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The Vulnerability and Power of Lament 
Homily by Lisa Wiens Heinsohn given for the people of St. John’s Episcopal Church 

The Nativity of St. John the Baptist, July 6, 2020 

 

In the name of the Triune God, who calls each one of us 

Beloved. Amen. 

 

When I was a Junior in college I did a foreign study program 

in Amman, Jordan and in Israel- Palestine to study the Arab-

Israeli conflict. For part of this program we worked in one of 

the refugee camps that had been set up for the 700,000 

Palestinians displaced by the creation of the State of Israel, 

which they called “Al-Nakba,” the Catastrophe. At this camp, 

a group of Palestinian school children sang a song in Arabic 

for us. Somebody translated, and I remember one line from 

the song: “We refuse to die.” A month or so later, I visited 

the World Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem 

called Yad Vashem. One particular memorial especially 

haunted me. It was a separate structure, a domed building 

very dark inside, with twinkling lights like stars in the ceiling. 

It was a memorial to the 1.5 million children murdered in the 

Holocaust, paid for by a couple who survived, but whose two 

year old son Uziel had been killed in Auschwitz. On the 

ground there was a projected moving image in light: a circle 

of the words “We refuse to die” spiraling around and around. 
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I remember being shattered about the two things standing 

side by side one another. I still have my journal from that 

program. Almost every day it’s full of what we did, and what I 

thought and how I analyzed what we were learning. But that 

day, all I could write was that I cried. 

 

During that program, there was a saying we students passed 

around as we got to know the real people living on both sides 

of this conflict. It was this: “If you come to Israel-Palestine for 

a week to study the conflict, you can write a book about it. If 

you come for a month, you might be able to write an article 

or two. But if you stay for a season, you will be reduced to 

silence.” 

 

The silence we were speaking of wasn’t just the silence of 

becoming aware of how very complex the issues were, and 

how they defied easy answers. The silence was about being 

shattered by the enormity of the loss and violence in real 

peoples’ lives. Out of the silence the only sound that arises is 

weeping; joining our voices with Rachel, weeping for her 

children and refusing to be comforted, because they are no 

more. 

 

This week we are embracing an ancient Judeo-Christian 

practice called lament. It is the practice of resisting the urge 

to rush to fix things. It is the practice of letting the pain of our 

past sit with us. It is about realizing that that pain is there 

anyway even when we can’t feel it, which is maybe why our 

nation has such a strong drive to numb ourselves with all 
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kinds of things. But lament isn’t just about feeling badly. It’s 

about looking the whole truth full in the face and then 

directing our pain and cries to God. It is about asking the 

living God, the Creator of all that is, for help because we are 

at a total loss. 

 

When we started this six week introduction to a lifelong 

journey of Dismantling Systemic Racism through Jesus’ Way 

of Love, I said that we needed to unlearn speed, distance, 

and innocence.1 A priest named Emmanuel Katongole from 

Uganda, and an American minister and professor named Chris 

Rice, wrote a book about their experiences doing 

reconciliation ministry after the Rwandan genocide and in 

Mississippi. They said that the beginning of a truly Christian 

journey of reconciliation was the recognition that things 

don’t have to be the way they are, because the prime actor 

on the world stage is not ourselves, but God. Because of this, 

we paradoxically are empowered to lament—to fully accept 

both the pain of what has happened on our watch, and our 

inability to fix it. From that place we turn ourselves to God. 

They say, “The first language of the church in a broken world 

is not strategy, but prayer.”2  

 

In this place of silence and stillness together with God facing 

all the harm, I think it’s time to recognize this is not only 

about racism. It’s about the same thing that has caused us to 

                                                        
1 Emmanuel Katongole & Chris Rice, Reconciling All Things: A Christian Vision for Justice, 
Peace and Healing (IVP Books, 2008) at 79-87. 
2 Id. at 77. 
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degrade the earth. It’s the same thing that has caused all the 

isms and idols of this world, and the ways they have shown 

up in American society as consumerism, individualism, the 

false belief in meritocracy. At the root, I think these are 

caused because of the belief that we are fundamentally 

separate and that we must take what we need from other 

living things instead of receiving our needs from God as a gift.  

This truth that we are actually all interconnected flies in the 

face of the most deeply held assumptions of our country. If 

we are separate, then systemic racism doesn’t necessarily 

touch me as a white person. The lie of separation also allows 

us to live lifestyles that depend on overconsumption of the 

earth’s finite resources without regard to the impact on the 

ecoystems of the earth and the global communities that go 

without so that we can have an abundance. But since 

separation is a lie, racism and environmental degradation 

actually violate the very fabric of our communion as a species 

and a planet. The lie of separation denies our most 

fundamental beliefs as Christians, which is that we are made 

in the image of the triune and communal God, and that God 

loves us so greatly that God takes human form to be in 

solidarity with us, especially those who are marginalized and 

brutalized. 

 

In The Color Purple, author Alice Walker describes a fictional 

character named Celie who has a profound awakening. She 

says at one point that she realized, she knew, that if you cut a 

tree, her arm would bleed. She meant that she recognized 

she was so connected with all other living things that if any 
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one of them was harmed, she herself would be harmed.  

 

The truth is that like Celie, our arms are bleeding. Your arms, 

and mine. In my backyard, I have a lot of flowers. This year 

thus far, I have seen almost no bees or other pollinators in my 

flowers, I assume because of the continued decline in the 

population of pollinators because of insecticides and global 

warming. We would not live this way if we experienced the 

truth that we are all so very connected with all living things. 

Officer Chauvin did not experience his connection with 

George Floyd under his knee, the fact of the value of Mr. 

Floyd’s life. But the truth is that quite literally as ecosystems, 

and spiritually at the deepest level, we are all connected and 

that what happens to one impacts us all. 

 

I believe with all my heart that what is called for in this 

moment is the same thing that is called for when an addict 

finally recognizes they can’t control their using and that this 

has created cycles of destruction everywhere. It’s admitting 

our powerlessness over these systems we have created and 

directing our pain to God.  

 

Our scriptures speak of hope. But superficial hope will not do. 

Rather, we can sink deeply into the stories of our faith and 

the living truth sparkling within them. As Emmanuel 

Katongole says, “Jesus’ story is a constant reminder that we 

live not by the logic of cause and effect but rather by the 

mysterious order of death and resurrection.”3 We connect 
                                                        
3 Katongole & Rice, Reconciling All Things at 33. 
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with the same God who created all that is out of nothing. 

With the God who called Abram and Sarai to leave everything 

they knew, who gave Sarah and Elizabeth sons when they 

were old and barren, who strengthened Moses to confront 

Pharaoh and the shepherd David to slay the giant Goliath, 

who gave hope to slaves in exile and who raised the tortured 

and crucified Jesus from the dead. The God who empowered 

twelve cowering disciples in the upper room to explode with 

healing, love and life despite persecution and oppression, and 

who has worked through countless known and unknown 

saints and heroes to accomplish God’s purposes on earth. 

 

Because we have faith in this God, we can let our shoulders 

down and allow ourselves the grief of facing the truth of all 

our nation’s past, this 4th of July weekend that we celebrate 

Independence—but only of some; that we celebrate our 

country’s values—that have been applied so very selectively. 

The past does not have the last word, and things do not have 

to stay the way they have been.  Our mentors Emmanuel 

Katongole and Chris Rice say, “If lament is a way of dying, it is 

also the path toward being raised into something new.”4 May 

God strengthen us to be that vulnerable, that God’s power 

may work through our weakness. Amen. 

                                                        
4 Id. at 88. 


