
Lenten Small Group Study 2021

grounded in the living word chapter 05
pain, grief, and lament

read

Prayer for Help in Despondency
A Song. A Psalm of the Korahites. 
To the leader: according to Mahalath Leannoth. 
A Maskil of Heman the Ezrahite.

O Lord, God of my salvation,
    when, at night, I cry out in your presence,
let my prayer come before you;
    incline your ear to my cry.
For my soul is full of troubles,
    and my life draws near to Sheol.
I am counted among those who go down to the Pit;
    I am like those who have no help,
like those forsaken among the dead,
    like the slain that lie in the grave,
like those whom you remember no more,
    for they are cut off from your hand.
You have put me in the depths of the Pit,
    in the regions dark and deep.
Your wrath lies heavy upon me,
    and you overwhelm me with all your waves.Selah
You have caused my companions to shun me;
    you have made me a thing of horror to them.
I am shut in so that I cannot escape;
    my eye grows dim through sorrow.
Every day I call on you, O Lord;
    I spread out my hands to you.
Do you work wonders for the dead?
    Do the shades rise up to praise you?Selah
Is your steadfast love declared in the grave,
    or your faithfulness in Abaddon?
Are your wonders known in the darkness,
    or your saving help in the land of forgetfulness?
But I, O Lord, cry out to you;
    in the morning my prayer comes before you.
O Lord, why do you cast me off?
    Why do you hide your face from me?
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Wretched and close to death from my youth up,
    I suffer your terrors; I am desperate.
Your wrath has swept over me;
    your dread assaults destroy me.
They surround me like a flood all day long;
    from all sides they close in on me.
You have caused friend and neighbor to shun me;
    my companions are in darkness.
(Psalm 88)

share

Using this psalm of lament, let us turn our attention to grief. Some questions to ponder:

—In the wake of great loss or profound disappointment, have you found yourself deep 
in a pit? If so, what did you feel? What did you think? How did you get out?
—When you encounter immense pain, do you wonder, as the psalmist, where God is, or 
if God is actively working against you? How does it resolve? Does it impact your faith?
—In terrible situations, are you able to remember God’s faithfulness in other times and 
circumstances? If so, has that helped you navigate your misery? In what ways?

Hopkins and Koppel note, “Grief is defined as ‘the normal but bewildering cluster of 
ordinary human emotions arising in response to a significant loss, intensified and 
complicated by the relationship to the person or the object lost.’” (Hopkins and Koppel 
130) The authors note that we may experience different kinds of losses, including:

—objects or places
—relationships
—images of ourselves, or of dreams and plans 
—physical and mental ability
—roles
—systems 
(Hopkins and Koppel 130-131)

Some questions to ponder:

—Think back over your life and categorize the kinds of losses that you have 
experienced. Which were the most painful, and why?
—Think about characters in the Hebrew Bible who struggle with loss. How do they react 
to their loss? Is their reaction a model for you? Why or why not? (Hopkins and Koppel 
131)
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When we encounter grief, we discover it may manifest itself in various forms, including 
“numbness, emptiness, loneliness, and isolation; fear and anxiety; guilt and shame; 
anger; sadness and despair; and…physical expressions of emotional pain.” (Hopkins 
and Koppel 132)

Some questions to ponder:

—What has been your most common experience of grief?
—Do any of these forms of grief surprise you?
—How and when are the forms “normal?” How and when may they become damaging?
—Have you been able to share with others your experience of grief? If so, did that help? 
If it did not, why not?

All too often, we avoid or deny our grief, or the grief of others. When another has 
suffered great loss, we fear taking on their sorrow, we fear not knowing what to say, we 
fear sitting in silence, we fear listening to their story, we fear what their pain will trigger 
within us. When we have experienced profound trauma, we dread facing it, we resist 
talking about it, and we hinder working through it, for fear of what it will require of us. 
Either of these responses may occur when the grief is ours alone or when it occurs 
within a community. 

Some questions to ponder:

—What happens when we evade the work of grief? Whether by ourselves or within a 
community?
—What sorrow has happened in this family of faith—both individually and corporately—
which we have not named or addressed honestly?
—What has been the result of not sharing and grieving these losses together?
—What has prevented this congregation from doing so? What continues to prevent this 
congregation from doing so?
—As a community, what might we do now to mourn well? 
—What work lies ahead of us which we need to enter into so we might accomplish 
healthy or functional grief?
—What words might we say to God to help us become more whole? Either by 
ourselves? Or with each other? 

meditate

We forget, so often, that grief is a process. That it takes time. That it is not neat, or 
orderly, or predictable, or equally navigated. That it is individual and it is corporate. That 
it requires honesty, and vulnerability, and presence. That it is hard, and it is unending, 
and it is multifaceted, and it is fearsome. Yet, we need not be afraid, for Jesus is with us. 
Jesus knows sorrow. Jesus transforms and redeems even the worst grief we may know. 
Jesus’ peace and comfort surrounds and upholds us before our pain, during our pain, 
and after our pain. We need only turn to God, to one another, and to begin.
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pray

Compassionate God, deep in the iron pit of despair, pain, and grief, we grope and 
scream our way with clenched fists through lament, fearing that there is no way out. 
When we feel abandoned in this place where our bodies shiver with emotion and our 
minds reel with images of destruction, you cry with us and accept us where we are. You 
reach into our deepest agony and suffering through a warm, friendly hug, a healing 
dream, a nourishing meal, or a community of care. As questioning anger, searing pain, 
and writhing grief gradually subside, we open ourselves to shoulders of strength to lean 
on as we move forward, one laborious step after the other, supported and loved. Amen. 
(Hopkins and Koppel 152)

based upon and adapted from Grounded in the Living Word: The Old Testament and Pastoral Care 
Practices by Denise Dombkowski Hopkins and Michael S. Koppel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 2010)
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