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Before I got involved with any of this, my only exposure to Psalm 137 was Linda 

Rondstat’s song, Rivers of Babylon.  It’s about one minute long.  The original, longer, version is 

a Rastafari song written and recorded by Brent Dowe and Trevor McNaughton of the Jamaican 

reggae group The Melodians in 1970.  Now we all know new stuff. 

Biblical laments are not something we usually talk about in church.  Mostly, we talk 

about Jesus and the Gospels.  But laments are a different animal.  We can find them in the Book 

of Psalms, of course, and now in the Book of Lamentations.  This little book is five chapters long 

and each one is a separate lament.  Four are acrostic poems, meaning each stanza begins with the 

next letter in the Hebrew alphabet.  One is a personal lament, and another is a prayer.  Together, 

the book is meant to help interpret the meaning of God’s harsh treatment of the people before 

and during the Exile, to help them learn the lessons of the past, and to increase their faith in a 

deity who promises a hopeful future.  Given that, it is a big book. 

Psalm 137 is also a lament, and it is a song about Zion, not of Zion.  Songs of Zion sing 

about the Temple and Jerusalem as being majestic and invincible, secure against hostile threats 

and foreign armies.  That’s what James Mays says, and I believe him.1  But this a song about 

Zion and it is not a joyful song.  In this song, Jerusalem has been flattened and the psalm tells of 

pain and despair. 

When Jerusalem fell in 586 B.C.E., Jeremiah, who stayed behind, sent a letter to those 

who were taken to Babylon as exiles.  In his letter, he warned them against many things, but first 

and foremost was to ‘beware of becoming at all like the foreigners,’ and to have no other gods 

before them but Adonai.  Worshipping God in a land where God was unknown raised a lot of 

questions.  How do you worship God when there is no Temple?  Is God present to hear our 

prayers in this strange land?  Surrounded as we are by foreigners who don’t know Adonai, how 

can we sing the LORD’S song?  The psalm dates to a time when the memories of captivity were 

still fresh, and the reconstituted nation was still collectively processing the experience. 
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The big issue for the people was not where they were, but whether God was there with 

them.  After a disaster, we often wonder, ‘Where was God in this?’  But the writer of today’s 

lament is clear-eyed about the Exile’s cause, saying, in an alternative translation of verse 9: 

She never thought of what would follow, 

And so her fall was tragic.2 

‘She,’ meaning Jerusalem.  In one of our recent readings from Jeremiah, the entire nation 

was called to repentance for its wickedness, but they replied, ‘It’s no use – we will act as our 

own stubbornly wicked inclinations direct.’  They forgot their covenant with God and neighbor, 

paid for it with the Exile, and now they’re sorry, but they never thought disaster would happen. 

Just as the psalmist calls the exiles to never forget Zion, he also asks God to never forget 

the evil done by the Edomites and the Babylonians. Throughout the psalm, there is both an 

agonized love for Jerusalem that begets remembrance, and a tremendous longing for retribution.                               

In our own time, we have as an example of a national lament the events of 9/11/2001.  

Not only was there a nationwide outpouring of grief and anger and bewilderment, there was for a 

time a form of national unity.  On the day, complete strangers worked together to manifest a 

series of small miracles, in the flotilla that carried people off the southern tip of Manhattan and in 

the many acts of heroism that went unnoticed in the confusion.  In the months that followed, 

houses of worship across the country saw a bump in attendance. 

There was also a national call for retribution, which we are still answering. 

Lamentations is all about crying out to God even while trying to make meaning of it all.  

It can take generations to work out and adapt to new realities, yet we need to continue being 

human, to ourselves and to each other.  Yes, life goes on and it is what it is but it’s also different.  

Each of us in our own lives will face things that test and challenge our faith: the sudden illness 

and death of a friend, or the suicide of someone we thought we knew well, or the willfully 

continued inequalities in our society whether they occur on the border or around the corner. 

Now might be a good time to recall that Jesus included in his list of those who would be 

blessed, those who mourn and those who would be reviled and persecuted on his account 

(Matthew 5:4, 10).  Recall also, that Jesus himself lamented, at about three o’clock on the 

afternoon of his crucifixion, saying, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’  Pain and 

suffering and the lamentations that go with it seem to be an inescapable part of human existence.  

God can withstand our anger about that but remember also that God is with us in our pain. 
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In these readings, there is a theme of remembrance of Zion – meaning the Temple – and 

Jerusalem; without them, there can be no worship of God.  The people vowed to remember and 

not forget, which is what brought them into exile in the first place.  Laments helped them keep 

their connection to Jerusalem and to God alive. 

True faith can never forget Jerusalem.  Yesterday, I heard a new definition of faith: Trust 

& Reliance, which we knew, and Loyalty.  Faith in God, or anything, demands these three. 

Years ago, I preached on Luke 6, where Jesus encounters a man with a withered right 

hand.  We talked about the man’s inability to work and so on, but the very next week, we read 

Psalm 137 in another context, and it hit me.  Seen in the light of the psalm, the man’s problem 

may have been simply that he had forgotten to keep Jerusalem, and therefore God, in the 

forefront of his thinking and his actions.  His loyalty had wavered.  A withered right hand is a 

metaphor for forgetting, and so, Scripture reminds us to remember. 

Scripture also reminds us that the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; the Adonai who 

brought the Israelites up out of Egypt – that God is unique among all the other cultures 

surrounding ancient Israel.  This God – not shy about punishing a stiff-necked people yet unlike 

all the foreign gods – can be yelled at, railed against, threatened with lawsuits.  This God remains 

silent – most of the time, as Job discovered – and this God remains at the center of things.  This 

God’s very name means a God who makes things happen.  This God’s steadfast love endures 

forever.  And Scripture tells us that ‘it is good that one should wait quietly for the salvation of 

the LORD’ (Lamentations 3:26). 

Right now, our Jewish brothers and sisters are busy celebrating their High Holy Days, 

which are all about return, repentance, remembrance, seeking forgiveness, and making amends.  

It sounds like a lot of work, but that’s what makes them holy days. 

At the Communion table, we turn again toward God.  We remember Jesus and the 

forgiveness and reconciliation he taught us.  We remember what he did for us, which keeps him 

alive in us.  Turns out, remembering is a form of eternal life, and in remembering, there is faith. 

Winston Churchill once said, ‘Never despair.’  Scripture says, ‘Never forget.’ 

Amen. 
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