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An Invitation to Lament Rev. Diana Smith

Even as good things have also happened, this has been a hard year. Our hearts are heavy with 
the loss of not only those we love who have died. They’re heavy, too, with missing the faces, 
the touches, the hugs, the simple presence of so many of our friends, our family, those we care 
deeply about, and those we interact casually with. Some of us have lost jobs, are 
underemployed, or have loved ones experiencing financial difficulty. Some of us have lost 
homes, health, or ability. We experienced a major natural disaster, a derecho, and family 
members have been affected by other natural and unnatural disasters, fueled by climate 
change. We’ve gone through major life transitions without many of our people around us.

And this Sunday we look toward Tuesday, an election day that will bring we know not what, but 
which weighs heavy in our hearts with fear, anxiety, waiting, wondering, and sometimes hope – 
no matter what we each hope the outcomes will be. An election day and week where we 
anticipate we may not receive prompt answers, where we wonder what will come of the 
uncertainty and many people’s responses to all this. We worry about the possibilities of 
upheaval and perhaps violence. Many of us worry about ourselves and other loves ones who 
have more marginalized identities and are vulnerable.

There is an ancient practice of lament: writing a piece that expresses grief and loss. Many 
sacred texts, including the Hebrew Bible, are full of laments – many of the psalms are laments. 
Humans lament because we want and need to share our sorrow and fear with whomever and 
whatever helps us hold the biggest things – whether we know that as a society of fellow 
seekers, as god, as the Universe, or as Love. We do this because we need to share, we need to 
seek the support of something beyond ourselves. 

Lament doesn’t take away or forget that good things happen, but it honors the times when 
grief, sorrow, fear, or loss are so present for us. When we rush too quickly past these feelings, 
sometimes we get stuck or we lose one of the greatest sources of strength we have when we 
don’t share and find support, together, in community. For it is in honoring, being present with 
with, and sharing our grief, loss, and fear that we begin to find the possibility of solace, healing, 
ways to keep going, and someday, hope. 
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And so, I now invite you into a practice of lament, with gratitude to my colleague Rev. Theresa 
Ines Soto, who shared with me their examples of how to share this practice with a congregation 
online and allowed me to edit the slides they created for our use. If you are willing, I invite you 
to jot down your thoughts, in writing or in images, on a piece of paper as I take you through this 
process. 

Your lament is your own. You may decide to share it afterwards or not. Whether you do or 
whether you might, I invite you to join in this practice now. Then on Wednesday we’ll also have 
materials here in our post-election do-it-yourself vigil areas for you to create another one.

So how do you begin?

Step 1 You decide to share your grief. 

Starhawk did this in the call to gather we read today (Lifting Our Voices, p. 36):

We are all longing to go home to some place
We have never been – a place, half remembered, and half-envisioned
We can only catch glimpses of from time to time.
Community,
Somewhere, there are people to whom we can speak with passion
Without having the words catch in our throats
Somewhere a circle of hands 
Will open to receive us, eyes will light up as we enter, voices will celebrate with us whenever 
we come into our own power.
Community means strength
That joins our strength to do the work that needs to be done.
Arms to hold us when we falter.
A circle of healing.
A circle of friends.
Someplace we can be free.

Step 2: Next, you name the loss you’re experiencing, and you describe how you’re feeling about 
it. 

Edna St. Vincent Millay does this in her lament:

Listen, children:
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Your father is dead.
From his old coats
I'll make you little jackets;
I'll make you little trousers
From his old pants.

There'll be in his pockets
Things he used to put there,
Keys and pennies
Covered with tobacco;
Dan shall have the pennies
To save in his bank;
Anne shall have the keys
To make a pretty noise with.
Life must go on,
And the dead be forgotten;
Life must go on,
Though good men die;
Anne, eat your breakfast;
Dan, take your medicine;
Life must go on;
I forget just why.

Step 3: The next part is leaving room for healing. 

This is where the idea that hope and courage can grow from small seeds enters in, where you 
create some space for believing that things might possibly be able to change or even improve. 
This doesn’t mean giving a too-soon declaration that you have hope or optimism. Rather, it’s 
about noticing and writing down what inspires you to keep going or what helps you suspend 
disbelief - even the barest shades of these, even if they might not seem like enough or like 
they’re directly related to your lament. Perhaps this is the smile of someone you love or the 
knowledge of beauty. 

Step 4: Next, imagine and name the support you seek. It doesn’t have to be something you 
realistically expect. Maybe it’s help that hasn’t come yet, but that you want and need. 

Here’s an example from the Hebrew Bible, from Habakkuk (translation from Rev. Theresa Ines 
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Soto): 

God, how long do I have to cry out for your support 
before you listen to me?

How many times do I have to yell, “Help! Murder! Police”
before you come to the rescue?

Why do you force me to look at evil,
stare trouble in the face day after day?

Step 5: And finally, you care for your heart, allowing gratitude, peace, and joy to be possible. 
The key here is that they’re possible – they don’t have to be here now. This is, after all, lament. 
It’s not about putting a cheery bow on our sadness. It’s much deeper than that, and it’s an 
important way of holding space for our sorrows.

Here’s a final poem by Rev. Theresa Soto (Spilling the Light):

Everything is still on fire. Despite 
your best efforts. In addition to living, 
it is clear, that fire or not, you must 
level up in what it means to thrive. 
Right now, that means wrestling with 
the truth in the fact that everything is 
not all your fault. 
I am sorry that everything is still on fire. 
Once hate catches, the winds of “not my 
problem” blow and the blaze is hard 
to stop. But hard is not impossible. Not yet 
is different than never. You, in community, 
have an answer. You have a response to systems 
of power and control and to the cost 
of suffering. 
You and your community, together, are the answer. 
You are not only a people of flame but also a people of 
cold, clear truth. You know both where you fall short 
and where you flourish, and where you still reach. 
Everything is still on fire, but all is not lost. 
you remain, more nimble than steadfast. More unshakable than swayed by the latest rage.
You are here to put out the ravenous flames and
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heal the world. Enough is enough.

And so, now I invite you to a time of writing your own lament in whatever form makes sense to 
you as we listen to “Do Lord, Remember Me.” You may also want to continue working on your 
lament during the offering, sharing it with others today or later as you are ready.

The song Dave is about to sing, “Do Lord, Remember Me” is song sung by slaves meant to drive 
home the point that they were hurt and tired of not being acknowledged as human beings with 
dignity, pride and grace like everyone else.  They were tired of being afraid, tired of the 
conditions forced upon them, and their saving grace was to use songs to speak to God, at least 
He would listen to their story and acknowledge their existence. Almost the only ways that 
people who were enslaved could tell their stories was in song, although even then it was 
necessary to keep it hidden in plain view for centuries because their lives depended on it." 
(from Calvin Earl: Ambassador of the American Spirituals). 

Here's the website: http://www.stephengriffith.com/folksongindex/do-remember-me/

Message Love and Hope in a Liminal Space Rev. Diana Smith

I’ve been hearing many laments, implicit and explicit lately.
In addition to the many laments we’ve reflect on together so far today, another lament I’ve 
heard about, and that I’m sure will come up more for most, perhaps all, of us in the days to 
come is what to do with our feelings of disdain and anger at, or glee when something bad 
happens to those we see as our enemies, those who believe and act differently in some way.

A friend recently brought this up with me when she felt glee about some people who got stuck 
outside in freezing weather when buses didn’t come after they attended a campaign rally. My 
friend, someone I deeply respect, felt schadenfreude, that German word that means taking 
delight when someone who you see as your enemy, perhaps someone who has hurt you, is 
suffering.

And so my friend was grappling with that feeling and with vindictive thoughts that it served 
these people right. At the rally the candidate had been expressing disdain, uncaring, and even 
hate for people like her and many people she loves, so the folks getting stuck outside in the 
cold when buses didn’t come for them served them right. 
And feeling that way bothered her.

Does this sound familiar to you?
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Will it surprise you if I tell you that I have also felt that feeling of self-righteous or vindictive glee 
at times?

I have because it’s human.
It’s human to feel this way when we’re hurt, worried, or anxious. 

The question is, what do you do with it?

This feeling, and many others that we will likely have in the days and weeks ahead are clues to 
something big that is happening inside of us. They’re clues to needs that we have for safety, 
security, love, belonging, community, dignity, or something else. So listening to our feelings, 
and then listening even more deeply for what they’re telling us, even when the feelings aren’t 
pretty, is important. 

And then what do we do with that?
Feelings themselves aren’t bad. Whether we’re talking about schadenfreude or anger or 
something else, the feeling itself isn’t bad, the question is what you do with it.

Many readers of the psalms in the Hebrew Bible express alarm at the rage and pain in the 
laments found there, the language directed against God.
Yet the psalms were written and have carried through time because of how human the 
expressions are, and because of how we need to direct our pain, our fear, our feelings of 
schadenfreude to something, particularly whatever we identify as being able to help us hold 
these things and help us find possibilities of moving beyond these feelings into something that 
might possibly create some change, a better condition, for ourselves and our communities.

So if these feelings are inspiring you to do something to degrade or hurt someone else, or to 
create policies or situations that do the same, that’s something to pay attention and respond to 
with compassion and deeper work. That’s something to reach out for support to navigate so 
that each and all of us can help live the world we want into being.

This is true whether we’re talking about online or in-person speech that is designed to create 
shame or degrade someone, because these oppressive tools harm all of us and continue the 
injuries that caused the original feelings and that created the many injustices and oppressions 
that are present in our world.

Then, another question I invite you to ask it where and how are power and power dynamics 
playing into and about this situation? And what about when you look deeper?
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Our society doesn’t teach or invite us to look explicitly at power dynamics – to do a power 
analysis. As a society we like to pretend that anger and fear expressed by someone who has 
experienced deep harm is equivalent to the anger and fear of someone who has benefited from 
perhaps even the same situation. 

Because we don’t typically do a power analysis, we often have difficulty speaking to the 
difference between disdainful, righteous indignation inspiring the creation of policies, often by 
those with more economic and political power, that impose painfully long, unjust sentences on 
youth who shoplift (often youth of color) and the disdainful, righteous indignation of families of 
victims of such unjust sentences. 

Or we may treat groups who march and use words and symbols of hate speech that has been 
used to oppress groups of people for centuries or even millennia as equal to those who march 
and speak equally angrily about wanting equity and equality.

I know that these are issues that bring up strong feelings for many of us. And that okay because 
those feelings are clues to important needs for safety, security, love, belonging, and dignity.

And the question I’m encouraging asking as those strong feelings come up is, How are power 
and power dynamics playing into and around this situation?
And then I’m encouraging asking that at a deeper level, at the one behind what is immediately 
apparent, and then at a deeper level still.

Because all these feelings that are coming up, and that will come up even more this week, are 
important. And when we listen to people who believe differently and see how this election is 
playing out, whatever the outcomes, and when we speak about our fear, all of this is important.

It’s important because of how it allows us to remain in relationship with ourselves and our 
values while being in relationship with those who believe and vote differently.

And it’s important because all of this: lamenting, noticing our feelings, asking ourselves what 
those feelings are inspiring us to so, and asking about what’s going on behind our feelings, all 
that leads us into the possibility for accessing community and growing our compassion.

And so, my final question for you as you process the difficult feelings and thoughts that have 
been and will continue to arise is,
Where are compassion and lovingkindness inviting us and our attention?
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Because, as with laments, what we’re seeking are conditions that allow us to seek support and 
to allow the possibility for love, gratitude, peace, and joy to be possible.

We don’t have to shut out the difficult feelings to do that – being with them is important – but 
we do need to notice what they’re encouraging us to do and if that is life giving, anti-
oppressive, compassionate, and consistent with our values.

So, as we navigate this week, together, I invite you into this space.
And I invite you, too, into cultivating grounding in your body and spirit, and into noticing the 
tiny moments of joy: the micro-joys of our days.

We can also do this through cultivating our own spiritual or self-care practices, whether they’re 
meditation or making art, running or breathing, doing yoga or headbanging, praying or singing. 
We can notice the pure joy of children showing off Halloween costumes, the wonder of wind, 
the cool , smooth quality of water as we drink, the bitter, warm flavor of coffee.

And we can come together in community and share this. The past eight months we’ve learned 
that there are many ways to do that even when we can’t be physically together.

We’ve learned new ways that we can come together and we can share what is on our hearts 
and minds, even when it isn’t pretty, and invite ourselves and each other into supportive 
community and compassion.

Because doing this together is key. 

We are not alone, none of us. 

No matter what our life circumstances are, how the pandemic has made us isolate, or our 
political views. None of us is alone. This congregation is here to hold all of us, to proclaim our 
inherent worth and dignity even as it invites all of us to greater and deeper personal 
development and justice work, to help us cultivate compassion and presence, and to help us do 
the things that seem impossible when we’re alone.

May each and every one of us find the strength, courage, patience, faith, and love to keep our 
hearts open, to live love and justice, and to continue to do our healing work, alone and 
together. To be present, here, now, and to invite in the possibilities of love, gratitude, peace, 
joy, and healing.
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So may it me.

Blessed be. Amen.

Closing Hymn #131 Love Will Guide Us Dave Rowe
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