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Processing Grief Through Lament
The Psalms give us a beautiful format for expressing our grief. This can be used as a template for anyone with any faith practice or none. Please feel free to modify your approach to fit your faith practice. 

A third of the Psalms are laments: cries of protest, expressing the deep pain of facing danger, and feeling forsaken, alone, and abandoned. Ranken Wilbornne states in a third of the Psalms, “God gives us sad songs, because He knows we’re going to be resistant to talk to Him this way” – fully honest, raw, and crying out our pain in response to suffering. He goes on to say, “Everything belongs in conversation with God…God says, ‘I’m giving you all these songs to help you do what feels so uncomfortable or unnatural.”

Author Rory Vaden compares cows and buffaloes in response to storms. Cows run away from the storm. But cows don’t run fast, and running in the same direction as the storm keeps them in the storm longer! Buffaloes run into coming storms, not ignoring them, running from them or hoping they will go away, which is what we often do in response to our pain. Buffaloes charge into the storm, traveling in the opposite direction to the storm, which moves them through it much more quickly. The paradox of grief is that ignoring it compounds our grief, and only facing it and feeling it dissipates its effects. 

Often, especially in church settings, we feel the need to sanitize or modify what we feel – or we keep it to ourselves, or even from ourselves. This process is designed to help you express your unfiltered, congruent (what is said matches the inside feelings), authentic cries of your heart. In this way, you can let go of hiding from yourself and from God, who desires for you to bring all that you are to Him: the good, the bad, and the ugly! 

A note for my friends who don’t identify with Judeo-Christian approaches: I hope you can take the principles shown here and modify them to fit your beliefs. Take what you can use, just allow yourself to connect to what you feel and to express it in meaningful ways! John Ortberg said, “If I’m not naming the kind of emotions I see in the Bible, it doesn’t mean I’m spiritually mature. It probably means I’m living in denial.”

The Psalms of Lament typically follow a pattern, as seen in Psalm 3 below: 
Lord, how many are my foes! How many rise up against me!
Many are saying of me, God will not deliver him.”
But you, Lord, are a shield around me, my glory, the One who lifts my head high.
I call out to the Lord, and he answers me from his holy mountain.
I lie down and sleep; I wake again, because the Lord sustains me.
I will not fear though tens of thousands assail me on every side.
Arise, Lord! Deliver me, my God! Strike all my enemies on the jaw; break the teeth of the wicked.
From the Lord comes deliverance. May your blessing be on your people.

Following the pattern, write out what you feel, ALL of what you feel in honest lament.
1. Address to God. The laments typically begin with a personal, relational address to God. God is not some distant stranger. “My God, my God, why have You forsaken me?” (Psalm 22:1). The very fact that the writer is addressing these feelings to God suggests a level of confidence that God will, in fact, listen and care enough to do something about the situation. How do you address God? How do you believe your relationship with the Divine will initiate change in your life situation?



2. Voicing Your Complaint. Here is where the raw, honest expression of one’s experience is given voice. We often find the questions "why?" and "how long?" directed at God. "How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever?" (Psalm 13:1). There is often the felt sense of being abandoned that is expressed. What are you feeling? Name everything honestly, without dressing it up or sanitizing your true, raw emotions. (If you truly make space for this inside, you may need more space than is provided on this page!)




3. Honestly Affirm Your Trust. Typically (but not always), the lamenter expresses a "but" or "nevertheless", expressing that in spite of all the darkness, pain, or problems, they make a choice to continue to trust God. "But I trusted in your steadfast love; my heart shall rejoice in your salvation." (Psalm 13:5). It can be helpful to remember how God has shown steadfast love in the past. Have you experienced God being on your side in the past? Is there something you can look back on and say that you experienced the presence of divine love in your life? Whatever is honest about your level of trust, recall those instances and express your honest trust here.




4. Plea for Help. The writer appeals to God to intervene and deliver, often using desperate language. "But You, O Lord, do not be far from me; O My Strength, hasten to help me! Deliver me from the sword, my precious life from the power of the dog. Save me from the lion’s mouth and from the horns of the wild oxen!" (Psalm 22:19-21). The plea is as much for justice as it is for mercy. What is your deepest desire from God? What do you want for your life situation right now?



5. Additional argument. The writer often seems to feel the need to give God some additional motivation for acting. An appeal to the fact that God may not be seen as sovereign if his children go forsaken. "Why do the wicked renounce God? He has said in his heart, 'You will not require an account.' But You have seen for You observe trouble and grief, to repay it by Your hand. The helpless commits himself to You; You are the helper of the fatherless. Break the arm of the wicked and evil man; seek out his wickedness until you find none." (Psalm 10:13-15). Having gotten in touch with your desire, is there anything else you want to say to God about your need and why God should intervene? What past situation do you feel like you would like to “remind” God of?



6. Curse on the enemies. Often the lamenter asks for revenge on the enemy who caused the hurt. This is most striking in Psalm 109. "May his days be few; may another take his place of leadership. May his children be fatherless and his wife a widow." (Psalm 109:8-9). Rankin Wilbornne states, “The only way you’re going to let this go is having the courage to name the offense, name the anger in God’s presence. And to leave it with God, the only wise and just judge.” What things or people in your life can you name as enemies? How can you bring them to God and voice your desire for justice?




7. Assurance of being heard. There is typically a dramatic shift to being certain that God has heard and will respond. An example is in Psalm 10:17: "You hear, O Lord, the desire of the afflicted; you encourage them, and you listen to their cry." This sudden shift in tone and mood causes some scholars to believe there is a lapse in time between the former section and the ending of the psalm. Somehow, between the former sections of anguish and this section, the lamenter has become convinced that God has indeed heard their cry for help and will indeed act on their behalf. What do you need from God to feel heard? If you aren’t yet through this shift, what can you imagine or hope to feel when you get there?



8. Vow of praise. In this section, the lamenter makes a vow to continue to praise and thank God and to testify before the community about what God had done. Psalm 22:22 says, "I will tell of your name to my brothers and sisters; in the midst of the congregation, I will praise you." Even if you don’t feel it currently, what can you promise or offer to God?



9. Blessing. The lamenter moves into full praise and blessing of the One who was formerly accused of not acting on behalf of his people. The risky, honest speaking to God in the first part of the lament has paved the way for new possibilities in the relationship. Walter Bruggeman, an expert on the Psalms, stated, “It is apparently an indication that God is very open to hearing our dismal feelings of our dissatisfaction with His dealings in our lives that these Psalms of lament are recorded and were recognized as important for preservation for future generations to read.” The Psalms of Lament show that God and grief and anger can come together in a way that brings healing. What thing/person/ event (no matter how small) can you thank God for? What other things/persons/events can you be grateful for?



Here is an honest example of a lament using Psalm 3 as a pattern:
Lord, I have many enemies! Helplessness, rejection, anxiety – 
how many rise up against me!
Those around me don’t believe You will deliver me, 
and I deeply doubt that myself so often! 
I am deeply hurting, Lord, still waiting after so very long for You to act; 
to bring justice against those who hurt me and to answer my prayers. 
To give me the things I am longing for with every cell of my body. 
To heal the wounding in me and to restore all that was taken from me.

But you, Lord, are a shield around me, my glory, the One who lifts my head high; 
out of shame, out of loneliness and not belonging, 
out of fear, anger, doubt, and deep hurt. 
Into knowing my true worth and into trusting You more fully.

I call out to You in faith. I am trusting You to answer me. 
Even though my heart is uncertain and guarded, my soul knows You cherish me 
and desire to bless me.
I am grateful for sleep, for rest, for times of laughter, 
and for the joy that I am committed to noticing and receiving from all around me. 
For beauty, for the love of those who do see and understand me, 
for the unconditional love of my pets, 
for so many things that I can see when I can look up from the pain. 
Even when I am suffering and tired, I believe that You sustain me.
I choose faith, even when under attack from my own frailties, suffering, doubt, 
and from others who reject me. 

Please, God – Show up for me! Break the hold my enemies have on me. 
Prevent my enemies from causing injury! 
You are the only One who can deliver me. 
Come quickly, Lord, don’t delay. Bless me and make me a blessing to others. 
Help my life matter and help me to reflect Your love within myself 
and to all those around me. 
Help me to walk in step with You even in my suffering. 
Thank You for hearing my prayer.





Now write out your lament from the notes above. And I encourage you to speak it out loud! Say it like you mean it and envision releasing all you feel into the hands of your Loving God as you speak it. 
Your Lament

















Here is the link to a wonderful vlog on using the Psalms to lament by John Ortberg and Ranken Wilbornne: 
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