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Two features distinguish The Two Horizons Old Testament Commen-
tary series: theological exegesis and theological reflection.

Exegesis since the Reformation era and especially in the past two hun-
dred years emphasized careful attention to philology, grammar, syntax, and
concerns of a historical nature. More recently, commentary has expanded to
include social-scientific, political, or canonical questions and more.

Without slighting the significance of those sorts of questions, scholars
in The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary locate their primary
interests on theological readings of texts, past and present. The result is a
paragraph-by-paragraph engagement with the text that is deliberately theo-
logical in focus.

Theological reflection in The Two Horizons Old Testament Com-
mentary takes many forms, including locating each Old Testament book in
relation to the whole of Scripture — asking what the biblical book contrib-
utes to biblical theology — and in conversation with constructive theology of
today. How commentators engage in the work of theological reflection will
differ from book to book, depending on their particular theological tradition
and how they perceive the work of biblical theology and theological herme-
neutics. This heterogeneity derives as well from the relative infancy of the
project of theological interpretation of Scripture in modern times and from
the challenge of grappling with a book’s message in Greco-Roman antiquity,
in the canon of Scripture and history of interpretation, and for life in the ad-
mittedly diverse Western world at the beginning of the twenty-first century.

The Two Horizons Old Testament Commentary is written primar-
ily for students, pastors, and other Christian leaders seeking to engage in
theological interpretation of Scripture.
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“If he afflicts then he will have mercy,
according to the abundance of his loving kindness.”

lamentations 3:32
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Introduction

The Two Horizons

Western cultures are notoriously averse to pain and tragedy. We spend an ex-
traordinary amount of money and effort seeking to insulate ourselves against
life’s vicissitudes. All kinds of precautions are taken to ensure the maximal
safety of the environments we must inhabit — our homes, our workplaces,
our schools, our social space, our transport, our public places — and, just in
case something does go wrong, we are offered just about every type of insur-
ance one could dream of. We do not want sorrow to knock at our doors and,
when it does, we do not know what to do with it. Our default mode is to keep
it out of sight and pretend that it is not there.

Unlike our Victorian forebears, we are no longer shy about sex, and we
have innumerable ways to speak about sexual intercourse but we are hope-
lessly lost for words when confronted with grief and death. We don’t know
what to do, where to look, what to say. Increasingly we lack the social prac-
tices, words, and concepts necessary to grasp our pain by the horns and stare
it in the face. We have been robbed of a vocabulary of grief, and we suffer for
it. The book of Lamentations accosts us by the wayside as a stranger who of-
fers us an unasked-for, unwanted, and yet priceless gift — the poetry of pain.
We would be wise to pay attention.

Lamentations, like the personified Lady Jerusalem within its pages, of-
ten sits alone within the landscape of the Christian Bible calling out to those
readers who pass by to take notice but, as with Lady Jerusalem, there is no one
to comfort. Lamentations is one of those Old Testament books that have
never really attained a place of prominence in Christian spirituality and re-
flection. This means that when attempting to think theologically about the
book one does not have the rich heritage of Christian theological interpreta-

1
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tion to draw on that one finds with books such as Genesis, Exodus, Psalms, or
Isaiah. Perhaps this is to be expected because Lamentations is only twice al-
luded to in the New Testament, while a book such as Isaiah seems omnipres-
ent.1 So when one comes to read Lamentations theologically as a Christian,
one has to start with a comparatively slender thread of prior reflection as a
guide.

When we reflect theologically on Lamentations, issues of method re-
quire some comment. First of all, Lamentations was not written to present a
theology. As Adele Berlin notes, “the book does not construct a theology of its
own, nor does it present in any systematic way the standard theology of its
time. It assumes the ‘theology of destruction’ in which destruction and exile
are punishment for sin.”2 So one task of the theological reader is to bring to
the surface the theology underlying the text and to seek to clarify its contours.

Second, Lamentations was not written by Christians, nor for Christians.
The theology of Lamentations is not Christian theology. Nevertheless, Lam-
entations is part of the Jewish Scriptures accepted by the earliest churches as
their own sacred Scripture. Jesus and his early followers saw their story as one
of continuity with Israel’s story recounted in those holy scrolls. Thus while
Lamentations is not a Christian text, it was received by the early church as one
of the books through which God continued to address his people, even if that
people was now composed of both Jews and Gentiles united by faith in Jesus
the Messiah.

But precisely how should Israel’s sacred texts be interpreted by this new
community of Jesus? In the same way that Israel had always reinterpreted its
own texts — in the light of the current thing that God was doing. For the
early Jewish followers of Jesus, God had moved to do something radical in the
current situation. In Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and ascension the end of
the age had come and a new age had broken in. Jesus was seen as the climax
(though not the end) of God’s dealings with Israel, and all of Israel’s tradi-
tions and texts were reread in the light of Christ. Christians reading Israel’s
Scriptures cannot read those texts as if Jesus had not come. But, and it is an
important “but,” to allow those texts to challenge and contribute to ongoing
Christian reflection there is a critical place for seeking to hear them on their
own terms. In other words, part of a Christian theological reflection on Lam-
entations will require the Christian reader to listen for the text’s distinctive,

2

Introduction

1. Matt 23:35 alludes to Lam 4:13, and Matt 27:39 alludes to Lam 2:15. Webb thinks there
are a few more allusions: Lam 1:15 in Rev 14:20 and 19:15; Lam 2:15 in Mark 15:29-30; Lam 3:15 in
Acts 8:23; Lam 3:45 in 1 Cor 4:13; Five Festal Garments, 79-80.

2. Berlin, Lamentations, 18. Emphasis mine.
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pre-Christian voice. The danger of considering Old Testament texts only in
the light of Christ is that all one hears is what one already knows from the
New Testament. But the Old Testament has much to teach Christians that
they will not find in the New, often because the New took it for granted but
then the later church forgot it.3 However, for the Christian, once one has
heard the distinctive voice of Lamentations one has to bring that voice into
dialogue with God’s revelation in Christ to discern how God is addressing the
church through it. This is an art, not a science. So our aim in the first part of
the commentary is to hear the distinctive theological voice of Lamentations
but, in the second part, it is to hear how the acoustics change when that voice
is heard in the Cathedral of Christ.

It ought to be said clearly that there will never be such a thing as the
Christian interpretation of Lamentations. This is because the meanings to
which it gives birth are not so much “in the text” as born out of the interac-
tion of the text and the (hopefully) Spirit-led activity of its readers.4 Christian
readers will be mixing the genes of Lamentations with the genes of other bib-
lical texts, Christian theological reflections through the ages, the experiences
of various readers, and so on. The book is simply so pregnant with potential
that the meanings to which it gives birth will be diverse even within the con-
straints imposed by canonical context, the Rule of Faith, and the history of
Christian interpretation.

Authorship, Date, and Place of Composition

Issues of authorship, date, and place of composition have been prominent in
many scholarly discussions, and I see no value in rehearsing them at any
length here. Readers who want a good orientation on such matters will find
the overviews in the commentaries of Claus Westermann and Paul House
helpful.

The earliest tradition regarding the authorship of Lamentations to
which we have access identifies the prophet Jeremiah as the writer, and that
identification went more or less unchallenged until the eighteenth century.5
The Septuagint’s Greek translation of the book opens with the words, “And it
came to pass after Israel had gone into captivity, and Jerusalem was laid to

3

Introduction

3. So Goldingay, Israel’s Gospel, Introduction.
4. See Parry, “Reader-Response Criticism.”
5. Which is why, for instance, Rembrandt’s painting based on the book of Lamentations

is actually a painting of “Jeremiah Lamenting the Destruction of Jerusalem” (1630). See
Thomas, “Lamentations in Rembrandt van Rijn.”
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waste, that Jeremiah sat weeping and composed this lament over Jerusalem
and said. . . .”6 The Syriac, Targum, and Vulgate have similar headings. In
keeping with its identification of the author, the Septuagint places Lamenta-
tions immediately after the book of Jeremiah — a location it retains in Chris-
tian Bibles. While the Hebrew Bible traditions do not locate Lamentations
next to Jeremiah, this was for liturgical reasons and not because they reflect a
different tradition on authorship (see “The Canonical Locations of Lamenta-
tions” below).

The modern period, beginning with Hermann von der Haardt’s com-
mentary in 1712, has seen an almost total rejection of the once universal belief
that Jeremiah wrote Lamentations.7 Many now see the author(s) as connected
in some way with the royal court, prophetic circles, or more commonly, the
temple.

Some modern authors have argued that while Jeremiah is not the author
of the book, he may be one of the voices in it or perhaps even the implied au-
thor. This would allow us to see deliberate and conscious allusions to the book
of Jeremiah in Lamentations while remaining agnostic about actual author-
ship. This commentary shares such agnosticism about the question of author-
ship. Indeed, while it inclines towards the view that Lamentations has a single
author, it also admits that multiple authorship is a possibility with different
poems penned at different times by different people.8 What it is uncompro-
mising on is the insistence that the book of Lamentations as we have it, what-
ever its compositional prehistory, should be read as a single, unified book.
Even if some of the poems (or parts of them) had different origins, they have
been crafted into a new literary whole, and it is that which is the primary focus
for interpretation. For instance, ch. 3, which is the most plausible candidate for
different authorship, is very clearly shaped to fit its context in Lamentations, as
the use of the acrostic pattern and the intertextual links with the rest of the
book show. Consequently, it will be fundamental to the approach of this com-

4

Introduction

6. On LXX Lamentations, see Youngblood, “The Character and Significance of LXX
Lamentations.”

7. See the discussion on authorship in the introduction of House, Lamentations. In spite
of this we ought to note that the case against Jeremiah as author is not as conclusive as some
suppose and that there remain plausible arguments for thinking that he could have been the au-
thor, though such arguments indicate, at best, only the possibility of Jeremiah as author.

8. Chapters 1 and 2 are so similar that a single author is highly likely, and Chapter 4 also
seems to share the same author given the linguistic, thematic, and intertextual connections.
Chapter 5 is quite different and may possibly have been composed by a different author. Chap-
ter 3 stands out more strongly both in terms of style and content and is the most plausible can-
didate for different authorship. However, it is not obvious that any of the differences in genre or
content require multiple authors.
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mentary that the parts of Lamentations are interpreted in the light of the
whole. Almost no attention will be given over to attempting to date the sepa-
rate chapters beyond locating them at some point during the exilic period.

Clearly, if Jeremiah was the author, then Lamentations would be a re-
sponse to the cataclysmic events in Judah in 587 b.c. and its aftermath. It re-
mains the case that, in spite of the modern rejection of Jeremiah as author,
the vast majority of interpreters of Lamentations continue to see it as litera-
ture written during the period of exile in Babylon, some time between 587
and 538 b.c. The internal evidence of Lamentations fits very neatly into this
historical context even if it does not unequivocally require it.9 That, com-
bined with a very ancient and uncontested tradition linking Lamentations
with the exile, makes a sixth-century b.c. date likely. Recent linguistic argu-
ments have strengthened this conclusion.10 This commentary therefore as-
sumes that Lamentations was written in Judah (on the grounds that the view-
point in the book is Jerusalem-focused) by those who were left behind after
the fall of Jerusalem and the exile of its key citizens.11

The Exilic Context of Lamentations

The exile was the most cataclysmic event (or serial event) in the history of
biblical Israel.12 The Babylonians besieged Jerusalem for three years until, in
587 or 586 b.c., the city wall was breached and the city taken. King Zedekiah
fled and was captured. The temple was destroyed and sacked, as later were
the palace and the great houses, and the leading citizens were taken off to
Babylonian exile (in 597, 2 Kgs 24:14; and 587/586, 2 Kgs 25:11; and again in
582). The following (slightly modified) chart from Walter Kaiser Jr. draws
some of the connections between Lamentations and the historic destruction

5

Introduction

9. A few, such as Provan, have argued for agnosticism regarding the date(s) of composi-
tion and the precise historical background; Provan, Lamentations, 11-15; “Reading Texts Against
an Historical Background.” Provan maintains that the internal evidence of the book does not
clearly indicate that it addresses the situation in Palestine after the fall of Jerusalem. While I
think agnosticism is unnecessary on this issue, Provan does helpfully highlight how the lan-
guage of Lamentations can be applied to situations other than those after 587 b.c. and this, in
part, explains the ongoing power of the book.

10. Dobbs-Allsopp argues that the Hebrew of Lamentations is transitional between Stan-
dard Biblical Hebrew and Late Biblical Hebrew, making a sixth-century date between 586/7 and
520 strong; “Linguistic Evidence.”

11. On provenance, see Middlemas, The Troubles of Templeless Judah, 177-84.
12. For a detailed historical study on the exile, see Albertz, Israel in Exile, 45-138. See also

Smith, The Religion of the Landless.
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of Jerusalem (although the following warnings about poetic language need
to be kept in mind).13

2 Kings Jeremiah Lamentations

The siege of Jerusalem 25:1-2 39:1-3; 52:4-5 2:20-22; 4:1-18

The famine in the city 25:3 37:21; 52;6 1:11, 19; 2:11-12, 19-20;
4:4-5, 9-10; 5:9-10

The flight of the army and 25:4-7 39:4-7; 52:7-11 1:3, 6; 2:2; 4:19-20
the king

The burning of the palace, 25:8-9 39:8; 52:13 2:3-5, 7; 4:11
temple, and city

The breaching of the city walls 25:10 33:4-5; 52:7 2:7-9

The exile of the populace 25:11-12 28:3-4, 14; 1:1, 3, 5, 18; 2:9, 14;
39:9-10 4:22

The looting of the temple 25:13-15 51:51 1:10; 2:6-7

The execution of the leaders 25:18-21 39:6 1:15; 2:20; 5:12

The vassal status of Judah 25:22-25 40:9 1:1; 5:2

The collapse of expected 24:7 27:1-11; 37:5-10 1:2, 19; 4:17
foreign help

Scholars disagree about much of the historical reconstruction of the event in-
cluding how many people were deported. Some argue that the archaeological
evidence supports a very severe destruction and deportation: “Judah was al-
most entirely destroyed and. . . its Jewish population disappeared from most
of the kingdom’s territory.”14 Others maintain that only a minority of the
population was deported and that the vision of almost total deportation
given in Kings and Chronicles is a theological assessment and very misleading
if taken as a strictly historical one.15 Even if that were the case, we must not
imagine that the exile was not really that bad. There is no doubt that Jerusa-
lem and the surrounding cities were treated extremely harshly.

6

Introduction

13. Kaiser, Grief and Pain, 16.
14. Stern, “The Babylonian Gap,” 273. See also Stern, Archaeology of the Land of the Bible,

vol. 2. Albertz argues that “about 20,000 individuals were deported from Judah”; Israel in Exile,
90. He adds that if we assume that about 20,000 were lost in the fight against Babylon, “then Ju-
dah lost approximately half its inhabitants between 600 and 580 and was reduced to a popula-
tion of some forty thousand. In truth, the exile meant a severe bloodletting for Judah” (90). See
too D. L. Smith-Christopher, A Biblical Theology of Exile, ch. 2.

15. E.g., Noth maintains that the actual number of exiles was not high. See also Barstad,
The Myth of the Empty Land; Blenkinsopp, “The Bible, Archaeology and Politics.”
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On top of this, it needs to be appreciated that the poetry of Lamenta-
tions, while it may not always reflect clear and accurate historical informa-
tion, reflects the “emotional, social, and . . . spiritual impact of the disaster.”16

And this trauma was induced as much by the social and theological import of
the situation as by the physical pain. This crisis cut right to the heart of Is-
rael’s covenant relationship with her God. The impregnable city of God, the
joy of the whole earth, had been turned to ruins; the temple, the very dwelling
place of YHWH on earth, had been desecrated and destroyed; the king, de-
scended from the Davidic line appointed by God to rule over Israel “forever”
(2 Sam 7:14-16), was captured and deported; the people who had been given
the promised land as an inheritance had been vomited out of it into Babylon.
The theological world of the Israelites was torn asunder leaving questions
about the possibility of their ongoing relationship with God. The crisis was so
traumatic because it was experienced as a total abandonment by YHWH.

Lamentations is to be understood, in the first instance, against this his-
torical and theological background but we need to appreciate that the text
makes very few direct references to specific historical persons, dates, and inci-
dents. Even Babylon, the archenemy of the exilic period, is not mentioned by
name. Instead the language is poetic, and using it to reconstruct history is a
precarious business. As Delbert Hillers notes, the history in Lamentations is
“experienced and narrated in conformity to certain pre-existing literary and
religious patterns.”17 It is this that has enabled it so easily to transcend its
original horizons.

The majority of scholars suggest that the poems of Lamentations were
written for liturgical use in public rituals of lament. There was a tradition in
the cultures of the ancient Near East of the use of city laments in public ritu-
als, and while Lamentations has many differences from these city laments the
connections are suggestive. There is also some evidence in the Old Testament
of public laments over Jerusalem (Jer 41:4-5; Isa 61:3; Zech 7:2-7; 8:19). The in-
ternal evidence of the book suggests that it was written to call YHWH’s atten-
tion to the plight of the people so he might act to save them, and this would
fit with the idea that the book was used in public ceremonies during the exile.
However, we have no direct evidence that Lamentations was used in this way,
and all that we can do is speculate. What we do know is that in later rabbinic
times it was being used in public laments on the 9th of Ab (the fifth month)
for the destruction of Herod’s temple and for other national disasters.

7

Introduction

16. Smith-Christopher, A Biblical Theology of Exile, 104. On the issue of using the poetry of
Lamentations in historical reconstructions, see esp. Hillers, “History and Poetry in Lamentations.”

17. Hillers, “History and Poetry in Lamentations,” 160.
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herself first and foremost as a mother who has lost her children, rather than
as a wife.73 Zion’s voice thus serves to disturb the discursive hegemony of the
prophetic/divine voice.

Mandolfo aims to highlight the polyvalent nature of the Hebrew Bible
and to dethrone notions of biblical authority that see the Bible as speaking
with a single voice. The Hebrew Bible allows space, albeit minimal space, for
the presentation of subversive countervoices that challenge the dominant
speakers. Mandolfo’s dialogic, feminist, postcolonial hermeneutical strategy
is to bring those sidelined speakers to the front.

Clearly there is much disagreement on how to assess the theology of
this book. It will be helpful at this point to sketch out how I see the theology
of Lamentations.

Sin and Punishment in Covenant Context

Covenant is the context within which the theology of sin and punishment in
Lamentations must be understood. The book presupposes the story of God’s
covenant relationship with Israel. That the word “covenant” does not appear
in the book is beside the point — the concept clearly underlies the poems.
From all the people of the world God has chosen this people as his treasured
possession. He had chosen them to walk in his ways in the sight of the na-
tions. He had brought them into the promised land, he had chosen Jerusalem
as the city where the ark of the covenant should rest and his temple should be
built.

This covenant with Israel was initiated by God, not Israel, and was a
covenant of grace. Israel’s election was not earned but originated in divine
love. It cannot be emphasized too much that the Law was given to Israel after
God had redeemed them from Egypt, so the question of earning salvation did
not arise: “God gives the law to redeemed people not to redeem the people.”74

However, within the context of this relationship there can be no question that
obedience and loyalty to YHWH were expected and required. The encounter
between God and Israel at Sinai, mediated by Moses, placed a great emphasis
on making clear to Israel what her obligations to YHWH were. There can also
be no doubt that disobedience to the covenant was liable to divine punish-
ment. This is perhaps clearest in the covenant curses detailed in Lev 26:14-46
and Deut 28:15-68. Lamentations seems to allude to these covenant curses
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73. Mandolfo, Daughter Zion Talks Back to the Prophets, ch. 4.
74. Bird, The Saving Righteousness of God, 91.
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when describing the plight of the people (e.g., 1:3, 5), thus indicating the cove-
nant context of their sufferings. This covenant framework explains why it is
not the Babylonians but God who is seen as the primary assailant. Israel had
violated her covenant with YHWH, not her covenant with Babylon, so it is
YHWH who punishes her.

Lamentations never asks, “Why has this happened to us?” This is be-
cause the “why” is already known — Israel has broken the covenant law.
Rather, the anguished questions behind Lamentations are, “Why punish so
severely?” and “How long until you save?” The book at no point seeks to pro-
test the innocence of the people, and the admission of sin is found on the lips
of every speaker: the narrator (1:5, 8-9; 4:13), Zion (1:14, 18, 22), the valiant
man (3:39), the speaker of the salvation oracle (4:22), and the community
(3:42; 5:7, 16). The sin is not explained in any detail, but it is certainly not un-
derestimated. The narrator says that “Jerusalem sinned grievously, therefore
she became filthy” (1:8) and speaks of “the multitude of her transgressions”
(1:5). Zion speaks of her “transgressions” (1:14, 22) and confesses that she “re-
belled” against the word of YHWH (1:18). The community admits, “We have
transgressed and rebelled” (3:42), and cries, “Woe to us for we have sinned”
(5:16). Clearly the community as a whole has violated the covenant, but spe-
cial focus is placed upon the leadership. In particular the prophets, whose
commission involved calling the people back to the covenant when they went
astray, are accused of having seen false visions and not exposing the iniquity
of the people so their fortunes could be restored (2:14). The fall of the city is
attributed, in part, to the sins of the prophets and priests who shed the blood
of the righteous (4:13). How literally this blood-shedding is to be taken is un-
clear, but what is clear is that those who had been appointed by YHWH to
guide his people in righteousness are accused of betraying their vocations and
“polluting” the city. Instead of leading the people in God’s ways, they let them
wander from them and they themselves wandered. And the entire book is
predicated on the belief that the exilic afflictions of Jerusalem are the direct
consequence of this covenant violation (cf. Ezra 9:15; Neh 9:33).

However, having said all that, it is clear that the focus of Lamentations is
not on the sin of the people but on their terrible suffering. This is clear on two
counts. First, consider how much space devoted to the sin of the people and
how much to their torment. Even a moment’s reflection will make crystal
clear that the book is far more concerned with giving expression to their pain
than with exploring the depths of their depravity. Second, even on the occa-
sions on which the sin is admitted, it is always in contexts which focus on the
suffering. The book aims to solicit sympathy for afflicted Zion in spite of her
sin. Thus while the sin is manifest, it is not explored at any length. Lamenta-
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tions seeks out a delicate balance between emphasizing her transgression
(which would undermine the audience’s sympathy for her) and ignoring it
(which would falsify her plight). It does this by forcing the audience to dwell
at length on heart-rending descriptions of her decimation but including reg-
ular, passing reminders of her iniquity. We will return to this theme later.

Presupposed by the theology of sin and punishment is the righteous-
ness of YHWH. As Zion says, “YHWH is indeed righteous, for against his
mouth I have rebelled” (1:18). The book does raise some painful and piercing
questions about this righteousness because the severity and duration of the
punishment appear to exceed the bounds of what is justified. However, such
questions only make sense against a background theology which affirms the
justice and righteousness of the Lord. The book is not saying that God is not
really righteous because he has done what he has done. Rather, it is seeking to
make God feel uncomfortable with what is happening and act to change the
situation precisely because he is righteous. “Act in accord with the covenant
and save us!” is what the people are saying when they draw God’s attention to
their living hell.

Also presupposed by the theology of sin and punishment is the belief
that YHWH is the sovereign Lord who rules not only over Israel but also over
all the nations. YHWH is no mere localized deity but the one creator-God
who has all power. The disaster has not come about because of God’s weak-
ness and inability to defend his people. There is no question that he could
have averted the destruction had he chosen to. Rather, the fall of the city was
something God himself planned and foretold (1:21; 2:17). While the Babylo-
nians were the immediate cause of the affliction, Lamentations is brutally un-
flinching in its assertions that God was the ultimate cause. If there is someone
to be angry at, it is God. The buck stops with him.

Some scholars seek to maintain a weaker view of God’s oversight than
that above. They argue that while God commissioned the enemies to attack
Jerusalem, those enemies went “beyond the mandate they received from
YHWH.”75 As a result they are held accountable and are subject to divine
judgment. This view is, I maintain, mistaken on two counts. First, it suggests
that God did not intend for the destruction to go as far as it did. Nothing in
Lamentations supports this claim. God is held to be responsible for every last
part of it. If the punishment went too far, it is YHWH as much as the enemy
that receives the criticism. Second, it suggests that the enemies are culpable
only for the slaughter that went beyond the divine commission, while the vio-
lence that fell within the limits of their mandate is not liable to punishment.
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75. Renkema, Lamentations, 465.
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This, I suggest, is quite wrong. All the violence of the Babylonians, Edomites,
and others against Zion is culpable and liable to punishment. While God used
the evil actions of humans to bring about his righteous judgment, this does
not make those human actions righteous. The enemies were not seeking to
bring about YHWH’s righteous judgment on Zion. Their goal was quite dif-
ferent, and their actions were sinful. No attempt is made in Lamentations to
explain how human freedom and responsibility are compatible with God’s
sovereign rule over human actions. Both genuine freedom and strong sover-
eignty are affirmed, and it is left to later theologians and philosophers to try
to make sense of the resulting tension.

Finally, this strong theology of divine sovereignty over history also un-
derlies the book’s affirmative action aimed at securing future hope. There is
no one else to turn to for salvation apart from the one who had brought
about their damnation — YHWH. No one can deliver from his hand. The
only hope for the future lies with the very one who has slaughtered them. So it
is that throughout the book the voices turn to prayer. We might not like this
theology, but if we seek to hear Lamentations on its own terms, then, I sug-
gest, this is how things look.

Hope in Covenant Context

Covenant is also the context within which the glimmers of hope in Lamenta-
tions must be situated. God’s election of Israel was an election of grace based
on God’s unwavering commitment to them, and that commitment stood
firm despite the ongoing infidelity of the people. Crucial to understanding
the hope implicit in Lamentations is the appreciation that the fire of divine
punishment falls within a covenant relationship and does not mean the end of
that relationship.

Destruction, according to the covenant, is a sign neither of God’s aban-
donment of Israel and his cancellation of His obligations to the people,
nor of God’s eclipse by competing powers in the cosmos. The Destruc-
tion is to be taken, rather, as a deserved and necessary punishment for
sin. . . . As a chastisement, the Destruction becomes an expression of
God’s continuing concern for Israel, since the suffering of the Destruc-
tion expiates the sin that provoked it and allows a penitent remnant to
survive in a rehabilitated and restored relationship with God.76
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76. Mintz, μurban, 3; quoted in Berlin, Lamentations, 18.
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Commentators often miss the fact that the anguished question in 5:20 —
“Why do you forget us forever? Why do you forsake us for so many days?”
— presupposes God’s ongoing commitment to Israel. It presupposes that di-
vine abandonment is not supposed to last forever and that, because God is
still committed to Israel, he should have brought their sorrow to an end by
now. If the speaker thought that God had ended his relationship with Abra-
ham’s family, then the question would make no sense. Indeed, all the
prayers for divine help throughout the book (1:9, 11, 20-21; 2:19) presuppose
that if God would take note he would be moved by compassion to redeem
his people.

So the hope in Lamentations is grounded in the covenant — or rather,
in the God who covenants. God is absent in Lamentations, but it is clear
throughout the book that this absence is not the way things are supposed to
be. Lamentations does not presuppose the concept of a distant deity who is
ever remote from human lives and sufferings. Quite the contrary, God is sup-
posed to be near to his people, to dwell in their midst, and to bless them. Lam-
entations is describing the very antithesis of God’s “normal” mode of engage-
ment with Israel. Scholars often focus on the way God is presented in the
book (angry and punishing) but fail to emphasize that this very presentation
is so shocking to the speaker and implied audience precisely because it is not
the way God normally engages with Israel. Thus no appreciation of the view
of God in Lamentations would be complete if it did not make clear the as-
sumed nature of God’s normal relationship to his people.

God’s heart was to bless Judah, and, when she walked according to the
covenant, she was blessed. She was majestic (1:6), great among the nations, a
princess among the provinces (1:1) at rest in her promised land (1:3; 5:2). She
was the head, and her enemies were the tail (1:5; cf. Deut 28:13) because God
fought for her and against her enemies. Zion was the perfection of beauty, the
joy of all the earth (2:15). Indeed, YHWH protected Zion — it had never
fallen to the enemy before, and some believed it impregnable (4:12). At the
heart of the holy city stood the temple where YHWH dwelt. There the people
celebrated joyfully their covenant relationship with God (1:4; 2:6; 5:15). The
temple stood at the heart of the relationship — it was YHWH’s footstool, the
place where heaven and earth touched (1:10; 2:1, 6-7). There the sacrifices that
enabled sin to be dealt with and the relationship to be maintained were made
on the altar (2:7). God provided the nation with a king under whose shadow
they would be blessed in the midst of the nations (2:6, 9; 4:20). He gave them
priests to teach them the holy Law (2:6, 9; 4:13), prophets to speak his word
and guide them (2:9, 14; 4:13). God placed a crown upon the head of the na-
tion (5:16), and he held them as his special people (5:21).

32

Introduction

44

EERDMANS -- Lamentations THOTC (Parry) final text
Friday, August 06, 2010 2:33:35 PM

Color profile: Disabled
Composite  140 lpi at 45 degrees



The vision of YHWH that the valiant man calls to mind in 3:21-24 is, I
believe, grounded in the divine self-revelation to Moses (Exod 34:6-7) and the
story of God’s relationship with the nation of Israel.

This I remind my heart,
therefore I wait hopefully:

The loving kindnesses of YHWH are surely not ended,
surely his tender mercies are not finished.

New [signs of favor] every morning!
great is your faithfulness!

“My inheritance is YHWH,” says my soul,
“therefore I will wait hopefully for him.”

The “loving kindnesses” to which the man refers are his acts of covenant fi-
delity to his people. Though they are not evident in the present crisis, the
man reasons that God’s relationship with his people (and hence with him)
is surely not terminated. This God has shown himself to be full of loving
kindness and tender mercy. He is good and faithful. Hence patience is called
for.

For he will not reject forever,
the Lord,

for if he afflicts then he will have mercy,
according to the abundance of his loving kindness.

For he does not afflict from his heart,
or bring grief to the sons of man. (3:31-33)

Here is a central theological insight of the book. The man situates the terrible
rejection he has suffered within the context of the being of God. Yes, God
does reject but he does not do so forever. Rejection will be followed by over-
flowing mercy according to his vast loving kindness. Yes, God does afflict, but
it is not something that flows from his heart. There is an asymmetry between
wrath and loving kindness. Loving kindness emerges from the very heart of
God, but wrath does not. Love is a permanent disposition of YHWH, but an-
ger is a temporary reaction to sin. In the end mercy will always triumph over
judgment because of the nature of the God revealed in Israel’s story. This vi-
sion of God underlies Lamentations.

None of the comments above must allow us to downplay the vivid and
disturbing portrayal of God’s fierce anger in the book, but it is precisely
against this background that the portrayal of God’s violence has its full impact.
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Presenting Suffering

“The book is not an explanation of suffering but a re-creation of it and a
commemoration of it.”77 While it will become clear that I part company with
Linafelt on many points, he is surely right to maintain that the book is not
primarily about explaining and justifying Jerusalem’s suffering (although I do
think it has something to say about that) but about presenting the pain. It is
here that the insights of many modern readers like O’Connor (see above) are
so helpful. This will be of considerable significance in my later theological re-
flections.
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77. Berlin, Lamentations, 18.
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