Monday Evening Bible Reading Group: Lamentations: Some Thoughts from various authors
As a fairly short Bible book that is all of a piece, and maybe not a book you have read before, I do recommend reading through – maybe in a couple of versions.   It isn’t an easy read, because it is about suffering: about the worst we can experience and the worst we can do to others.  It is also about hope – which can be hard to hold on to when we are suffering.

Idiots Guide to the Bible:   Emotions: grief, remorse, anger, frustration.  5 poems lamenting the fall of Jerusalem.  The writer deserves a medal for honesty and bravery.  He identifies with his people.   Jesus wept over the history of Jerusalem and its pending destruction by the Romans.  It’s OK for men to cry, especially if they pray at the same time.  Empathy at its best here: the writer himself was not one of those who had turned away from God.   The opposite to our shoulder-shrugging individualism.  605 BC Babylon invaded.  Other attacks followed.  587 BC Jerusalem destroyed.  A book to use, not just to read.  

Key verse 3: 22-3:  Because of the Lord’s great love, we are not consumed, for his compassions never fail.  They are new every morning: great is your faithfulness. 

Abel Clerk: Bibel

Happiness has long gone from our universe.   Nothing                                                                       exists of which we’re proud.   Can God be god of such                                                                                        a state?   We are abandoned, rightly so.  To be restored?                                                                             It is too much to contemplate.   If God would turn, then                                                                   we might turn.   Is rejection permanent?   This is our main                                                                   and chief complaint, our lives are spent in long lament.

The Bible from Scratch

Lamentations marks one of the emotional extreme points of the Bible.   Probably written very soon after the fall of the City  - by an eyewitness.  Sobbing rhythm.  Vivid detail.   The theme is punishment: the poem doesn’t blame God, but upholds his goodness.   Keep faith with God; though hope is frequently eclipsed by despair.  Chapter 5: 21-22: closing desperate prayer.

The Lion Handbook to the Bible

Greek versions name Jeremiah as the author.  Hebrew versions don’t.  It can be argued that both style and content differ from Jeremiah.  [The Jeremiah naming owes a lot to the record that Jeremiah wrote a “Lament for Josiah”, and to Jeremiah being one of the very few named witnesses of what happened.  But that Lament might have been lost: this Lament doesn’t mention Josiah. Jeremiah was in custody during the final siege, and actually comparatively “fortunate” – guaranteed bread as long as bread lasted.]  4 of the 5 chapters are clearly eyewitness accounts.  Jerusalem was “God’s City”, so its fall implied God had abandoned it and its people.   Note the realistic mood swings.

Message Introduction 
Concentrated and intense Biblical witness to suffering  - a huge, unavoidable, element in the human condition.  To be human is to suffer: no one gets an exemption.  Exodus from Egypt and Exile to Babylon two polar events for Jews: book-ending/ holding together the wide-ranging experiences of God’s people.   Large scale horror and personal tragedies continue in our own time.  Lamentations insists that God enters our suffering and is a companion in our suffering.

The People’s Bible Commentary

Authorship uncertain.   This is one of the most highly organised Old Testament texts.   You get the poetry in translations, but not the very carefully structured acrostics of four of the chapters: each verse beginning with another letter of the Hebrew alphabet.  An A-Z of suffering.  Lamentations is used in the Jewish tradition round about mid-July to commemorate, first the 587 fall of Jerusalem, then the AD 70 fall of Jerusalem to the Romans.   (The latter the destruction Jesus predicted.)  Lamentation is an essential part of the life of faith.

The Preacher’s Bible Commentary

Recognised in Handel’s “Messiah”:  “Behold and see if there is any sorrow like my sorrow”.  [Jesus knew this Book!]   The structure is passionate but very carefully structured: a crafted poem, not an emotional out-pouring. The use of the 22 letter alphabet structure must have taken a lot of work.

Further reflections:   

The gender thing is fascinating.   The Bride of male God must be female, so Jerusalem is “she”;  but Judah and Israel were male, so the country has to be male – except that you can talk of the daughter of Judah, to get back into the widow and virgin victim terminology.   Women, even more then now, were more vulnerable than men.    The sinning is commonly seen as collective, but the leaders (quite properly) come in for special criticism.  Those who have done well in good times experience most contrast in bad times; but those who have never done well suffer most!   There are a number of references to cannibalism – perhaps the most dreadful feature of siege starvation down the centuries; with mothers eating their own children as the worst example.

In terms of key passages: 1:12 will ring bells for everyone.   Pause also on 3:21-26, 3:30-33’ 3:54 and 58, and 4:19.

The underlying reality, whether you see human history in God terms or not, is that good people suffer, not least in war.   It is very hard to look at the victims of war, and see justice being done.   I always remember a German friend saying “You never forget your sister selling herself to American soldiers to put food on the table”.     If you put Jeremiah beside Lamentations, I’m not sure that you can conclude that the Babylonians were particularly awful in terms of invading army behaviour, or the Jews particularly awful in Godlessness.   It is interesting that we don’t get here what you get hints of in Macabees: God being accused of having higher expectations of the Jews than of all God’s other peoples.    Though, as Jesus said, much is expected of those to whom much is given.
