love to 
have a Warren Central football jersey. I guess that is a lot to ask for. You have provided me with 
stuff before and I know you' I I  continue to care for me. 0 thank you God. If have been so great 
to me. 

anonymous 

It's not faith that there are so many people in this world that have nothing yet everyone in 
America are cry babies. Why can't we just give out of our hearts. We want everything but don't 
want to give anything. Why! 
I know you are fair, though, Lord. Someday those who are rich and greedy wil l  pass away and 
the rejected people wil l  stand in your glory. Everyone wi l l  reep what they sew. 
Thank you Lord for being a fair loving God. You have given me so much and I don't need 
anything. Let me bless you and others because I am blessed. 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - October 1 5, 2006 
Junior High Youth Group 

anonymous 

My friend and sometimes fami ly but right now it would have to be my friends not getting along 
with each other when I don 't get something right that wonted to be right. 
God has gave me and my friends a good relasionship between ech other and we talk to each other 
and God has also mayed everything easy and helped me with my confidence on everything. 
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I thank god thanks becuase he helps me on my confidence and helps me get through everyth ing I 
need from H im 

anonymous 

God . . .  why is school so hard for me? It wasn't last year. I cant get my grades up . . .  Why? I don 't 
get it all my life Ive had good grades eccept for now. God you died for my sin 's .  Thank you for 
doing that. You have always been there for me. I know I can trust you and nobody will  know. 
Lord only you know how I realy feal. Thank you Lord. Amen. 

anonymous 

Having a lot of homework is separating me from my fun time, and it feels  as though I 'm alone 
and God is not there to help me or to be there for me. My friends aren't really talking to me this 
year and it feels as though God is not caring about my friendship. 
But I do know that God is the one who is there helping me get my homework done. I also know 
that God is the one who gave me friends who care for me in the first place. 
So now God I thank you for being there and helping me with all my problems in homework and 
giving me all my friends at Heratige, Bethany, and church 

anonymous 

schools hard . . .  my legs hert . . .  a lot of homework 
God helps . . .  God heels . . .  god helps when I have big problems . . .  god helps me focus 
God wi l l  help me get through the problems . . .  God is a good teacher . . .  God loves everyone 

anonymous 

I am struggled with my coach. It depends if I were in left gaurd or nose gaurd that when I started 
with those combo. 
God helped me though my game. I ha last two Wednesdays the second one didn 't do so wel l  
I praise God because helped me  on  my third home game that I won wel l  I said finally we won. 

anonymous 

Why does money have to be so tight. I can't hardly buy the things I need let alone the things I 
want. How long must I pinch pennies? Things seem to break down or wear out faster than I can 
repair or replace them. 
But everytime I needed to make ends meet I paid my offering first not knowing if I could make 
my money stretch far enough. And, you God made sure there was enough even to the penny. 
You've never let me go hungry or without protection from the elements. 
You are so good and it shows every time I have ')ust enough" of what ever I need. Thank you, 
Lord, for always honoring my "daily bread" prayer. 

- anonymous sponsor (adult volunteer) 

Dear God, I get so frustrated with my daughters i l lness/ADHD. I have a hard time dealing with it 
and her sometimes! I do not have the patience I need! 
God, thanks for giv ing me the patience I need with my kids. Thanks for a loving husband. Thank 
you for helping me to get Jaiden to a DR that can help us. 
Thank you God for always loving, and helping me to love. For giv ing me beautifu l chi ldren who 
love me for who I am. 

- anonymous sponsor (adult volunteer) 



First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - Novem ber 1 9, 2006 
Junior High Youth G roup 

2 1 9  

0 Lord, why have you forsaken me in my time of need? Do you not love me like you say you 
do? Why have you not comforted me? You should have helped me in my time of need? r 
rember when you talked with me in my prayers. I rember when you walked with me in my mind. 
You have healed me oh Lord with your wonderful word of encouragement, you have helped me 
through my time of need Oh Lord. 

My friends are beinging real ly mean to my friends or my 
I prayed to have god help me stop then and god gave them forgiveness to stop. 
I have thanksed god for help-ing me and stoping my friends. 

anonymous 

·· age 1 2, 
anonymous 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - January 24, 2007 
Junior High Youth Group 

God Please tell Cassidy to stop acting cool 
God could you please help me I am going in sain 
Thank you God for creating me in th is church 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - January 3 1 ,  2007 
Junior High Youth Group 

anonymous 

Why are you subpose to make my uncle feels bad with his divorce wife cheated on him 
Dear God please get me home and school safely thank you. P.S.  You are soo cool God eb that 
way 
Dear God we praise you1· name on high and your son of Savior get into thank you for being our 
God and y work P.S.  No more writing these 

Part I (blank) 
Part 2 He help me not be mad at my Mom not as much now. Then back then. 
Part 3 Thank you Lord. For everything you have done. 

I have a friend Justin that isn 't going well at my old school and we cant stop 
God has helped us for a week and I havnt seen his secnce. 
Im glad he helps relashenship 

anonymous 

anonymous 

anonymous 

Some thing that macks me mad is that when ever I ask him too help me help someone he tackes 
them away from me! 
But he did help my fami ly out we get along better. 
Thank you so much for al l  of your help when you tock the people away fome me it helped them 
a lot. 
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anonymous 

Why God do some people seem to suffer so much? It seems some people struggle to make it 
through this l ife, where are you for these people? Why do they have to suffer so? Some with 
nothing to eat or drink, others with no fami ly to love them. 
I know Lord that you also care for these people, and that sometimes you put me in touch with 
them, so that I can show them thru my actions how much you love them. 
Thank you for loving all of us Lord, no matter who we are or where we are at in our journey with 
you. 

- anonymous sponsor (adult volunteer) 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - September 13, 2006 
Senior High Youth Group 

God, I want to be perfect ! Why you gave me a short height? But, I sti l l  realize you gave me 
health body and kind mind. Lord, my father, thank you for caring me every day. Praise God. 
Thank you for everything I have Amen. 

age 1 6, 
male 

How long, 0 Lord/ How long wi l l  you bombard me with things I can't handle? How long wi l l  
you let me be confused by my surroundings, unable to understand the people around me? But I 
know that you have granted me with satisfaction and accomplishment before; you have led me to 
understand and communicate with the people I love. I wil l  trust in your steadfast love, and your 
goodness amazes me. 

age 1 7, 
female 

Why do you tempt us. You make it so hard for us to stay pure. If you don 't l ike sin why make it 
so easy to sin. In a way you kind of are a hypocryt. I know that you like self control also and so 
in a way you're testing me. I 've fai led, and I know ive dug myself into holes in the past and you 
helped me up. Thanks for giving us women I don' t  know if I could l ive without them. Thanks 
for beuty, thanks for being there for me. 

age 1 5 , 
male 

Why God? Why do you not help me? Do you hear me asking for help? Grant me wisdom to 
help myself and others, help me to help others. Let your l ight shine on me. Thank you for being 
my God. I know you hear me, and I know you love me. You are an amazing God. 

age 1 7, 
male 

Lord why do bad things happen to good people? Why can a mother and her 5 children be k i l led 
in a car crash while there are serial ki l lers and rapists who love to be 99? 
But Lord we know you have a plan. We believe that everything happens for a reason. We' ve last 
loved ones and we've experienced pain and grief, yet you provide for us. 
Lord I praise you for your m ighty love. Love so great that you would give up your son to pay the 
debt of a world full  of l iars, cheaters, and sinners. I thank you for your faithfulness. Amen. 

age 1 8, 
male 
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I get mad at God for not giving me as much "smarts" in school .  Why can't I be smart like other 
people in my class? 
I know if I try my harder, and give al l  that I have, God wil l  notice and help me through my school 
troubles. 
God wi l l  be there with me! I trust God will guide me through my tough times! Thanks God ! 

age 1 5 , 
female 

A test I did bad on 
Next time I wi l l  do better 
He has blessed me with many other things. 

age 1 6, 
male 

God, I don't today's  weather. But thank you God for giving rain to us. I feel good after take 
shower with hot water. God, thank you that you always consider about us and you always give 
the best thing to us. 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - October 25, 2006 
Senior High Youth Group 

anonymous 

Lord, I don 't know about you much, but you know everything about me. I always thinking why 
you made me, and my brother so different. We have different talent. My brother is struggl ing 
with that, oh Lord. 
But I remember what you did to me, you always give me a safe trip between Korean and US .  
You take care my fam i ly, you gave me such an  wonderful host parents. You gave me a lot. I 
appreciate about I ' m  health person. 
When l face crisis. [ just pray to you and l can think what to do, oh Lord y only one god and 
creator of me, [ love you and [ be l ieve you also love me [ praise you every weekend. r pray for 
you. Thank you Lord about everything you gave me Amen 

Dear Lord, 

senior h igh, 
male 

Why do innocent people die? Why do mothers ki l l  their babies before they're even born. Why 
do you al low us to suffer? We know god that you created all things. We thank you for always 
staying with us. And carrying us when our legs fai led us. We praise you o god for through the 
pain, suffering, and despair we see hope. 
Amen. 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - January 1 7, 2007 
Senior High Youth Group 

Why are you angry with me? What is it that r have done to displease you? But you have been 
there when [ heed you. You have always been with me in the hard times. You are the everlasting 
god who saves us. You are the almighty Savior. 

anonymous 
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thank you for providing me with the amazing bible camp experience. r loved it but im sti l l  
confused with what he  mnt by youl l  do  great things. Please help me understand but thank you for 
the hope dance th ing that was amazing. Amern . 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - October 1 ,  2006 
Young Adult Group 

anonymous 

Why, 0 Lord, do I keep running into the same walls? r feel as though somehow I let me down, or 
is it real ly that I feel you let me down. Lead me through this frustration, help me to remember 
your goodness, To remember that you were the good of all those who are cal led according to your 
purposes. Help me to praise you, you lift me up and I do praise you, Thank you, God, for your 
goodness and second chances. 

anonymous 

Why so much stress, o Lord? So many decisions hang over my head, and I can't find relief until 
they' re gone and over. Trying to find time to relax has been way too difficult, leaving me 
exhausted. There has always been things for me to stress about, whether it was friends, 
relationships, work, school and much more, but yet you have always brought me through. Thank 
you so much Lord that even in the m idst of all the business of my days and stress that I encounter, 
you stil l  pull me through. Everything wi l l  pass, and that gives me hope to face the next issue. 

anonymous 

God how long wi l l  you keep me in the dark not noing wich drikus you want me to go if the wind 
would blow me here it want and not you 
But you have ben there for me in time l ike this for me and lead me out of this time 
In this you have help me give thank of them and I no wi l l  leder me out of this one two be leder 
one to or wi l l .  

anonymous 

Why do others judge me, my fam i ly, my friends? Why do they hate? When can we all just love 
one another, unconditionaHy as you have done for us. You are an open ear, an open set of arms 
to run in to. You are merciful and loving to al l .  Thank you for your love and acceptance. 

anonymous 

God, I sti l l  hate busyness. I need a time to rest but I don't  see it coming. I am drained, and it 
seems because I am serving you too much. Why don't you give me an extra jolt of energy? Why 
does my head feel l ike mush? You made me, so make me function better. 
You did keep me awake as I drove. You gave me things to say when my m ind was blank. You 
gave me your words when I needed them. 
You do help when I need it. Even now I feel your presence and peace. I praise you for your love 
and grace and peace to me. 

anonymous 

I don't understand why I haven't met anyone yet. I want a l i fe-long partner. Why is this 
happening? 
I need to rem ind myself of your sacrifice and what you gave to everyone. My struggle pails  in 
comparison to yours, God. Thank you for sacrificing so much for me. 
Again, thanks. You have always given me insight into which way I need to go. I wi l l  continue to 
l isten and pray for an outcome and l ife that pleases you and serves everyone. 
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anonymous 

Sometimes l get tired of feel ing like the "go-to" girl. l know that you have given me gifts, I know 
[ am to give unselfishly of those, but holy cow, God, it would be nice sometimes if they paid. 
Sometimes l feel like no one else wants to stand by and take leadership, so I just naturally fall 
into it. Like with this visioning team . They' re a bunch of pastors; why do I have to be the 
leader? 
But you have helped me through what seems overwhelming before. You have placed people 
throughout my life to guide, mentor, and inspire me; why should l not be glad for the honor of 
doing the same? 
[ thank you, Lord, for the people you have placed in my l ife to make me who you want to be. 
Thank you for giving me the gifts to pass on what Evelyn taught me. 

anonymous 

Come into my l ife more and let me remember you always. Be in every part of my life. 
You have always been there for me always even if l didn't feel it .  You wil l  always be there and 
never let me down. You have blessed me so much more than l could ask for. 
Thanks for al l  you have done. I wi l l  always try to praise you in some way no matter what I ' m  
going through .  

First Mennonite Church, Middlebu ry - January 7 ,  2007 
Young Ad ult Group 

anonymous 

Lord [ want to cut you and have you fi l l  l ike l do no so you can see this suck, you have me get 
over because you wi l l  help me get over this to so help me git re over it fast and so l don't have it 
for work on Monday because I hate work wen im sick it uck, but I no you and you wil l  help me 
and I wel l  prays you for it and I want cut you for it, I do and the werd 

anonymous 

Oh God, so here I am, again, taking part in a one way conversation with you (myself being the 
speaker). Why don't you ever respond? I ask myself this question daily and the answer is always 
the same - nothing. 
I remember tough that one time when I felt your presence by the lake and then I begin to think 
about how, even though it seems you don't respond, I feel al lright in  my decisions. You' ve taken 
me so far and [ haven 't found any reason to doubt anywhere you have take me. 
Thank you Lord. For even though our communication is weak - no - absent, you continue to 
drown me with blessings. I wi l l  never understand why or how I came to deserve such blessings, 
but I wi l l  always remain grateful .  Your awesomeness and my thankfulness cannot be expressed 
in words. Thank you Lord. 

anonymous 

[ feel frustrated God for not knowing where I should be or what my place is. God sometimes l 
don't think you give me a c lear enough direction . 
Though in the past you were always there for me and helped guide me along. You didn't forget 
me. I always ended up feel ing your presence and guideness. 
I give you glory for all that you blessed me with and have given me. I wi l l  always remember you. 

anonymous 

Why do people hate? Why don' t  they look at people and situations with open m inds and hearts. 
How can you let someone feel depressed and hate themselves? They can go through their l ives 
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not feeling loved, wanted, or accepted. Maybe through their experiences and being shown 
compassion and empathy from others, they can begin to understand and make changes in their 
l ives. You can bring people into their l ives who can make an impact and show them your 
goodness and love. Open their minds and hearts to new ideas and outlooks on l ife. Thank you 
for al lowing us to see and feel .  It al lows us hope and vision for the future. We can then help 
others by showing them empathy and understanding. Thank you for l istening to our cries and 
complaining. Thank you for bringing loving and caring people into our l ives. 

anonymous 

[ 'm mostly angry at injustice and seeing the gui lty go free. I know al l  wil l  be judged by God so 
this somewhat i l lustrates Gods goodness, however, cal l ing their "goodness" may be a bit trite. I 
prefer to cal l  it rightness. Goodness and rightness sort of represent Gods "help" to me. I know 
God hears me when I see rightness happening. There is more to be said about people's desire to 
create heaven on earth. This has caused a lot of turmoil by trying to "defeat" so cal led 
fundamental ist Muslims. God's  goodness can be see when peace is waged. It 's said that th is 
doesn't happen more often. Thank you God for justice and mercy. 

(P .S .  [ probably would have been more candid in this exercise if I was able to take it home and 
complete on my own rather than in a group with a time l imit. Otherwise a good introspective 
piece. )  

anonymous 

The reasons I get mad at god is mentioned in the passage sometimes it seems to me that he is 
never there for me. It seems to me that the bad stuff as far as a care wreck or just other bad things 
happen to good people all the time. 
God has given me a great family that is able to support my diet issues. He has given me a great 
family to grow up with and teach me how to grow with God. 

God has j ust recently answered one of my prayers I was very worried about two of my c lasses in 
col lege but has given me the chance to go on a pass me in those two. I know that he helped me 
on those test finals and now wi l l  lead me to go on!  

anonymous 

God, why do you always speak in riddles? Why can't you speak plainly as one who speaks to his 
son? Constently I question and you answer with you mysterious si lence. Why can I not 
understand you. Why can I not answer the riddles that plauge my mind? Yes I do remember how 
you have kept me. I remember and know that for some reason I sti l l  have my faith. You are so 
hard to see God but for some unexplainable reason I know you are there. You have not 
abandoned me even though I don 't know why. And for that I thank you. Your power is h idden 
yet it continually seeps into my soul .  Your love so bold so proud - it can dissappear yet sti l l  be 
felt. You are incomprehensible - a mystery that makes you so much more interesting. So much 
more my God. 

anonymous 

[ don't really get mad at God. [ was never mad at him after my dad died. I also don't understand 
how we are "arguing" with God. An argument involves two or more people. [ don't  think God 
argues back. 
God has blessed me with so many memories of my dad. And the best part is that these memories 
are good ones. Once he died God guided me and canied me. He opened the door to Hesston and 
c losed doors to Purdue and Michigan State. 
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I am so thankful that God let me know my father. God could have taken him when I was 3 and I 
never would have known him. God has blessed me by putting me in a loving Christian home. 
Also that my memories of my father are so great. The time I spent with my father may have been 
short, the qual ity was great. Thanks God. 

First Mennonite Church, Middlebury - February 4, 2007 
Young Adult Group 

anonymous 

What do I do with feeling responsible for other people. I feel l ike I have walked into a no win 
situation. Some will think that I am doing to much, others not enough, and for some who have 
had simi lar experiences, wander why I didn't do more then for them . How do you hold 
everyones feel ings and frustrations and love them al l .  
You guide and give direction. You love all and hold everyone. So do I have to? I f  I 'm faithful 
to You, is that enough? I think that's  all that should matter. 
Your love is awesome. I have felt in and know it in the mid st of conflict and grief. Help me to 
l ive in that and point others to it. Thanks for being a big enough God to l isten to, love, and hold 
everyone as unique indiv iduals because you know all of us better than we know ourselves. Amen. 

anonymous 

Why our my parents al lowed to abuse and maybe neglect my sister? Why is there no justice for 
them? No consequences? No insight into their problem? Why do they go on bel ieving the lie 
that grace wi l l  repent so trying is suffice. 
You set me free God. You brought me out of their horrible game. By your work I don't have to 
be afraid. You gave me truth, righteousness, and peace to battle the enemy. 
Thank you for bringing me to this point of closeness to you and teaching me to see you in a 
personal way. 

anonymous 

I hate drama. I hate conflict. Why is it that some people can 't go a day without anguish. Hurtful 
things are said and it's hard to forgive and forget. People -just live your l ives with flexibi l ity 
and an open m ind and heart. You are there to l isten and comfort in time of need. An open ear 
and shoulder to lean on. You bring people into our l ives who can help us to learn and accept new 
concepts and ideas. Al lowing us to understand one another and be more open. Thank you for 
bringing them into our l ives. Thank you for giving us a new day to start over fresh again. 
Second, third, however many chances we need. Thank you for the abi l ity to learn and grow. 

anonymous 

God I feel frustrated that you let ongoing suffering happened to my aunt and uncle. They have 
been through a lot these past 2 years. 
I look at all you have given our fami ly and protected and looked out for us. You have blessed us 
and protected us. You have always been there for my aunt and uncle in the past. 
I give you thanks for what you have done and wi l l  continue to do. I also thank you for the 
blessing my aunt and uncle have in a healthy grandson who has brought joy to us. 

anonymous 

Help me to always remember you and why can't  I stay focus. Many times I don 't  do the right 
thing. I want to give my life to you. 



Thanks for remembering me when I don't remember you. You give l 00% and I don 't forgive 
me. You are more than we could ever imagine. 
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God you are so awesome and I just thank you and praise you for your forgiv ing grace. Thanks 
for our many blessings and I wi l l  try to give you all the glory. 

anonymous 

I hate l ife it suck al l  boy famd girl problem and I dive me nock and I have no cloue. Want to say 
I tird of not have a girl to talk to and have some one to kull wich or gus just gust of them ever if 
there not l ike want they are ding I just want no wyh it l ike. 
You have be for me in the had time and no that it h is wi l l  git better I hopu. 
I hope you do th is i don't know want to do i just want to l ive it up to you they say if you tring that 
it wil l  come but to stop. 

Waterford Mennonite Church - September 6, 2006 

Act l : (balnk) 
Act 2: helps me with things 
Act 3 :  Thanks 

anonymous 

age 1 6, 
male 

Why wi l l  Pat & Jeff not some to groups with getting their l ives together fun and sports etc. 
The baptism last Sunday of Em i ly and Ben and the closeness I felt to being in your caring hands 
Al lowing me to remain upbeat in troubled time l ike when Dad slow death, Char cancer, troubled 
marriage of Jeff. 

- youth sponsor 
(volunteer) 

This one day I was very depressed. The feeling went al l the way through school. Why couldn't 
you make me happy that day? Why did I always feel so sad? 
Then later than night I felt better, and know that you cared enough for me to help. I knew you 
were with me. 

Thank you God. Your power is truly awesome. You can do anything. 
age 1 5 , 
male 

When the main gas l ine broke in front of our house we had to leave we were out s ide for hours we 
couldn't get our cars out or our pets. We missed lunch and supper waiting to go home. 
Finally we were able to go home and s leep in our own beds instead of are grand parents extra bed. 
So I was happy. 

age 1 5 , 
male 

Why Lord have you left me? Why can' t  I feel your presence? You aren't there ! Your not 
helping me or showing love towards me! Why !?  I know your there, though. You were there in 
my many trials. In fact, you carried me during those trials !  I have felt your presence and I knew 
you were there helping and loving me. But I trust you. I know you are there. Your love is great. 
I praise because you are a hand in need ! 



age 1 6, 
female 
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Why 0 God does my helpfulness become a problem? Why do people not understand that I ' m  
only trying to help? Am I really that confusing? l s  a personal experience a bad reason to give 
advice? Why do people not understand me? Can I not give my advice without someone getting 
mad? Are people really that dense that advice is taken wrongly? 
I was greatful that you were there for me and gave me strength to help/continue helping those that 
need me. l rejoice that my grief has come through for good ! Thanks for helping me know what 
to say with Nate Saturday/Sunday. 
I trusted in your mercy and grace! I s ing praises to you and gave you my offering as a sign of 
trust in you! 

age 1 6, 
female 

Why are humans so confusing! ?  It is impossible to keep a relationship with someone when their 
mood change is as apparent as night and day. It changes about that often too. If you love me 
then this wouldn't  happen. 
I suppose you have helped me in the past - l ike when I get pissed cuz I thought someone said 
something bad - but they real ly didn' t ! © 
Maybe I can trust you because you helped me before - however the lack of your presence sticks 
out as greater. Whatever, I 'm  al ive so I guess you love me, unless you're just torturing me. 
That 's  just mean God. 

Alone . . .  
all alone . . .  
no one to share the isolation with 
no one to life me up and know my sadness 
God, you are here, you hold me and cuddle me c lose 
You see deeply into me . . .  feel my pain . . .  
You alone can wash away the sadness, the bleak and cold from within me. 
I praise you God for your presence 
You alone are always near 
Wil l ing to withstand the cold and bring warmth 

age 1 6, 
female 

age 1 5 , 
female 

0 Lord how long wi l l  I have to wait for your answer? I pray, I ask, and wonder when you wi l l  
give me direction. Where do I have to go to hear you? What do I have to do to hear your Spirit 
speaking. I feel l ike I l ive with l ittle directions. You have guided me and showed me the way to 
their c ity. You have help me through my grief and broken relationships in the past Your voice 
used to be c lear to me. I wil l  trust your guidance and continue l istening to you unt i l  you answer 
me because you never forsake those who seek you. You never forget those that seek your 
presence. You are my God and my Savior, who save me through Jesus Christ. 

- adult sponsor, male (volunteer) 

Why do I have to deal this injury when things seemed to be going so well? 
I know that I have experienced heal ing with other injuries, and I see you in that, especially the 
healing of my back. 



You are my God even when I am in pain. Thank you for your presence in my l ife. 
- male sponsor 

(volunteer) 
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Why this compl ication now? Things were going so wel l, and now there is ; 0 I can play in a few 
days ! Others and I are sick of it. 
It was so comforting to feel your presence. You helped me feel peace when others were in 
turmoi l .  Thank you. 
Thank you for letting me know you were there. Thank you for the wonder of feel ing your love. 
Thank you. 

age 1 4, 
male 

Why? Why are there failures on Earth? How do you decide what fai ls and what passes? Why do 
you need that distinction. 
Thank you for being with the human race, from creation to the present, as big as Jesus' birth to as 
smal l  as that freak dirt bike accident. 
God, I or the human race trusted in you through al l the events I just mentioned. I trust that you 
wil l  be there tomorrow, Friday, and all eternity. Amen. 

- male sponsor 
(volunteer) 

Why does my brother always have to fight with me. He is constantly arguing. He is always 
trying to make me mad. 
That you for helping me to stop getting mad at my brother. But I sti l l  need to work on it. 
I thank you for helping me. And that you wil l  also help me as I wi l l  try to become nice towards 
him in the future. 

age 1 6, 
female 

Blah, b lah, God I ' m  mad for some reason. I felt your goodness last year on service trip but now I 
don 't. So I ' m  stil l  mad. l realize that I can trust you with my l ife and tel l  you, "Thanks" 

Why does there have to be injurys. Why cant every one be healthy all the time. 

age 1 5 , 
male 

Thanks you god for partially healling my knee. Although it isn't  feel ing all better thanks that it is 
partial ly better. 
I now relize that god can work in weird ways. Thanks! 

age 1 6, 
female 

Where are you Lord? Where are you during my injuries. Where are the angels that keep me from 
fal l ing. Give me hope, for you have healed me before. Open my eyes to your love, to your 
heal ing. Why do I doubt you, when you love always helped me. Thank you for your love, and 
forgiving me when I doubt. Praise your name for your wonders. Praise your name for all you 
have done for me. 

age 1 6, 
female 
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Waterford Mennonite Church - October 8, 2006 

Why did you let him slip into the ev i l  of l ife? Why are you letting this great mind slowly ki l l  
himself? Why don't you just let him get caught or help him stop? He is so smart when he sober 
and not high. Why do you let him do that stuff? You've been with me in the past through the 
hard times. You've supported me and l ifted me up. I 've never dealt with something like this 
before. I know though that you can handle anyth ing. You've helped other people stop and I 
know that you can help him stop. I trust that you wil l  pu l l  him out of the darkness that he is in 
now. 

age 1 6, 
female 

Lord why am I this way. Why do you al low me to cause myself to sin and suffer. Why do I sin. 
Why do I force evi l  thought into my head. Why do my friends suffer so much and cause them to 
sin and hurt themselves. 
Thank you lord for helping me through my touch time when I was cutting and punishing myself. 
You are truly the most high god and lead me to the end. 

age 1 7, 
male 

Why aren't you there? I ' m  struggl ing in this relationship with . Do you want me to 
lose ? Can't you help us? WHY ARENT YOU HERE! ! ! ? But in my life you were 
there through the transition of moving. [ felt and saw you there. [ Love you for that. Thanks be 
to God for he/she has helped me greatly. You have been there always, it' s  just certain times l 
bl ind myself. Thanks be to God for he/she is a great God. 

age 1 7, 
female 

Why God? Why are you letting th is happen to me? Why can't we just go back to friends? Did I 
do something wrong or is her dad just being unjust? I m iss her so much and l try to talk to her, 
but she 's  j ust ignoring me. [ don 't know whether or not just give up! 
l know we can fix this. She's friends with people from her old school. I 've have great friends 
now and [ thank you for that. Thank you for showing me new right and showing me a new way. 
[ trust you in this situation and I know you wi l l  show me what to do and give me strength to hang 
on and push/pul l  me through, which ever I read. 

age 1 7, 
female 

How long, 0 Lord? How long must we forget? The poor, the oppressed, the enslaved or 
combinations of these. 
You brought the Israel ites out of Egypt. Moses, the plagues, and the desert. Why can't you do it 
Lord, you have been with the poor, the oppressed throughout history. [ trust that you wil l  be with 
them, even today. Amen. 

anonymous 

God why did Mr. do that? Did he real ly do it. I felt l ike he was a real ly nice teacher. 
I didn' t  have h im as a teacher but my friend did and last year we went to his class when they had 
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a party and he was really nice and we had lots of fun. It just doesn't seem possible that a nice guy 
l ike him would do that? 
God would you please help him through this. If he is really going to be conv icted and sent to jail 
help him think over his l ife. And when he gets out of jail  help him overcome this and start over 
his l ife. 
God you have helped me through lots of hard ships in my l ife. I know you are great and wil l  be 
with anyone who is having a hard time in their l ife. 

age 1 4, 
male 

Well i don 't have anything bad or arguative. My week have been full of Happyness, Joy, and 
Praise, I am content. 
Ever since are trip to porterico when we cl imed the mountain I felt Gods love fal l over me and 
ever since then when ever i needed help God has provided. And when ever since I need to be 
ch eared up I am happy. 
So ever since I climbed the mountain I 've been trul ly able to trust in god. 

age 1 5 , 
male 

God, if you even do exsist then why do you want us to experience so much pin? Why does my 
boyfriend let me down, why am I competing at less than my best, people who are s lower than me 
are beating me! Why do you make l ife so hard? It's easier to believe you don't exist so that my 
problems have a firm foundation. 
And in times where I feel better about myself. Like the beginning of the season when I was doig 
so wel l .  I had dreams of going to State. I sti l l  want that dream but if  you carried me then why 
have you dropped me now. 
I guess you want me to trust in you but when you're so unpredicatable it's hard. I know that if I 
believe in myself I wi l l  compete better. But when I believe in myself and I bel ieving in me or 
you? 

Waterford Mennonite Church - December/January 2006 & February 4, 2007 

age 1 5 , 
female 

God I am mad because my brother cal ls me skinny and I call my brother fat and I am the only one 
who gets mad at me. 
God I remember your goodness and I remember your help in the past and have heard you. 
God I praise you for the good things you have done to me. 

anonymous 

I 'm angry. It 's cold ! In rare times it was once warm now cold haunts our steps. Please make it 
warm again .  I know you can ! 

anonymous 

I get mad at god and put out my raw emotions. Gradual ly I complained to God, but then I 
remembered God's help in the past, and know that God has heard me. After lamenting I realize 
that I can trust God with my life and I tell God "Thanks! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! " 

anonymous 

Why do people drink  and do drugs? It screws good people up and stops them from reaching their 
potential .  I know though that you sti l l  love them and that you wi l l  sti l l  watch over them. I know 
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that you wil l  help them get off the drugs and drinking and help them make something of 
themselves. You have helped a lot of people and l know you can help them.  

anonymous 

Why is the weather so cold? It makes everything so much harder to l ive in .  Why didn't the show 
choir make it to finals? Why did they mess up? Why couldn't it be a perfect show? How come 
the shirts for Expressions looked horrible? 
But the weather has been good before. The summer wil l  hopefully get better. The show choir 
sti l l  has 3 more competitions to make it to finals. 
They made it to finals at Watseka. Shirts do tum out good. The show choir has an amazing 
show! Thanks 

anonymous 

God, why does it have to be so cold? This is not Antarctica! Good thing we aren't citrus farmers. 
You were good to us in December, and in May, when it was 0 degrees. God, you have been 
good, and you wil l  be good. But make the temperature above 0 degrees. 

anonymous 

Bad things happen al l the time. The world is sagging under a crushing weight, which threatens to 
terminate it altogether. Pain is the daily scene, the hopeful remedy far removed. Where are the 
days of paradise, the flowing arms of comfort? All  is not lost but it can never be what it was 
before. A new birth is coming. Take heart in joy and sing the never ending song of hope. A l l  is 
not lost. Love prevails. 

anonymous 

Why is it so crucial to find out what we've learned since August. You know it, we know it. Why 
does everyone else need to? 
You were good to us before l ike in Kindergarten whey you could sleep through the day and pass. 
Or so it felt. I never towed that. 
How great and might are you, God !  You have felt us walk very, very close to the val ley of the 
shadow of exams and came out after. You can and wil l  do anything. 

anonymous 

God, why is my brother always bothering me and being annoying. His hair is very long. It is 
starting to look nasty, l ike he hasn't washed it in months. 
God, l thank you that he is not always annoying. He does get a hair cut a few times each year and 
I thank you for that. 
God, I thank you for helping him make some good choice. A lso help me so l won 't make fun of 
him.  Thank you 

anonymous 

You heard my prayers, and the prayers of others, and healed my mother. You are there to help 
and answer. Thank you God for helping me to find friends everywhere I ' ve gone. You are 
wonderful, and have always watched out for me and my fami ly. 

Why, Lord? 
Well, you've helped me before. Why do I worry? I guess its human nature. 
So thank you, you are amazing! ! ! !  

anonymous 

anonymous 
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I get mad at God and pour out my raw emotions. After complaining I gradually remember God' s  
help i n  the past and I know that God has heard me. I realize I can trust God with my life and tel l  
God, thanks! 

So much to decide on, don't know what to do, why no answer is provided. 
You have at least given me choices to which I can decide. 
I know the answer wi ll come eventual ly, and I need to re lax. 

anonymous 

anonymous 

Why must th i s  pain be afflicted on me? Why does the sorrow never end? Why do you not reveal 
the needed l ight in my l ife of darkness? You prom ise to show me a l ight. You have been there 
for me in my struggles. You hear me and cry with me through the long weary nights. I can 
always trust in you. You shall never forsake me. You are right beside me always and forever. 
You are the beginning and the end. 

anonymous 

Young Adult Small Group at Goshen College 

Why oh God do you let me feel lonely? Everybody around either get's what they want, or doesn 't 
care! Why don't you calm me? Hurry up God! I have waited long enough ! I 'm  ready ! Why do 
you give me these feelings when they aren't true. 
You have in the past! Al l  the sickness, problems with me, I knew I would be ok, so why not 
now? You have never lead me wrong it's always been me, I know that. You love me more than 
anybody, I know that too, so why am I so focused on this? 
You will help me through this I know! No amount of distance, no matter how much I blame you, 
you wi l l  help me find you again because no matter what you love me more than any human ever 
could . . .  I have just forgotten, but you wil l  never forget me! 

anonymous 

Where are you oh Lord? Though you pass my consciousness all the time, I can't seem to sense 
you within me. Oh how I wish that you would take away my free wil l  and just make me a tool of 
service to you. But you wont. So I stay here where I am, making bad choices whenever I have 
the chance and wil l  every step I take I walk and wither from you. Where are you, because I am 
here. I do remember all those times you've been with me and me with you. I know not the 
amazing possibilities of us together. I want to go back and be l ike a child. You continue to bless 
me despite all of what I am and what I do. I thank you for your steadfast love and 
companionship. I long to reciprocate it but I don't know where to begin. 
Lord I know you're there, no matter what other people m ight say. I know you because you've 
shown your face to me and sti l l  do everyday. I love you because I know you know what's best for 
me and what I don't need. I love you because I know everything on earth m ight pass, but you 
will remain. Thanks you God, thank you for letting me love you. 

anonymous 

Where are you when I am not surrounded by your servents. Is my faith so frai l that it can be 
extinguished by te more absence of fervent bel ievers? Why don't you shelter my faith from the 
cold and we outside? 
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But you 're presence is everywhere. I see it  most clearly in nature where every breeze, smel l, 
sound , and touch simply states "Here I am ." A cold day thri l ls my heart and brightens my soul 
because I know that it is you who give me the wonderous sense. 
You God i l lum ine every street corner and woodland path. The skies weep and shine for your 
glory in turn. Though you I an remain strong, stronger than the rocks that break the waves of the 
sea. They wi l l  eventual ly be taken away bit by bit but through you my faith wi l l  last forever. 

anonymous 

Lord you brought me to this place. Led me into past experiences. Bitterness grew in my heart. 
Where are you as I 'm being mentally and physically tormented. Spat on by the very people you 
brought me here for. My mind, body, and soul ache. There 's  a no way I can continue to l ive l ike 
this. The spiritual darkness is to much to take. It strangles me so that I can 't breathe. God you 
promised to carry me through this. As your chi ld I hold you to that. One day the suffering wil l  
stop. One day I wil l  be free. As I take another step every day that is my praise to you. For I long 
to leave this p lace forever but I continue to walk forward in faith of what you have instore for me. 

anonymous 

God, where are you? Sometimes I feel so tired . . .  sometimes I don't know where you are. I get 
out of bed and feel helpless, hopeless. I just want to sleep, but sleep isn't even satisfying. I just 
want to pray, but I can't focus. I just want to go all out, but I don 't have the strength. Where are 
you God? 
And then I remember that you're always here. Watching, waiting . . .  and it's me who is lost, not 
you. I remember the way it is to praise you, to give you my l ife, to carry my cross once again. I 
remember your embrace that warms my soul,  that comforts my desparate heart, and I turn to you 
once again. 
And now I praise you my God ! You are steadfast and true. You give me what I really need every 
hour, every day. I sing to you with my entire being . . .  with Everything I have. For you are 
good . . .  
Amen. 

Goshen College - Introduction to Youth Ministry Class 
January 15, 2007 

anonymous 

Why Oh God, do you allow so many to die? You allowed my dearly beloved aunt to pass away, 
leaving many of us deeply hurt with her loss. She was so special to al l of us. She is not the only 
one either. Many other people of whom I ' m  acquainted with too have died at such a premature 
time. But sti l l  you are with us. You constantly remind me to be sti l l  and know that you are God. 
You comfort us al l and bring us together to help each other. Thank you so much for being ever 
present. What would I do without a Heavenly Father who cares so deeply for me. I see your 
presence and feel your gentle touch in my dai ly l ife. 

anonymous 

It is often hard, oh Lord, to feel your guidance. I fail to see your footprints, and I don't see how I 
can walk in your path. Where is your guideing beacon? Where is your path through the 
wilderness? I clear my vis ion though, and I realize that whi le I cannot see a path, I can feel your 
hand on my shoulder. I embrace the fact that you have a purpose for me and rejoice in the fact 
that you have always pul led me though. 

anonymous 
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To be the lost ones; the forgotten ones; Sometimes I feel as if everyone is chosen but me; Why oh 
why are my people to be the last in l ine instead of equal? I speed thru life bearing the cross of the 
have nots? 
Sti l l  my faith is not shattered; I walk tal l  with my head high; I anticipate a new day and of new 
beginnings; Some day, In your grace, things wil l  come to pass . . .  
You haven' t  forsaken me have you, though sometimes it feels that way; It is because of you that I 
am strong, hold my head, carry on . . .  I have received so much, when many have received none . . .  

anonymous 

God, why aren't you there when I want you to be. I ask, and I don't see. I seek, and I don' t  find. 
Am I not seeking hard enough, or looking in the right places? You say you love me, and I know 
this. But why then aren't you readi ly available to me? 
I look around me and I see evidence of you everywhere. I know you are there. So many people 
need you, and so many people receive you. I know that you are teaching me when I am angry at 
you. 
Lord, l thank you for all of your blessings in my l ife. Though l don't always understand you, l do 
praise you and love you forever! Thank you for being there to pick me up when I need you. 
Thank you for teaching me to see you in seen the smal lest of l ife's situations. 

anonymous 

God, why do you make me wait so long to know your wi l l  for my l i fe? I pray constantly to know 
your plan for me so that I can l ive it out. My heart sinks with the thought that my choices are not 
in l ine with your greater plan. Lord, I am tired of waiting! Why won't you reward my 
faithfulness and earnest desire to carry out what you have created me for. In  the past, you have 
answered me. In time you have always given me nudges in the right direction, though often 
subtely. My prayers have not gone unheard, and though they haven't always been answered as I 
would have liked, you have revealed to me how they fit your plan. Lord, l know I ' m  not worthy 
of anything you've given me, and l thank you for that endless blessings you have given me and 
the abi l ity to freely pursue you and carry out the desires of my heart. I thank you daily for 
remembering me and making your presence know to me as I 've struggled to live for you. 

anonymous 

Lost I am lost in this world of unfairness. I see the faithful suffer without money perhaps and 
others they lose their essence yet they remain faithful. Through it al l  how am I to follow such 
shaky ground. Each step a risk a risk I take alone each day a Risk I see others take yet not alone. 
We are not alone in my times of weakness you God were there frustration l see in many yet you 
are there! (?) has the hand that helps makes me and others instruments of your peace your love. 
delight in l ittle things faith fairness l ittle hopes and dreams. I love the laughter and I feel the 
child I want to love we are perhaps faith-fut sufferings yet we love and are lost no more. 

anonymous 

Oh Lord why is it that you have grown si lent? Why do l o longer here your voice? l have done 
al l  that you have asked and severed the ties of my tradition. I have burned bridges and left my 
mothering weeping for me. For you I did this !  For you I have forced such pain into so many 
hearts. You commanded me and I fol lowed, you ordered me and I obeyed. But now oh Lord you 
have abandoned me, and left me to face my enemies alone. I recal l  the calm serenity I felt, Your 
gentle breath upon my neck. How you spoke in the gentleness of a mountain lake, and the harsh 
stong rocks of the alpine tundra. I l istened to your words on the train in the city, In the honking 
of buses and taxis l could here your scripture I danced with David to the beat of the black Baptists 
and crooned with the monks at the Cathedral .  Nature cal ls with your praise the very rocks and 
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stones dance as you come near. The sky scrapers sti ll wait the coming of Jerusalem and the 
mountain peaks keep vigil .  Oh God you feel the world with te breath of l ife, the c louds dance in 
the wind and the rivers flow with your joy. 

anonymous 

Why God? Why have you presented an i l lness to my grandma. Hasn't she been a life-long 
Christian. But I need to remember that our l ives are in your hands. A lso I need to remember how 
you can help the sick. Through Jesus you made bl indman see. I need to remem ber all the good 
that you have done. My soul should be poured out with your praises. You have given me a 
wonderful grandma in my life. 

anonymous 

Lord why do you take away the tings that you give? Why does l ife have to be attached to death? 
My heart was broken last n ight as I watched my friend of 1 4  years take his last breath . He 
struggled to l ive, even when it hurt. But my heart was determined to stay with him even though I 
was afraid to see what death would look l ike. 
Then you reminded me how much I learned from him and you showed my things in his character 
that had now been transferred to me by his example. 
How great you are Lord, that even in death you are there. That you have shown me the eternal 
determination that l ife has to continue, is an amazement to me! 
( I  buried my 1 4  yr old do just before c lass tonight) 

anonymous 

Lord! Must I wait? ! ! !  I don 't want to waste my prime years. I want are Lord, just one to spend 
the rest of my l ife with me. How long are you making me wait? Its so painful, so lonely. I feel I 
wi l l  be alone forever . . .  
but you comfort me. You lie down with me are our spirit is sweet. l wi l l  wait for you, 0 Lord. 
For as long as you have me wait. I know that the one for me wi l l  be greater than all I could 
dream for. Even if  he never comes, I wi l l  be faithful to you. 
I wi l l  glorify your name with c leanl iness and love. Everything and everyone in my life is a gift 
from you. You didn't have to bless me in the way that you have, Lord. You are great. So I wil l  
wait. And patiently. I love you, Lord. You are the true and only one of my l ife. 

Goshen College - Introduction to Youth Ministry Class 
January 29, 2007 
W ritten in pairs (2 students) 

anonymous 

God, why do you continue to let me fai l? Why don't you explain things to me, teach me? Why 
do you hide the answers? 
But your tim ing is perfect. You know what I need. You' re faithful to instruct. 
You give me l ife; you give me each breathe. Everything I have, you have given me. You deserve 
our praise, so we offer it. 

anonymous 

Why are your Mysterious? Why is everything compl icated? Why aren't there easy answers? 
Why does it have to be peice by peice? Why does the church have to hurt? 
You were faithful to me when . . .  you provided for me, you use bad for good. 
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Thank you for the sunshine. Thank you for life. Thank you for protection. Thank you for good 
people/fami ly .  Thank you for stars. Thank you for pul l ing us through. Thank you for being 
there (even when we think you're not). 

anonymous 

Pain and death, but God you are l ife. Does this make sense? Do you see? Are your eyes open to 
those searching for meaning and instead cause more pain and self destruction? Does cancer over 
power you? 
You equip your fol lowers with strength to speak for you in the midst of chaos! In the midst of 
pain creation displays your beauty and original, flawless plans! 
God, we praise you for those who l ive out their faith which creates glimmers of hope for those of 
us who are seeking you. We are encouraged to l ive each day walking c loser with you. Grant us 
strength to move beyond my fears and personal pain, and short cummings. 

anonymous 

Practice Inclux test � went badly. There is a lot of information to remember. Don't know what 
to study. Can't test the whole scope of nursing with a written test. Its not fair to those who aren't 
good test takers. 
A l l  of our work and struggles are about to pay off. We' l l  be graduating and starting our careers. 
My leg is improving quickly and getting stronger dai ly. 
Thank you for being with us the last 4 years and getting us through. Thanks for being able to take 
the inclux more than once. Thanks for giving me strength and patience with my knee. 

anonymous 

Why, 0 Lord, is there war in this world? Everyday there is murder and i l l  relations among our 
neighbors. Why does this happen? It' s not fair for the innocent people to suffer and die for those 
who can't get along with others. When wi l l  this end? Oh, Lord 
Even though there is pain and anguish [ (we) know you are present. You have been there for us 
in the past and you wil l  be there in the future. 
And Thank-you for being there for us. Whether we know it or not, we know that you are present 
and a ll things take place for a reason. We know that you are a good God. (Amen) 

anonymous 

Why wasn't youth group what it could have been? Why is college something so valuable. So 
expensive? 
A good col lege experience. A good fami ly to grow up in. 
For snow! His love. 

anonymous 

Lord, we' re in your guiding force. Your absence is in my confusion. I long for you to grab me 
by the hand and guide me. It so dark [ can't  find the way. 
However, things always work out in the end. Often when I ' m  most stressed out, an event comes 
along as rel ief. Lord you brought me out of darkness before. 
Thank you for giving us your son. 

anonymous 

We are angry for the tuition raise that is taking p lace at this institution. We feel that college is 
important but very hard to afford and keep people happy and able to attend. 
Finding the right col lege and not being disappointed with the col lege thus far. H is help in the 
journey of finding a college. Fee ling his guidance and wisdom. Receiving funds in order to 
attend. 
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We are thankful for this institution and its Christian discipleship and guidance. We are thankful 
for the professors and colleagues who run the campus. We are thankful for God's  love and 
neverending mercy. 

anonymous 

We feel as though our life is in pause; we are restless and seek your unanswered guidance and 
direction. Why wouldn't you grant us the release into our chosen call ing? 
We are blessed, however, and have made it thus far. Although we feel we are alone, you have 
ultimately carried us through the storm . 
We thank you for your repetitious cal l ,  although sometimes, we unwittingly do not listen. 

anonymous 

God sometimes I can 't see where I am heading. On top of that you lay sickness into my fam ily. 
Why have you not given me direction. I wish I knew what was going on up there because down 
here I am struggling. I 'm feeling lost on this road and I wish you would give me a map. 
I need to remember that when I was sick before you have healed me. You've given me instincts 
to trust and it has gotten me this far. Although I may not know my plan in l ife you know my 
plan. 
I trust you to heal my fami ly. No matter my journey in l ife I give thanks for the opportunity you 
gave me. Thanks for always being there no matter what is going on. 

anonymous 

Oh Lord, I ask this of thee, why is there so much war against the world and me? Oh Lord I ask 
this of thee, what happened to the peace inside of me? Oh Lord, I ask th is of thee, why must 
demons and foes rise up against the world and me? Oh Lord, why does the world have evil that 
surrounds me? I ask this of thee, whey does violence triumph over me? 
I rem ember that during time of violence your peace surrounded me! Even through the m idst of 
trial you disarmed evil with your hand of justice, giving my weary soul rest. It is  because of this 
dear Lord that you will del iver me. 
I truly give you praise for disarming the evi l  around me. I give you praise because you are just 
and fare. You delivered me from the arms of evi l  and gave my weary soul rest. I praise you 
because you are the just protector of the world delivering the righteous, and making evil fal l .  I 
give you praise, my redeemer and God. 

Goshen College - Introduction to Youth Ministry Class 
March 5, 2007 

anonymous 

I 'm not angry God, not real ly. Just really confused. I ' m  hurting for others, seeing them mourn. I 
don' t  know how to help, especially this far away. It doesn't help that I keep questioning my own 
choices. I 've gone against what I bel ieve a few times. I don't know how to fix the relationships, 
or even if it' s  fixable. I don' t  know if this is where you want me, or if I ' m  sti l l  in it because it's 
comfortable, to scarred to let go. I ' m  trying so hard to trust you, God. To not give in to the "it's 
col lege" idea of throwing away ideals. I sti l l  trust that you have a plan. I 'm  scarred because the 
trials are bigger, the stakes are higher. But that is because, through you, I 've grown. 

anonymous 

God, how long do I have to search for something to give my l ife meaning? How long wi l l  these 
feel ings of emptiness last? Give me courage to make the drastic changes in my l ife I need to 
make to rediscover my joy. Uncertainty c louds my every thought and decision. 
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Lord, you have never al lowed me to wander too far from your plan for me.  When I put my trust 
in you, I eventually found my answers. You have never punished me for acting on what I 
believed to be your wi l l .  
I thank you so much for loving me even when I can't love myself. I praise you for the grace you 
lavish on me without any catches or clauses. God, you are big enough . 

- anonymous 

Why does my sister act the way she does! I get so frustrated with her. She needs to grow up and 
take responsibi l ity for her son. She doesn 't see what she is doing to our fami ly. Why can't she 
th ink about someone other than herself. What happened to my best friend? I want her back! 
Also why can 't Jeffs  fami ly be happy with our decision on where we want to live after we get 
married ! 
You are faithful !  Working on Chrsalysis flight & Emmaeus Walk really showed me your 
faithfulness. I wish I could become active again in activ ities as these. You give me a loving 
fami ly even through these tough times I know you're there. I wi l l  praise you in this storm . I wil l  
s ing your praise. You are God alone, no matter where I stand. 

anonymous 

Why did you let such a bus accident happen on Friday? I don't understand why such a tragic 
event had to take place. Six l ives were taken and many were injured and wil l  be scarred for l ife. 
Bluffton University is in deep sadness right now and many people are grieving from this accident. 
God I do rejoice that not al l of the l ives were taken in th is accident. God I am thankful that this 
accident did not occur within the Goshen College community, though I know that it could have. 
God [ know you are always here and watching over us and I am grateful for that. You provide 
many opportunities in life. 
God [ praise you and am grateful  for your overflowing love. You are the reason I am here and 
alive and I am so in love with you. You are wonderful and awesome ! Thank you ! 

anonymous 

Why does l ife get more compl icated and stressful? I feel as though I am growing up so fast and 
my friends are not experiencing that pain. I chose this path that I am on. It is one of joy, 
!onl iness, heartache and excitement. l feel so alone. Why do l not feel you in those around me, 
in si lence, in music, in anything? Who is there to mentor me and guide me through this process 
of death and l ife, growth and growing pain? Do you often let your chi ldren struggle greatly 
before making yourself known? 
God, you have been with me despite my !onl iness. You have placed people in my l ife who l isten 
and real ly care. I praise you for your faithfulness and steadfast love. 

anonymous 

I don't appreciate that l always have something wrong with my health. A lways. What am I a 
hypochondriac? Sometimes I think so. But l don't make up the pain.  Always costing us money. 
I 'm  never normal. 

- anonymous 

I don' t  know why relationships are so hard. Both of us have feelings for each other and both 
acknowledge that. The situation and timing makes it difficult at the time though. Why not give it 
a chance, or why stil l  al low us to have these feel ings if it' s  not meant to be or we are not mean to 
give it a try? Both of us weren 't looking for anything yet you brought the two of us together. 
What does that mean, why is it so hard, and what are we suppose to do? 
I know you were there for me when (blank) and I broke up and even though it was hard you 
showed us it was what was best at the time. I know you are there for me, looking out for me, and 
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bringing special people into my life as you see fit.  Hopefully, (blank) and I wi l l  be able to figure 
out what it is you have planned for us. Be it just friends or more than that. But you have been 
there before and I know you ' l l  be there for me now. 
I just thank you for everyth ing you are giving me and have given me. My talents, my gifts, my 
fami ly, and my friends. I am so blessed and know you are on ly planning to bless me more. 
Thank you for bringing (blank) into my l ife eve if we are only meant to be friends. She is an 
amazing girl and wil l  be an amazing friend. 

- anonymous male 

Dear God. f ' m  not real ly sure what I have to vent about this week. Al l  in al l things are going 
wel l .  Spring Break was fun but I would have rather been in Florida having a good time with 
friends. I feel l ike an aweful person saying that, because f did have such a good time at my 
grandparents and other fami ly .  
I 'm sti l l  worried about what is going to happen in  the next few years. Wi l l  I find a job I l ike? 
Wil l I ever feel strong enough to get back into a commited relationship? But God I know you are 
there for me and I feel your presence. 
God you are gracious and you give me courage when things seem hopeless and strength when I 
feel weak. Thank you God for being with me even when I didn't want you. 
P .S .  
Please be with the friends and fam i lies of those lost or injured on Friday. 

anonymous 

Why do I have to be away from who [ love all the time? Are you trying to break us? All  [ want 
is to be close to this person for more than a week at a time. 
You have allowed us to stay strong even though we are a part most of the time. You helped us 
make it through 3 months of very m inimal communication while [ was on SST. 
You are providing great opportunities for both of us in the future. I am sure that you wi l l  help 
provide a good l ife for us and that we can be happy despite some different backgrounds. [ know 
you wi l l  always be there for us. Thank you. 

anonymous 

God, r feel so disgruntled. I have so many things going on. So many b i l ls to pay here as 
graduation approaches. My precious, $ f ' ve worked so hard for are quickly being spent on the 
many feeds of testing and l icensing for my future job. 
God you've been so faithful to me. I 've been so stressed and worried about where f 'm going to 
work, but you opened up the doors for me and have made a job, even full-time, available to me, 
even without interviewing for it or any thing. 
God, thank you so much for being so incredibly faithful and for providing for my every need. 
Thank you for being my best friend and faithful always. God I praise you for all the blessings 
you've given me. I love you God ! 

anonymous 
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"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? " (say it loud) When you hear that cry 
and if you wanted to find it in the Bible, where would you go to find it? Which person 
comes to your mind when you hear it? This famous cry of Jesus was uttered before his 
dying on the cross. And often times we might think, "Wow . . .  this crucifixion event must 
have really been a big deal if even Jesus hints at the possibil ity that God may have 
forsaken him." Or, "Wel l that is sure some way to talk to God . . .  but since Jesus was 
God's son and divine, it must be okay for him to say those words, but we mortal humans 
dare not ever mention such blasphemous words." 

The summer of 1 998 was difficult for me: Tornadoes ravaged southwestern Pennsylvania 
destroying most of the existing structures of my boyhood farm; it was painful and 
exhausting to help my parents pick up the broken pieces of life. A few days later I 
conducted the graveside service of my 1 5  year old niece and brother-in-law who died of 
accidental carbon monoxide poisoning, secondary results of the tornadoes. And in the 
middle of that whole time of sadness and shock, one of my brothers who had previously 
been a youth pastor and who had left his wife and three young children, decided that he 
and his girlfriend would elope . . .  my numb-struck family did not know how to respond. 
Then, 2 Yz months later I said good-bye to pastoring a r.hurch and people whom I loved so 
that I could do further seminary studies in Elkhart . . .  though I knew the move was a good 
and right decision and one that I believed God wanted me to do, it stil l  tore me apart; the 
transition of uprooting myself from one state to another took its tol l .  

"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping me, 
from the words of my groaning? 0 my God, I cry by day, but you do not answer,- and by 
night, but find no rest. " No, not all of these words do we find recorded in the Gospels as 
Jesus hangs on the cross . . .  but he certainly cries out the first part of verse 1 of Psalm 22, 
from which I just read the first two verses. "My God, my God, why have youforsaken 
me? " Have you ever felt l ike that in life? God seemed no where to be found? God's  
voice and comforting presence was no where to be  heard and felt? Abandoned and alone, 
you found no rest. 

PSALM 77 
Let's take a closer look at Psalm 77. In this Psalm it is obvious that the author is in 
pain . . .  the author is wrestling . . .  the author feels that God is distant and unmoving in his 
life. "/ cry aloud to God, aloud to God that he may hear me. Jn 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. I think of God, and I moan. " Have you ever felt this way . . .  that God was 
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distant . . .  that there was some sort of chasm between you and God that even the mere 
thought of God caused you pain? However, the chasm was NOT there because you did 
anything wrong or committed some heinous sin, but because life happened . . .  you had 
your day of trouble. 
There is more that I could tel l  you about that summer in 1 998, but the point I wish to 
make is that by the time I moved to Elkhart in early September my soul had been 
zapped . .  . I  was spent. I cried out to God often . . .  but I discovered that as I l ived those 
days of my trouble, even thinking about God pained me greatly. I thought of God and I 
moaned. I was so troubled that I could not speak. I felt the furthest away from God as I 
ever did in l ife, NOT because I did anything wrong . . .  BUT because life happened. 
However, even though I felt this great chasm between God and me, I also ironically felt 
the closest to God in my life. Quite a paradox . . .  far away, yet near at hand. 

Both Psalm 77 that Pamela and Margaret read and Psalm 22 that Jesus had quoted, are 
examples of Psalms of lament. Did you know that of the 1 50 psalms found in the Book 
of Psalms that between 1 /3 and Yi are considered laments? These psalms far outnumber 
those of praise, thanksgiving, creation, and penitence. Later in life as I learned more 
about bibl ical lament and realized the powerful, gut-wrenching honesty found in such 
prayers, I wondered why I was never really taught to pray in this manner growing up. 
Why did it seem that I was led more to the psalms of praise and thanksgiving, and rarely, 
if ever, to those of lament? Did my faith community fear that l ightening bolts may zap us 
if we talked this way to God? Did we think it sinful to accuse God of ever doing 
anything that may appear to be "un-God-like" or harmful? 

These prayers are not mere complaints of a person or a people who have no relationship 
with God, but they actually demonstrate a deep commitment to that connection with God. 
God invites them to say anything and everything to God. Verses 7-9 of Psalm 77: " Will 
the Lord spurn forever, and never again be favorable? Has his steadfast love ceased 
forever? Are his promises at an end for all time? Has God forgotten to be gracious? 
Has he in anger shut up his compassion? " Though this Psalm itself doesn' t  give us 
specific clues as to what caused the author' s struggles . . .  his "day of trouble" . .  . in some 
ways it doesn't matter because these prayers invite us to consider our own days of 
trouble, our own times of feeling that God is distant, unloving, or allowing trouble to 
befall us . . .  and then to honestly express ourselves to God. 

PSALMS OF ORIENTATION, DISORIENTION, AND NEW ORIENTATION 
The lament psalms can be considered a type of "psalm of disorientation," according to 
Walter Brueggemann, a well-respected Old Testament scholar. If you look in  your 
church bulletins I have included an insert that describes three broad-sweeping categories 
of Psalms - those of Orientation, Disorientation, and New Orientation. The psalms of 
Orientation express a confident, serene settlement on faith issues, and describe a happy 
view that God is trustworthy and reliable. Some types of Orientation Psalms include 
those of creation, law, wisdom, and well-being. In other words, the authors of these 
prayers were at a good place in life . . .  all was going well and smooth . . .  they had no faith 
crises or struggles . . .  and it would be very easy to say, "Well, so long as we attend to our 
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relationship with God, then all will be well ." And you know what, this type of attitude 
and posture may work in life, UNTIL . . .  

. . . something happens that causes some level of disorientation about life or faith. The 
psalms of disorientation recognize that l ife is savagely marked by incoherence, a loss of 
balance, and unrel ieved asymmetry. In other words, life is not all full of sunshine and 
daffodils . .  . l i fe may throw some fairly tough curveballs. 
And finally, Brueggemann describes a third category of psalms, those of New 
Orientation, which include those of personal and communal thanksgiving, trust in God, 
and hymns of praise. But the difference between these psalms and those of the older 
Orientation i s  that the person has now come through a time of disorientation, and 
therefore the prayers of thanksgiving and praise have a much deeper aspect to it. 

You know, it 's kinda like singing "Jesus Loves Me." Many of us are taught that song as 
children and we believe it because "the Bible tells me so." But then perhaps later in life 
we go through an experience when our friends don't like us or we aren't l iking ourselves 
that much, and so we begin to question whether Jesus actually loves me or not . . .  afterall, 
aren' t  we taught to believe that we are wretched sinners. But then something wonderful 
happens and my friends l ike me again or I may feel better about myself or I may have 
experienced the grace of a forgiving God. So then singing "Jesus Loves Me" takes on a 
new and deeper meaning. 

LAMENT STRUCTURE 
Earlier in this service we sang "As the deer" . . .  it's a favorite song of mine and the image 
of a deer literally takes me back to the days fol lowing our tornado-destroyed farm. But 
did you realize that this song comes from Psalm 42 which is a lament psalm? Listen to 
verses 9 and 1 0  of Psalm 42: "/ say to God, my rock, 'Why have you.forgotten me? Why 
must I walk about mournfully because the enemy oppresses me? ' As with a deadly 
wound in my body, my adversaries taunt me, while they say to me continually, 'Where is 
your God? "' 

Even though this Psalm references the fact that the author has some very real enemies 
that are out to get him, this is not the point of his prayer. . .  THE POINT is that he feels 
that God has forgotten him . . .  that God has abandoned him and that something has gone 
awry in the relationship between he and God. And as the author' s  enemies taunt him by 
saying "Where is your God?" he too begins to question, "Yes, where is my God in all 
this?" 

Sometimes the psalms of lament are even more blunt with God and simply accuse God of 
wrong-doing. Listen to the opening of Psalm 74: "O God, why do you cast us off 
forever? Why does your anger smoke against the sheep ofyour pasture? "  Listen to the 
opening of Psalm 60: "O God, you have rejected us, broken our defenses; you have been 
angry; now restore us! You have caused the land to quake; you have torn it open; repair 
the cracks in it, for it is tottering. You have made your people suffer hard things,· you 
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243 

Now, let 's  get back to Psalm 77 again to take a closer look at its remaining verses. The 
psalm does not end with all those questions of God in verse 9, but it moves forward quite 
profoundly. Verse 1 0  and following: "And I say, 'It is my grief that the right hand of the 
Most High has changed. I will call to mind the deeds of the Lord; I will remember your 
wonders of old. " Verse 1 0  starts off with what I l ike to cal l, "The Holy but." Now in 
your Bibles the first word in verse 1 0  is probably "And," just like I have read. However, 
in ancient Hebrew they didn't necessarily have a word for "and," but instead there was a 
letter of the Hebrew alphabet that was attached to the front of the word as a prefix, and 
that letter was the "vav." And, that prefix letter could be translated, depending on the 
context, as either "and" or "but" or even "yet" or "however."  
Well, rather than me suggest that the verse needs to be translated as "But I say . . .  " just 
know it' s  possible to translate it this way. The real point that I want you to know about 
this :  a key characteristic of lament psalms is that most have a pivotal tum or 
transformative moment where after they get done complaining to God, venting their raw 
emotions, or even accusing God of wrong-doing or neglect, there is movement out of this 
despair. There is a significant moment when the psalmist either pulls the bed covers off 
himself and gets out of the bed of depression, or is even helped out of the bed by God. 
This pivotal, transformative tum is often indicated by this particular Hebrew letter - The 
Holy But. 

In some other ways, I prefer to think that using the word "but" better demonstrates the 
significant tum because the word "and" often connotes a continued course of action or 
continued storyline. BUT, the reality is that there is a distinct and noticeable tum in the 
storyline . . .  no longer is the psalmist complaining, venting, or accusing, BUT they begin 
to remember a time when God was good. And in Psalm 77 we can read that the 
remainder of this prayer includes recalling the mighty works of God . . .  the times when 
God saved God's people. And once people can begin to remember the specific ways that 
God has been involved in their lives, then God doesn't feel so distant anymore and soon 
the psalmist begins to praise God once again. Verses 1 3  and 1 4  offer a type of praise to 
God: " Your way, 0 God, is holy. What god is so great as our God? You are the one who 
works wonders . . .  " 

Yes, there seems to be a purposeful form and flow to lament psalms. They are not mere 
complaints expressed to an uninvolved God, but instead they are powerful prayers of 
fidelity and faithfulness. They are prayers of deep intimacy between God and God' s  
people . . .  an intimacy that invites authentic words and emotions to be expressed i n  some 
of the most raw and vivid ways possible. They are prayers that grant permission to 
grieve and protest. They are prayers that prepare the way for new understandings of God. 
They are prayers that promote solidarity with those who suffer. They are prayers that 
lead to a new orientation. 

To me, these are some of the richest and deepest expressions of prayer found in the Bible. 
They often end with a resounding joy and praise but ONLY because they have known 
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sorrow and deep despair. They are prayers that exude a deep trust in God's faithfulness, 
but ONLY because they have walked through the valley of the shadow of death. These 
were the prayers of the stuff of l ife, and probably explains why they are the largest group 
of psalms. These were the prayers that invited us to engage God with some of the harsh 
realities of l i fe rather than escape it. 

As I have now been involved in some form of pastoral ministry for the past twelve years 
of my life, I get concerned that we in the church rush people to praise God without truly 
acknowledging some of the rougher and painful aspects of life. And if we did that over 
and over, I believe that this type of praise without acknowledging some of our raw 
emotions can lead to a form of escapism and denial. We somehow think that if we only 
praised God more, then all wil l  be better. And then if nothing changes we guilt ourselves 
into praising God more and more . . .  and so the vicious cycle continues to the point where 
"praise" might function l ike a harmful drug that offers a "false high" and enables us to 
escape the realities of life. 

Now, before you think that I am suggesting that we should never praise God or sing 
songs and hymns of praise, that is not at all what I am inferring because I do believe it is 
right and necessary to praise God. But what I am suggesting is that there are certain 
types of deep and sincere praise that only stems from bringing to God the "not-so
praiseful" aspects of life .  And if we are honest with ourselves and with God, those 
disoriented times of life can only lead to a new orientation if we acknowledge the truth of 
our situation. The lament psalms seem to indicate that "the Holy but" cannot happen 
until AFTER we appropriately express ourselves to God. 

THE FLOW- OF LAMENT 
On your bulletin insert I have suggested a 3-step flow or movement that portrays many of 
the biblical laments . . . .  and in a few minutes, each of you wil l  have opportunity to offer 
your own 3-step prayer of lament. The first act or step of lament is to argue with God 
and let yourself be angry by pouring out your raw feelings to God. Then, you'l l  recall a 
time when God has been good . . .  a time when God's help in the past carried you through. 
Then finally, you' l l  move into a time of praising God and tel ling God, "Thanks!"  

Now, I do have one word of caution and one word of grace before concluding this 
sermon. Engaging in biblical lament in this 3-step manner should not be treated as a 
mere formula so that we feel better in life and deny our true struggles. The reality is that 
for many of us it may be extremely difficult to pour out our raw emotions of anger and 
despair the one minute, and then the next minute offer some sort of wonderful praise to 
God. 

One of the graces that I receive from these lament psalms is that we do not know how 
long it took the psalmists to write their prayers. Perhaps they were able to sit down in 
one 1 0  minute span and go from raw pain to remembrance to praise . . .  BUT, it's also 
possible to consider that the laments took weeks or months or years to write. Maybe the 
author wrote Act 1 . . .  then set it aside for several weeks or months before ever being in a 
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position to begin to remember God's faithfulness to them in the past. Then after 
composing Act 2, perhaps they set aside this prayer for days or months before ever being 
able to honestly and genuinely offer praises up to God. 

One of the disservices that I have experienced at times in my growing up is that 
sometimes we expect people to simply "get over their grief' and rush to praise. Or, we 
may get messages like, "If you praise God more, then all your troubles will go away." Or 
we may be told, "Your grief and despair is a sign that you are not right with God." I 
believe that biblical lament shows us the fallacy of such unhelpful attitudes and counsel, 
but invites an explicitly raw connection to God. 

CONCLUSION 
Before we enter into a time of prayer, I do want to acknowledge a unique psalm of 
lament. .  . it' s Psalm 88. This psalm does not end in praise and therefore does not follow 
the 3-step pattern of lament. . .  the psalmist remains in despair and kinda leaves us 
hanging. I am grateful this psalm exists in our Bibles. And next week as we continue 
this brief exploration into the Good News of Lament, we will take a look at a book in the 
Bible that also appears to leave us hanging. In the holy words of Lamentations, the 
author rails against God over and over and over. . .  5 chapters worth! But the other 
interesting reality of this book is that God never speaks . . .  God does not rebuke the author 
or tel l  him to take his pity party elsewhere. God does not say, "Oh, trust in me and all 
will be well ." No, God does not speak . . .  ever. . .  in this book. But I will share more next 
week about this fascinating behavior of God. 

PRAYER OF LAMENT 
After next week's  sermon there will be opportunity for you to be anointed. But today as 
a response to the sermon, you will now engage in your own prayer of lament. Please turn 
to the bulletin insert that describes the 3 -step flow. As we enter into this time of prayer, 
Cindy will p lay a song on the piano as you simply pray through the 3 steps in your own 
words. We won't take a long time to :do this . . .  just a few minutes . . .  so you may want to 
move through each of the steps in a concise manner. However, if you find yourself 
wanting to stay in one of the acts and ·not move onto the next step, that's okay . . .  stay 
there. I wil l  then conclude our time of prayer. 
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Read Psalm 88 : 1 -7 - 0 Lord, God of my salvation, when at night, I cry out in 
your presence, let my prayer come before you; incline your ear to my cry. For my soul is 
full of troubles, and my life draws near to Sheol. I am counted among those who go down 
to the Pit; I am like those who have no help, like those forsaken among the dead, like the 
slain that lie in the grave, like those whom you remember no more, for they are cut off 
from your hand. You have put me in the depths of the Pit, in the regions dark and deep. 
Your wrath lies heavy upon me, and you overwhelm me with all your waves. 

Last Sunday I spoke about the psalms of lament, which number between 1 /3 and 
Yi of the 1 50 Psalms. These prayers generally have a structure and flow by addressing 
God with their raw emotions, and then move into a time of remembrance of God's  
goodness, and then eventually move into praise of  God. However, I also said that not all 
psalms perfectly followed this form, and that at times some of the psalms emphasized one 
aspect over another. Psalm 88 is distinctive . . .  it starts in the Pit and ends in the pit. I 
only read the first seven verses of this psalm, but if I continued through to the end of 
verse 1 8  it would simply be more of the same except that it ends accusing God of neglect 
and the cause of the psalmist's friends to tum against him. 

Today we tum our attention to another book of the Bible . . .  Lamentations. Now, I 
must warn you . . .  this book begins in the pit and ends in the pit, so to speak. If you l ike 
stories with happy endings, then this book is NOT the one for you. If you like stories 
where the hero comes in at the last minute to save the day, then this God-breathed 
testimony is  NOT for you. If you like stories that leave a warm fuzzy in your stomach, 
then this holy  scripture is NOT for you. BUT if you have ever found yourself in the pit 
with no seeming way out of it, then this book MIGHT be for you. If you have ever 
walked with a friend who can't seem to climb out of their utter despair, then this book 
MIGHT be for you. If you have ever asked God "why is there so much pain in this 
world?" and never heard an answer, then this book MIGHT be for you. 

LAMENTATIONS 
Lamentations is a book of deep emotions stemming from a painful, faith

shattering crisis of relationship . . .  that of the Jewish community and God. Yes, if you 
have ever read through this book you wil l  realize that the city of Jerusalem was pillaged 
and destroyed by the invading Babylonians around 536  B .C. and a description of the 
atrocities and aftermath ensues, BUT the most painful crisis was that of a broken 
relationship between the Jewish people and God. If you have ever read through this book 
you will discover that Holy Temple was smashed, the high place of worship for God's 
"chosen people" who once believed that God would never abandon them and keep safe 
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out to God and begging that God would see their pain . . .  yet God did not respond. 
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The siege by Nebuchadnezzar' s armies lasted nearly two years, thus trapping the citizens 
in the walled, isolated city as they suffered from famine. Eventually the Babylonian 
forces broke through and those who survived the onslaught were either carried off to 
Babylon or left in the region to pick up the pieces of a shattered existence. Over the 
course of the next fifteen years, there were several other deportations and ransackings of 
Jerusalem; so once a proud people now lie in ruin. Judah had lost its national 
independence and was forced to l ive under foreign domination and persecution for many 
decades. How could God allow such atrocities? Or, was God truly the source of certain 
heinous acts, as claimed by the lamenter? Though God is addressed throughout the five 
chapters of this book, God never responds within the framework of this literature. A very 
peculiar response and action by God indeed! 

Lamentations is indeed a book of intense pain, horrific trauma, and extreme suffering. It 
is about the collapse of a physical, emotional, and spiritual universe of an entire people, 
not about individual sorrows except in a metaphoric and symbol ic manner. Yet the power 
of its poetry can embrace the sufferings of any whose bodies and spirits are worn down 
and assaulted, whose boundaries have shrunk, who are trapped, and now face foreclosed 
futures. "353 Lamentations is an extreme example of lament. 

Lamentations 1 :  1 -2 - How lonely sits the city that once was full of people! How like a 
widow she has become, she that was great among the nations! She that was a princess 
among the provinces has become a vassal. And then, the voice and person shifts in verse 
1 2  - Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by? Look and see if there is any sorrow like 
my sorrow, which was brought upon me, which the Lord inflicted on the day of his.fierce 
anger. 

A distinctive feature of Lamentations is that it contains multiple voices and testimonies 
among survivors, no one speaker dominates the others. Lamentations is poetry . . .  very 
vivid at times . . .  and one way that this book solicits attention from the reader is to employ 
the use of multiple characters and voices . . .  it is not meant to be read straight through as if 
composed by one person. In many of the lament psalms that we read last week, you 
could put yourself in the shoes of one author . . .  BUT, Lamentations does not allow us to 
do this because of the multiple speakers, and so we constantly have to be aware of  who is 
saying what. 

Chapter 1 opens this book with two voices - the narrator and Daughter Zion. "Daughter 
Zion" is referring to the city as a whole, not to the plight of a particular woman named 
Zion. As the narrator begins, he is unmoved by the pain and loss experienced by 
Daughter Zion. In fact, the narrator suggests that she deserves this because of all the sins 
she committed. Daughter Zion, however, is full of emotion as she describes the loss of 
her children and present pain. She is overwhelmed by the horror and trauma of her rape. 
However, though she acknowledges her sin contributed to the destruction, her greatest 

353 Kathleen M. O'Conner, Lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknoll ,  NY: Orb is Books, 2002), 
pages xi i i-xiv. 



248 

tragedy is not the destruction itself, BUT that no one is there to comfort her, particularly 
God. Throughout the chapter she begs God to look at her, pay attention, and see what the 
enemy has done to her, but God does not reply and eventually she weeps because of 
God's  awful treatment of her. 

In Chapter 2 the narrator changes his tune. Though he dominates the speech of this 
chapter - Daughter Zion speaks only the last three verses - the narrator has now moved 
from being an objective describer of events, to being an emotional comforter of Zion's 
suffering. He too joins in on the lament and hurls accusations at God. "For the narrator, 
God's  cruel actions contradict God's  own interests. God violated God's special 
relationship with Zion, destroyed God's own dwelling place, and ended worship in the 
temple that celebrated and sealed that relationship."354 The narrator now stands with 
Daughter Zion and appeals to her to speak out on behalf of her lost children. She again 
begs God to see her devastated self, but again God offers no response. However, unlike 
chapter 1 when she was alone and had no comforter, she has now gained a witness and 
compassionate advocate in the narrator. 

Chapter 3, from which this morning's  scripture was read, introduces a new anonymous 
voice, "the strongman." This speaker, perhaps a metaphorical voice of the people, is also 
a captive and testifies to the pain from that experience, and like Daughter Zion, he too 
struggles to find a witness of his anguish. He too calls  out to God to look at his plight, 
but in the midst of his complaints of rejection and suffering, he briefly articulates hope 
and momentarily recalls God's faithfulness. Both times in this chapter when the 
strongman voices a glimmer of hope, he is at rock bottom with no place else to go. This 
hope emerges without clear cause, like grace without explanation. However, just l ike 
when any of us experience despair and depression, we have our good days and our bad 
days, and so the hope of the strongman soon dissipates as he is so engulfed by his own 
trauma. His hope is unsteady . . .  it comes and goes as he struggles with the conflict 
between divine rejection and divine mercy. 

Chapter 4 offers a chance for two more voices to speak, a narrator and the people, who 
both appear hopeless and exhausted. The narrator, probably a different one than from 
chapter 1 ,  takes us on a tour of the city after the invasion. He writes in a matter-of-fact 
tone as he describes the depravity of the situation. After suggesting some blame to Zion 
and her mothers, he points his finger to the religious community leaders as the ones 
responsible for God's  anger and this catastrophe. But similar to the previous chapters, 
the narrator suggests that God no longer pays attention to the people . . .  the leaders have 
become invisible from God's sight. The second voice is that of "the people." This is  the 
first time that the collective voice has spoken, and they also for the first time, describe the 
actual destruction and invasion, not simply the aftermath. An interesting note about this 
voice, it never once speaks to God or demands anything from God. Perhaps they were 
simply too tired to ask for anything? Have you ever felt this way . . .  you know deep inside 
you really could use something, but you are simply too exhausted to put the effort into 
asking anybody for help. 

354 O'Conner, page 34. 
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As we enter into the fifth and final chapter, we once again hear the voice of the people. 
Verses 1 -3 - Remember, 0 Lord, what has befallen us,· look, and see our disgrace! Our 
inheritance has been turned over to strangers, our homes to aliens. We have become 
orphans, fatherless,· our mothers are like widows. Overall, this chapter functions as one 
long petition that demands God's attention. This voice urges, insists, and demands that 
God look. Even in the end of this chapter and book, the people have turned to God, as 
was done throughout this book, and pleaded their relationship with God be restored. 
They await God's move . . .  the ball is in God's  court. One finally hopes that after four 
long and painful chapters, that God would finally come to their rescue and save the day. 
But no happy ending awaits the occupants. Grief and anger, doubt and despair have 
taken up residence and wil l  not be evicted. 

EMBODYING LAMENTATIONS TODAY 
The end. There is no chapter 6 that says, "And they all l ived happily ever after." So, 
what is a person to make of Lamentations? What is the good news in this message? How 
are we to incorporate this book of pain and rejection into our personal faith life and into 
our faith community? What are we to make of the fact that no matter who the speaker 
was in these 5 chapters, God did not respond to any of them? Well, lest you all think that 
I am simply a glutton for punishment and like to lead people through a book that is about 
severe pain simply for the fun of it . . .  let me offer a few remarks as to why I like this book 
and how it can be helpful to us. 

First, Lamentations is a book of truth-telling. B iblical lament gives us permission to say 
it how it is, even if the language is quite raw and expl icit. This book urges us to face 
suffering, to speak of it, and to be dangerous proclaimers of the truths that otherwise may 
be denied or repressed. This book invites us to honor the pain that may be hidden within 
our own hearts. Pain is pain, and it' s much better to tell it to God rather than keeping it 
hidden inside. Truth-tel l ing means that ."denial" is denied. Yes, there may be times in 
life when "short term denial" is appropriate so that we can function. But in the long run, 
whatever pain and loss we are denying will eventually takes its tol l  on us. Lamentations 
is a book of truth-tel ling and it honors the painful truth to come to the surface before God 
and others. 

Second, Lamentations invites compassionate companionship. The narrator in chapter 1 
was like an objective newsreporter who merely seemed to report what he saw. However, 
in chapter 2 even this objective narrator had seen enough, no matter what Daughter Zion 
may have ever done in life, she certainly did not deserve all that was done to her. And so 
we too are challenged to open our eyes to the pain and brokenness around us. We too are 
called to cry out on behalf of those in desperate need around us and throughout the world. 
We too are pressed to get our hands dirty and our emotions enraged at the suffering that 
goes on, regardless of the reasons or faults. 

Third, Lamentations enables various voices to speak up, but as I mentioned before, there 
is one particular voice that is missing - God's. For some reason, God does not speak or 
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respond or heal or "see." For some reason, God offers no words in this great time of 
duress and need. Then again, if God were to speak, what would God say? If it was your 
job to write a chapter 6 on behalf of God, what would you write? Many of us in this 
church today have been in the receiving line of a funeral home when one of our dearest 
loved ones died. What spoke to you the most. . .  the wel l-meaning, yet emotionally flat 
words uttered by nervous people going through the l ine, or the mere presence of people 
who simply were there for you . . .  people who let you be and honestly express the grief, 
the pain, the doubt, the confusion, and the anger that you were enduring. With these 
compassionate people you did not need to put on any masks to cover up your feelings. In 
other words, might there be a time for appropriate silence when dealing with excruciating 
and intense pain? Might words, at times, actually hinder the comfort of the soul? 

Though the voices in this book suggest that God does not look at their suffering or pay 
attention to them, the reality is that this bibl ical witness and lament is a cry to help to 
God. They must have had some level of faith that God was listening. As I mentioned 
last week, the psalm of laments fit within the broader category of those of 
Disorientation . . .  when l ife throws a curveball .  In the case of Lamentations, however, it 
was like having dozens of pitchers throw dozens of curveballs at you at once with no bat 
or glove to protect yourself. Lamentations is an example of extreme radical suffering, it 
is the stuff of holocausts and genocides . .  . it is the stuff of dramatic l ife-changing events 
such as the early loss of a loved one or debilitating injury . . .  it is the stuff of "Oh God why 
is there so much pain in this world?" questions . . .  it is NOT about the daily 
inconveniences that may annoy us. 

CONCLUSION 
"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" These were some of Jesus' s  last word 

· as he hung on the cross. These are· also the first words of Psalm 22, a lament psalm. But 
now let me read to you from another fami liar Psalm (23 ). The Lord is my shepherd, I 
shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures; he leads me beside still waters; 
he restores my soul. He leads me in the right paths for his name 's sake. Even though I 
walk through the darkest valley, !fear no evil; for you are with me; your rod and your 
staff-they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; 
you anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow 
me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord my whole life long. 

I just read from Psalm 23 ,  which fol lows Psalm 22. I believe there is a reason why 23 
fol lows 22 . . .  23 is the pastoral response to the abandonment and forsakenness of 22. I 
believe that reading and praying through these two chapters on a regular basis wil l  help 
us deal with all aspects of life that we may encounter. S imilarly, even though there is no 
chapter 6 in Lamentations, the Jewish people and God did continue with their relationship 
with one another. Listen to the words of lsaiah 40: 1 -3 - Comfort, 0 comfort my people, 
says your God. Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, 
that her penalty is paid, that she has received.from the Lord 's hand double for all her 
sins. A voice cries out: "In the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in 
the desert a highway for our God. " 
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Yes, eventually the deported Jewish people prepare their return back to Jerusalem from 
Babylon. Isaiah 40-55 attest to this preparation and reality . . .  often times we associate 
several of these chapters with the Christian Advent as we look forward to the coming 
Messiah, but they looked forward to their return home. Just as there are Psalms of New 
Orientation following Disorientation, there are other books of the Bible that follow those 
devastating years of Lamentations and that give witness to the relationship between God 
and God's people such as Daniel, Ezra, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, and Nehemiah. 

One of my goals in these two sermons on the good news of lament was NOT to decry 
praise of God or deny the comforting presence of our Savior, BUT to help us 
acknowledge and validate the not-so-fun aspects of life AND encourage us to offer those 
to God and to each other. My hope was that these important passages of the Bible would 
in fact validate your own experiences with suffering, affirm your own crying out to God 
in raw ways, and lead you into a more deeper and closer relationship with God. 
Last week I indicated that there would be a time of anointing following this sermon. 
Anointing is another way of bringing our total selves to God. Anointing is also a way for 
us to experience grace for our journey. Perhaps something was said last Sunday or this 
Sunday that provokes you to want to engage in this worshipful and lamentful act. 
Perhaps something has simply been gnawing at your inner being that you want to 
acknowledge your brokenness to God. Perhaps you have been comforted in such a 
profound way that you want to symbolize that with anointing . . .  similar to that of Psalm 
23 that says, "you anoint my head with oil ." Whatever the reason, anointing may be an 
appropriate response for you today . . .  if  so, then come forward; if not, then pray for those 
who do. At this time, Linford will come forward with further instructions about the 
anointing process, and then will lead us in prayer. 



THE GOOD NEWS OF LAMENT: The Psalms Cry Out! ! 

THREE CATEGORIES OF PSALMSJss 

Orientation - express a confident, serene settlement on faith issues; describe 
a happy settlement of the reality that God is trustworthy and reliable 

• Hymns of creation - 8,33, 1 04,  1 45 
• Torah (law) - 1 , 1 5, 1 9,24, 1 1 9 
• Wisdom - 1 4, 37 
• Well-being - 1 31 , 1 33 

Disorientation - recognize that life is savagely marked by incoherence, a loss 
of balance, and unrelieved asymmetry 

• Personal laments - 1 3,35,77,86 
• Communal laments - 74,79, 1 37 
• Two "problem" psalms - 88, 1 09 

New Orientation - stem from a disoriented experience; bear witness to the 
surprising gift of new l ife just when none had been expected ; not a return to 
the old stable orientation 

• Personal thanksgiving - 30,34,40, 1 38 
• Communal thanksgiving - 65,66, 1 24,  1 29 
• Once and future king - 29,47,93,97-99, 1 1 4 
• Hymns of praise - 1 00, 1 03, 1 1 3, 1 1 7, 1 35, 1 46-1 50 

LAMENT PSALMS 
" . . .  prayers that erupt from wounds, burst out of unbearable pain, and bring it 
to language. Laments complain ,  shout, and protest. They take anger and 
despair before God and the community. They grieve. They argue. They find 
fault. Without complaint there is no lament form . Although laments appear 
disruptive of God's world, they are acts of fidelity. In vulnerability and honesty, 
they cling obstinately to God and demand for God to see, hear, and act. 
Laments are prayers of the discontented, the disturbed, and the distraught. 
They protest God's rule of the world , bemoan the speakers' physical condition, 
and whine about enemies. But remarkably, in the process of harsh complaint 

355 Walter Brueggemann, Spirituality of the Psalms (Minneapol is: Fortress Press, 
2002). 

and resistance, they also express faith in God in the midst of chaos, doubt, 
and confusion ."356 

Writing Your Own Prayer of Lament 

Many biblical laments, such as those found in the Psalms, include 
address of God, complaint, petition, remembrance of God 's goodness, 
confession of trust in God, and praise of God. In these Psalms, a 
critical turning point in most of them occurs when the plea or 
complaint turns to praise. 

® ACT 1 :  Argue with God 
• Let yourself be angry, and pour out your raw feelings to God . 

© ACT 2: Remember God's goodness 
• Remember God's help in the past and imagine that God has heard 

you now. 

© ACT 3: Praise God 
• When you lament, you may realize you can trust God with your life. If 

so, tell God "Thanks!" 

"The practice of lament gives you time and permission to vent your pent-up anger, your deep 
sadness, and your self-blame. You allow yourself to grieve in a way that leads to healing and 

renewal. As you poor out your grief, loss, pain, and anger in the presence of God, you 
discover that God hears your cries of anguish and comforts you. While you can't remove the 

storms, quiet the thunder, or stop the lightning from striking, you can trust your tears to be the 
raindrops that release the clouds, allowing rays of sunlight to shine through. Before catching a 

glimpse of the rainbow, though, you have to brace yourself for the raging storm within."357 

356 Kathleen O'Conner, lamentations and the Tears of the World (Maryknoll ,  NY: 
Orbis Books, 2002), page 9.  
3 5 7  

Dorothy Bass & Don Richter, eds., Way to live: Christian Practices for Teens 
(Nashvil le:  Upper Room Books, 2002), page 25 1 .  
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