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Sermon, St. David’s Episcopal Church, 9/22/2019, Jeremiah 8:18-9:1, Psalm 79:1-9 (Elizabeth 

Felicetti) 

Today marks our fifth Sunday in a row of Old Testament readings from the prophet Jeremiah. 

You may have heard Jeremiah referred to as “the weeping prophet,” and today’s reading from 

chapter eight can help us to understand why he is commonly referred to that way. This brief 

passage is pure lament, and we also have a psalm of lament this morning. One-third of the 

psalms in the Bible are laments, yet such laments don’t get much attention during Sunday 

worship. When we get together on Sunday, we typically expect to praise, not lament.  

In today’s Jeremiah passage, the Bible is unclear about whether the prophet is speaking or 

whether God is speaking. Prophets generally function as the Lord’s mouthpiece, so really, that 

doesn’t matter: they are connected. In this passage, then, God expresses heartbreak. This 

challenges views of God as completely other than us, devoid of emotion. In this passage, God is 

desolate. 

We just sang “There is a balm in Gilead,” an appropriate accompaniment this text. But notice 

that the hymn has a different message than the Bible passage. In Jeremiah, the question about a 

balm in Gilead is raised but not answered, whereas the hymn asserts that there is a balm in 

Gilead. The song wants to answer the haunting question from the passage. Yes, there is a balm, 

to heal the sin-sick soul. 

Laments are uncomfortable. I notice this with my husband. He’s a lawyer, and over more than 

twenty years of marriage, I’ve come to accept that I can’t win arguments, even though I believe 

I’m smart and make good points. He’s just better at arguing than I am. If I want to make a point 

in an argument, I need to cry. That makes him uncomfortable. He does not like to see me cry. 

And he’s not alone, is he? It’s hard to see people we love cry. We want to make them feel better. 

We want to comfort. We want to soothe. We want their tears to stop. 

So, many of us tend to conceal our laments. Those of us who use social media tend to present a 

positive spin on everything. But then I’m sure you’ve all read about how our exposure to these 

social media posts actually contribute to depression, because it looks like everyone else is having 

this perfect life while we’re are not. Of course, our “friends” on social media are probably 

thinking the same thing about us. 

But we do hear laments online when tragedies strike. I often hear about natural disasters or 

tragedies on Facebook or Twitter before hearing about them anywhere else, as people express 

dismay. Sometimes, people even quote the psalms: “How long, o Lord.” We have a “How long o 

Lord” in today’s lament psalm. 

Many of us live with pain. That doesn’t mean we don’t experience joy or that we are depressed 

all time. But the longer I serve here at St. David’s, the more pain I become aware of: deep pain 

that you all live with. Funerals are something churches are usually good at, including ours: not 

just the services, but receptions, entirely put together by volunteers. I become so moved by the 

way our parish family responds to crises.  
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But what about a year later? Five years later? Ten? Grief tends to be something we learn to build 

our life back around, not something that ends. But it’s uncomfortable to hear that. We want a 

neat ending. If someone is sad, we want them to feel better, fast. 

And when God is sad? That’s scary, isn’t it? Personally, when the prophets are going on about 

God’s wrath, I find it easier to roll my eyes. But thinking about God saying, either directly or 

through Jeremiah, “O that my head were a spring of water, and my eyes a fountain of tears, so 

that I might weep day and night for the slain of my poor people”—that image startles me.  The 

image of God being heartbroken and weeping. 

Jeremiah’s book takes place at a terrible time in the life of God’s people: the end of Judah, the 

fall of Jerusalem, the destruction of the temple, the exile to Babylon. Jeremiah repeatedly tried to 

warn the people, and they dismissed him as a nutjob. As often happened with prophets. 

Today’s psalm, 79, is believed to be a psalm written about the destruction of the temple in 

Jerusalem by the Babylonians during the time of Jeremiah. The whole psalm is not included in 

our insert. You might want to check it out in your Book of Common Prayer or in your Bible 

when you get home (unless you brought your Bible to church with you, which would score you 

extra points). The verses that are not included amplify the sentiment in verse 6, when the 

psalmist asks God to pour out wrath on the heathens. Seeing the temple defiled has kindled a 

thirst for vengeance, and the psalmist prays about that. 

That’s another one of those uncomfortable emotions, isn’t it? Episcopalians don’t want to talk 

about vengeance and wrath and lament on Sunday morning! We just want to see Jesus. 

We are tempted, when we hear the Old Testament in church, to dismiss it as no longer being 

relevant, because of Jesus. But this was Jesus’ holy book. Jesus didn’t hear the Gospels read 

when he was a little boy in temple: he heard from Jeremiah. Jesus chanted the psalms. The 

psalms were his prayer book, including 79. And while it might be uncomfortable to think about 

God weeping, we know that Jesus wept. He wept when his friend Lazarus was lying dead in 

tomb. Jesus wept. 

And Jesus prayed the opening of Psalm 22, a psalm of lament, when he was hanging from the 

cross. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 

It might seem dissonant to discuss lament on a weekend when we’ve experienced something big 

in the life of our diocese: the election of a new bishop. Many of you don’t think about life 

beyond St. David’s, and that’s OK. This place is our primary worship community. We strive to 

be the corner church, serving this community. But we are also part of something larger, the 

Diocese of Southern Virginia; and yesterday, we elected a new bishop. Bishops can serve until 

they turn 72, so, we will have Susan Haynes around for a while. It’s a time to celebrate. 

We can also acknowledge that this was an election, and five priests woke up today to find 

themselves not called to this vocation. I suspect they are experiencing lament. I suspect that 

some delegates in our diocese this morning are experiencing disappointment and sadness. 
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Maybe it doesn’t seem right to lament during ordinary time, but I invite us as Christians to accept 

that lament is part of our ordinary life. I invite us to try embracing lament. When someone is 

crying, trying holding their hand or touching their back: but most important, try listening. Just sit 

with them in discomfort. This can be a great gift.  


