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Leeds Minster   6-30pm   6th April 2014 
Lent 5 (Year A)   Readings: Lamentations 3:19-33; Matthew 20:17-end 
Almighty God, your Son Jesus Christ was faithful even unto death on the Cross, as we 
lament in sorrow for our sins, grant us grace to take up our Cross and to learn to walk in the 
paths of righteousness; for the sake of him who loved and died and rose again for us, our 
Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. 

HOMILY 
As you may possibly know, the order in which the books of what Christians call the Old 
Testament is different in the Jewish Bible. It has been said that, in the Christian Bible, the 
books are set out in the order of our understanding of salvation history with the Book of 
Genesis at the beginning and the Book of Revelation at the end. The Jewish Bible also begins 
with the Book of Genesis but ends with the Second Book of Chronicles and it has been said 
that, broadly speaking, the Christian Bible moves forward in the straight line of what we would 
call salvation history whereas the Jewish Bible has a more rounded approach which in effect 
takes the reader on a circular journey back to the beginning and the founding events of 
creation, divine liberation, and nation-building. So the Book of Lamentations from which this 
evening’s Old Testament reading was taken appears in the Jewish Bible in what are called 
the “Ketuvim” or “writings”; alongside the Books of Ruth, Ecclesiastes, and Esther, and the 
Song of Songs; the “Megilloth” or “Five Scrolls”. In the Christian Bible, Lamentations follows 
the Book of Jeremiah, the prophet who was traditionally regarded as its author. 
The Book of Lamentations is essentially a collection of poetic laments for the city of 
Jerusalem and it is generally accepted that the background to the book is the destruction of 
Jerusalem by the Babylonians in the year of 586BC. It is in part a lament for the city, 
mourning its desertion; and partly a funeral dirge in which the bereaved bewails the dead. It is 
decidedly bleak in tone; hence it is considered most appropriate to be read in Passiontide and 
on Good Friday. 
In Judaism, the Book of Lamentations is recited annually by Jews on the Tisha b’Ab in early 
August, the anniversary date of the destruction of both of the Jerusalem Temples. Within the 
Western Christian tradition, readings, chantings, and choral settings of the Book of 
Lamentations form an important ingredient of the service of Tenebrae which translates form 
the Latin as “shadows” or as “darkness”. A service at the climax of Holy Week – on the eve of 
or early in the day on Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday – in which candles 
are gradually extinguished. And In the Church England lectionary indeed there are indeed set 
readings from the Book of Lamentations for the Monday and Tuesday of Holy Week, and for 
Good Friday. In the Coptic Orthodox Church, Chapter 3 of the Book of Lamentations is 
chanted at the 12th hour of Good Friday, in commemoration of the burial of Jesus. 
God does not speak in the Book of Lamentations, the degree of suffering is depicted as 
undeserved, and expectations of future redemption are presented in this context as minimal. 
And so there is for me an existentialist ethos to the Book of Lamentations which speaks 
powerfully to our human condition and to the stoicism inherent in continuing to be faithful even 
when the road ahead is unclear and the way forward uncertain. It speaks of a God who is 
accountable for the disaster which has befallen Jerusalem but if also affirms a confidence that 
that the God is constant and his mercies never end, they are new every morning. He may 
punish, says the Book of Lamentations, yet he will have compassion in the fullness of his 
unfailing love.  
Perhaps you are familiar with the ancient Stoic myth of Sisyphus. It has been said that 
Sisyphus symbolises the human condition. Time and again he puts his shoulder to the hard 
rock to push it up the hill only for it to roll down again. But, despite suffering and adversity, he 
keeps fighting. He knows that life can be very cruel but he finds meaning in the struggles 
against the odds. And this alone is enough to keep the light of hope flickering.    
As you may know, Luis Palau is a celebrated and eminent world evangelist, originally from 
Argentina, who tends to be associated with those evangelical Churches that have sometimes 
been a little unfairly described as “happy clappy”. But, on one of his visits to the UK, and 
speaking from his experience of poverty in the developing world, Luis Palau challenged the 
churches he visited as failing in their worship to acknowledge the depth of human suffering. 
Where are your hymns and songs of lament, he asked? 
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As some of you will know, I went on an organised trip last July to some of the sacred sites of 
Ireland. Part of the itinerary took us to the Dingle Peninsula and to a Church at the foot of 
Mount Brandon, which is associated with the Celtic seafaring saint, Brendan the Navigator. It 
is a part of the West of Ireland where Gaelic is the first language of most of those who live 
there. It so happens that we arrived at the Church just as a burial was taking place, so we 
stood at a respectful distance until the funeral was concluded. Clergy of several 
denominations seemed to be involved though, towards the end of the service - led by a priest 
– the congregation joined together in reciting the Angelus. I could tell that from the rhythm of 
the words, even in Gaelic. 
At the climax of the service, a young girl played a sorrowful Celtic melody on a violin and, as 
the coffin was lowered, a woman sang a lament in Gaelic which was so powerful as to be 
more than enough to have made the trip very well worthwhile on its own. I told this story 
recently to a Roman Catholic member of the Leeds Church Institute Council. She said she 
was surprised it didn’t melt the gravestones. It was an unforgettable moment of white hot 
emotion, as I am sure you can imagine. I wish I had somehow been able to record it! 
One of the laments which have been recorded and a lament which especially speaks to me is 
by the African-American singer and slide guitarist Blind Willie Johnson, “Dark was the Night, 
Cold was the Ground”, which is a lament for the crucifixion of Christ. Blind Willie would 
certainly have described himself as a preacher rather than a blues singer, and most of his 
songs have Scriptural themes. He was undoubtedly the same person as the Reverend W. J. 
Johnson who was listed in the Beaumont City Directory in Texas as the Pastor at the “House 
of Prayer” at 1440 Forrest Street. Blind Willie was seven years of age when he was blinded by 
his stepmother who threw lime in his eyes after a domestic altercation with his Father. His 
marital status does seem to have been somewhat complicated; and he remained poverty-
stricken throughout his life. In 1945, his house was burned down and, with nowhere else to 
go, he remained living in the ruins and sleeping in a wet bed. He contracted malarial fever 
and died a few months later. Evidently it was the astronomer Carl Sagan who was influential 
in choosing “Dark was the Night, Cold was the Ground”, as part of the content for the 
“Voyager Golden Record” carried by both the Voyager 1 and Voyager 2 unmanned space 
probes sent out into deep space. Voyager 1 left our Solar System last September and 
Voyager 2 is due to do so in 2016. And if there is intelligent alien life out there, and assuming 
they have ears to hear, it seems that Carl Sagan believes that Blind Willie Johnson’s lament 
for the Passion of Christ would speak to any alien listener most powerfully of the essence of 
human loneliness. 
Those familiar words of Jesus from the Cross to which the Gospel writers testify, “my God, my 
God, why hast thou forsaken me”, are from the first verse of Psalm 22 but they do capture 
something of the essence of the spirit of the Book of Lamentations which tells us of a God 
whose purposes and actions are so often hidden beneath the shadows, the darkness of a 
Cloud of Unknowing.    
In the end, then, the Book of Lamentations speaks of a God who moves in mysterious ways 
and who cannot be taken for granted. For the author of the Book of Lamentations, to regard 
God as predictable would be to reduce him to human level. But the Book of Lamentations 
speaks also of a God to whom we should direct our cries for deliverance. Hope arises, then, 
from recollection of past experience of the goodness and compassion of God. And so the 
Book of Lamentations affirms faith and trust in a God who is loving and constant and faithful, 
even when we are unloving, unreliable, and faithless. And on the Passion Sunday, we affirm 
our faith in a God who has revealed in the saving events of the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ that his love is everlasting, all-embracing, immeasurable, and beyond our 
understanding. 
 
 
 
 


