Connecting with God in Distressing Times
A guide to prayer using the model of lament in the Psalms in the Bible.

Jeri Howe

Once, while I was walking through a season of depression, I struggled to sing the
worship songs I usually loved. They did not feel authentic. I longed to be able to sing a song
that felt genuine and yet still praised God. Then I came across a song that I could sing:

“Why are you cast down, O my soul,

and why are you in turmoil within me?
Hope in God; for I shall again praise him,
my salvation and my God.”!

And that song was in the book of Psalms in the Bible.

The book of Psalms is a gift God has given His people for prayer and worship. It was
put together over centuries and therefore includes the songs and prayers of many psalmists.
My heart rejoices at God’s gracious provision of songs and prayers in His Word that we can
sing and pray, and that provide a model for us to create our own unique songs and prayers.
What a gift He has provided His people!

Paul encouraged the Christians at Colossae to sing the psalms with these words:

“Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you teach and admonish one another
with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit, singing to God with
gratitude in your hearts.” (Colossians 3:16, NIV)

Scholars categorize the psalms into the following categories: Praise, Thanksgiving,
and Lament (see 1 Chronicles 16:4). The prayer I shared with you is from Psalm 42 which
can be considered a lament psalm. These are psalms that express the distress of the psalmist
and ask God to respond and do something.

Some scholars would categorize over half of the psalms in the Bible as lament psalms.
Take a moment and consider that—over half. God has provided dozens of psalms for His
people to sing and pray when they are in distress, when they are troubled, when they are
suffering. These psalms also provide a model for us to write our own unique prayers. They
are a gift from God to His people.

U The Holy Bible: English Standard Version (Wheaton, 1L: Crossway Bibles, 20106), Ps 42:5-0.
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Lament psalms are widely recognized by Old Testament scholars as having five main
parts,? although not all these parts may be present in a particular lament psalm.

The five main parts are as follows:

1. Opening Cry: This is where the psalmist initiates the conversation with God. It may
be something like, “O, Lord hear my cry...” or “How long O Lord?”

2. Statement Describing the Distressing Situation: This is also known as the
complaint. In this part the psalmist describes the circumstances in their life or in their
heart that are distressing to them.

3. Statement of Confidence in God: This section is often introduced with a pivoting
wortd like “but.” It shifts the attention from the problems the psalmist is facing to
God’s character and past faithfulness.

4. Prayer Asking for Deliverance: This is also called the petition. It is where the
psalmist asks for what they need. This part can be recognized by the change to a
command tone of voice like “Deliver us, oh God,” or “Help me for I am poor and
needy.”

5. Statement of Future Response to God’s Deliverance (Thanksgiving/Praise):
This is where the psalmist tells God what they will do after God has answered their
prayer. This has its history in the days when the psalms were used in temple worship.
When God answered people’s prayers, they would bring a thanksgiving offering to
the temple and have a meal and tell the story of God’s faithfulness. So, a psalmist
might say something like, “then I will offer my thanksgiving,” or “I will praise you in
the assembly.”

The significance of including the future response seems to be taking our memories of
God’s faithfulness to us in our own past, or His faithfulness to His people
throughout history (which we have just recalled in the confidence section) and
applying these memories toward imagining a future where God is present, with us,
and continuing to be faithful. This is powerful because there is no future where God
is not present. He will be with us in the future, and He will continue to be faithful as
He has always been faithful to His people.

I invite you to pause and consider that a moment because, as a wise friend shared
with me once, we are prone to get anxious when we imagine a future where God is
not there.

2 The five main parts were first proposed by Hermann Gunkel.
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Friends, there is not a future where God will not be there. There is no future where
God will not be faithful. God will be with us, whatever we face, and He will continue
to be faithful to us in the future as He has always been to His people.

After all:
“Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever.” (Hebrews 13:8, NIV)
And:

“Every good and perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of the heavenly
lights, who does not change like shifting shadows.” (James 1:17, NIV)

I see these five parts of the lament psalm as working together in a process that brings a
person from a feeling of distress and disconnection from God, through authentic
communication, remembering God’s past faithfulness and imagining His future
faithfulness...to a place of trust and connection.

LAMENT PSALM PROCESS
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To demonstrate this process further, let’s take a look at Psalm 13. I invite you to read
Psalm 13 and look for each of the five main parts.

The following is how I would characterize the five parts in this particular psalm. (The
five parts are just guidelines, for example you may also want to include part of verse 2 as part
of the statement of distressing situation. The parts are a help and please use them as they
best serve you.) Note that the five parts do not occur “in order” in this psalm. This is often

the case.

1. Opening Cry: “How long...” Psalm 13:1-2
2. Statement of Distressing Situation: Discussion of enemies. Psalm 13:4

3. Statement of Confidence in God: “Bx I have trusted in your steadfast love...”
Psalm 13:5 (ESV, italics mine) (Notice the pivot word, “but.”)

4. Prayer Asking for Deliverance: “Consider and answer me...” Psalm 13:3 (ESV, italics
mine) (Notice the verbs are in the command tone of voice.)

5. Statement of Future Response to God’s Deliverance: “I will sing to the Lord
because He has dealt bountifully with me.” Psalm 13:5 (ESV)

Now I invite you to write your own lament prayer. Remember the five parts are a model
and guide, but the important thing is to express yourself authentically to God and process
your distress with Him in prayer. What we need most when we are suffering is to spend time
with God. I pray this process helps you do so.
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HOW LONG O LORD?
Prompts for writing your own lament prayer:

Opening Cry: Perhaps choose: How long oh Lord? Or O God hear my prayer. ..

Situation: What is distressing you right now? What is going wrong? How are you suffering?

Confidence: How has God shown His faithfulness to you in the past? Has there been a time that
He revealed His character to you in a way that relates to your present situation (His goodness, love,
wisdom, power...)? What do you know about God that makes you think He should intervene?

Ask: What do you want to ask God to do? What is your petition or request?

Response: How will you respond when God delivers you? How will you thank or praise Him? Can
you picture how you will feel and what it will be like?
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