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Abstract
Suggesting that we have lost a place to speak of suffering by too 
easily bringing up forgiveness and reconciliation, the author argues 
for a renewed focus on the liturgical and theological language of 
lament. Through an examination of the language of lament both 
in the book of Lamentations and in the voices of so-called Korean 
“comfort women” the author suggests ways that lament can function 
in preaching to avoid the dangers of apathy and amnesia.

The Structure of Apathy and Amnesia
The need for dealing with suffering has presented itself to preachers in every 
era. Experiences of suffering caused by violence, natural disasters, war, 
discrimination, disease, and death have left numerous scars on the human 
mind and body. Although there have been many studies of suffering in 
homiletics, theologians and ministers have been unable to offer an adequate 
explanation or interpretation of suffering. This is because suffering is not 
fully understood in the human sphere due to its complexity and ambiguity. 
This inexplicableness often leads preachers to jump to premature hope.1 Pain 
is not attractive, and preachers tend to pursue what is good. Kathleen M. 
O’Connor diagnoses this as denial culture.2 Preachers are often tempted to 
say “forget it” in response to suffering, which is known as denial, and to “walk 

1 Nancy J. Duff, “Recovering Lamentation as a Practice in the Church,” in Lament: Reclaiming 
Practices in Pulpit, Pew, and Public Square, eds. Sally A. Brown and Patrick D. Miller 
(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 3-4; See also Walter Brueggemann, The 
Message of the Psalms: A Theological Commentary (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg, 1984), 52, 
and J. Clinton MaCann, A Theological Introduction to the Book of Psalms: The Psalms as Torah 
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1993), 85; Mary Catherine Hilkert, Naming Grace: Preaching 
and the Sacramental Imagination (New York: Continuum, 1998), 118.
2 Katheleen M. O’Connor, Lamentation and the Tears of the World (New York: Orbis Books, 
2002), 91-94.
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around” the situation by ignoring the tension, conflict, and pain it causes.3 
Over the last two decades, the temptation to deny suffering has possibly 
become even worse due to growthism and triumphalism, while making 
a blind or urgent proclamation of hope. Luke Powery points out, “I know 
we’ve been coopted by the capitalistic principalities and pristine powers of 
prosperity-gospel preaching, naming it and claiming it, a bigger house and a 
bigger car and a bigger bank account.”4 ‘Good news’ is so easily proclaimed. 
Unhappiness and sin, which make people uncomfortable, quickly disappear 
from sermons. Then the preacher says, “Sure we have our faults, but the good 
news is, God loves us anyway.”5 Michael Horton recognizes this pattern in 
American preaching, saying, “‘Smooth talk and flattery’ (Rom. 16:17-18) is 
part of the staple diet of successful American religion today.”6The tendency 
to avoid and forget suffering is not confined to socio-cultural or theological 
discourse, but rather seems to be deeply ingrained in everyday life. Although 
her argument does not apply to all households, Alice Miller discovered a 
pattern in European and American parenting styles: “You really should try 
to stop complaining all the time…Try and forget…Anger is dangerous. It 
causes headaches…You must try and control your behavior…Everyone 
has had to live with injustice at some time or another.”7 Miller argues that 
children’s pain is hidden and locked in their bodies and minds. 

Certainly, in some sermons, efforts have been made to deal effectively 
with suffering. Nonetheless, some sermons emphasizing social justice 
overly focus on ethical aspects of suffering, like that found articles of a 
newspaper, excluding the redemptive action of God’s response to suffering. 
Other sermons glorify suffering due to a misguided application of Christ’s 
crucifixion. This can create unsuitable guilt in the congregation by focusing 
too much on repentance to resolve national catastrophes or social suffering. 

3 David J. Schlafer, What Makes This Day Different?: Preaching Grace on Special Occasions 
(Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications, 1998), 133.
4 Luke A. Powery, “My God, My God, Why?” preached on Good Friday, March 29, 2013, at 
Duke Chapel.
5 Michael Horton, Christless Christianity: The Alternative Gospel of the American Church 
(Grand Rapids, MI, Baker Books, 2008), 69-70.
6 Ibid, 66.
7 Alice Miller, Breaking Down the Wall of Silence: The Liberating Experience of Facing Painful 
Truth, trans. Simon Worrall (New York: Basic Books, 2009), 22-23.
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We have lost a place to speak of suffering by easily bringing up forgiveness 
and reconciliation, have been selective in accepting images of God in the 
Bible, and have been reluctant to mention the powerful existence of evil.

Thus, this paper focuses on forming a liturgical and theological 
language to effectively deal with suffering rather than attempting to interpret 
or explain suffering. Exploring how people express their suffering through 
the Book of Lamentations—a book that reflects the pain and sorrow of the 
destruction of Jerusalem—will help to form the language of lament which is 
often overlooked. Also, the voices of Japanese Military Sexual Slaves in Korea 
will allow us to discover the power of lament. Based on these voices, we will 
probe how lament can function in preaching to resist apathy and amnesia.

The Language of Lament in the Book of Lamentations
Suffering in the Book of Lamentations 
It is estimated that the Book of Lamentations was written in the period 
from 587/86 to 520 B.C.E., which dates to shortly after the fall of Jerusalem.8 
Although it is doubtful that the images of Lamentations have a direct 
correlation to the historical event of the destruction of Jerusalem, it is 
conceivable that the Book of Lamentations responds to the pain and loss 
caused by the fall of Jerusalem.9 The Book of Lamentations is full of the 
voices of suffering; as Walter Brueggemann says, “The poems in the book 
of Lamentations give full expression to loss.”10 However, those voices of 
suffering were ignored for a long time.

Approaches to Lamentations during the Patristic and Medieval 
periods can be summarized in two ways: prophecy about and suffering of 
Christ; and the spiritual formation of the Christian. Irenaeus, the Bishop of 
Lyon, and Tyrannius Rufinus, a monk and theologian,  link the experience 
of suffering in Lamentations to the experience of Christ in the crucifixion.11 

8 F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp, “Linguistic evidence for the date of Lamentations,” Journal of the 
Ancient Near Eastern Society 26 (1999): 36.
9 Ibid., 4.
10 Walter Brueggemann, Reality, Grief, Hope (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans, 2014), 69.
11 Saint Irenaeus, The Demonstration of the Apostolic Preaching, Kindle Edition, (London: 
S.P.C.K., 1920), 856, 1698; Philip Schaff, ed., Selected Library Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers 
of Christian Church (NPNF) 2, vol. 3 (New York: The Christian Literature Company / Oxford 
and London: Parker & Company, 1890-1895), 553.



Resisting Apathy and Amnesia 81

Gregory Nazianzen seeks to show the consequences of a wrongful life 
through Lamentations.12 Origen of Alexandria also interprets the suffering 
in Lamentations as the result of sin.13 The city in Lamentations is portrayed 
as a wife abandoned by her husband because of her vicious behavior.14 The 
ruins of Jerusalem in Lamentations 4 are compared to a loss of holiness, and 
lament is understood as a means of washing away evil.15 This interpretive 
tradition continues with the Reformers. Calvin recognized God’s wrath 
and vengeance as justified and read Lamentations as a book calling for 
repentance.16 The agony of the destroyed Jerusalem was presented to the 
congregations as a painful example of the consequences of disobedience.17 
The dominant interpretation of sin and judgment continued to 1990. In 
particular, the 1950s-1980s were dominated by debates related to theodicy, 
and efforts were made to explain God’s violent actions and the reasons for 
suffering.18 The part of hope in the third poem was regarded as a theological 
center and suffering was understood to serve a divine purpose.19

At the start of the 1990s, the focus of interpretation shifted to the 
suffering voices of Lamentations that appeal to the reality of suffering rather 
than asking about the causes of suffering. Scholars in the 1990s began to 
focus on Daughter Zion’s painful voice in chapters 1-2. As part of a wider 
variety of commentaries on Lamentations beginning in the 2000s, including 
feminist, psychological, post-colonial, ethical, and literary interpretations, 
some scholars read Lamentations as a way to resist apathy and amnesia 
against suffering.20 Tod Linafelt regards Lamentations as an ancient example 
of surviving literature.21 Linafelt claims the language of suffering as an 

12 NPNF 2, vol. 7, 272.
13 Joseph W. Trigg, Origen (New York: Rutledge, 1998), 75.
14 Ibid., 69-70.
15 NPNF 2 vol.12, 610, 699.
16 John Calvin, Commentary on Jeremiah and Lamentations vol. 5 (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 2009), 442.
17 Ibid., 623.
18 Norman K. Gottwald, Studies in the Book of Lamentations (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 
1954), 51.
19 Ibid., 53.
20 Heath Thomas, “A Survey of Research in Lamentations (2002-2012),” Current in Biblical 
Research 12, no.1 (2012): 9.
21 Tod Linafelt, Surviving Lamentations: Catastrophe, Lament, and Protest in the Afterlife of a 
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expression of truth and a condition of truth for the survivors.22 Linafelt 
criticizes three prejudicial interpretations of Lamentations from the early 
fathers, the medieval era, and the modern era in connection with the third 
poem of Lamentations.23Linafelt offers strong criticism that these prejudices 
downplay and expunge the language of sorrow and pain in Lamentations.24 
Dobbs-Allsopp resists one specific theological or dominant claim. Dobbs-
Allsopp argues that the book helps the voices honestly express the oppression 
and pain in the face of God’s silence.25 Lamentations delays and reverses the 
corrosive action of the language of the traumatized through the recovery 
of grief language and through the vocalization of suffering experiences.26 
Kathleen O’Connor considers Lamentations in light of the theology of 
witness. She argues that Lamentations is “A house for sorrow and a school 
for compassion, it teaches resistance, liberates passions, and gives us prayers 
for the world’s tears.”27 These scholars emphasize the language of suffering 
that has been disenfranchised in the discourse on Lamentations, pointing 
out that the act of speaking the experience of suffering in Lamentations is 
important.

Lament in Lamentations 5:19-22
When interpreters focus on speaking out about suffering in Lamentations, 
the last verses which express deep despair and silence can be understood 
as a desperate plea of a community for deliverance from suffering, not 
repentance of their sin or praise of God. This insight prepares us to interpret 
the hopelessness expressed in the ending of Lamentations 5:19-22. With the 
eyes of sufferers, verse 19 may not be praise and verse 21 may not be hope 
for restoration. For this, rather, referring to the mighty God can be seen as a 
challenge to God who has seemingly forgotten, forsaken, and utterly rejected 
the sufferers, which comes in the next verses. 

Claus Westermann does not understand verse 19 entirely as praise. In 

Biblical Book (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), 1-2.
22 Ibid., 1-2
23 Ibid., 5. 
24 Ibid., 2.
25 F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp, Lamentations (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2002), 30.
26 Ibid., 33.
27 O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World, 86.
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the relationship with verse 20, he notes a great distance between suffering 
humans and the eternal God who dwells in heaven and does not care about 
human suffering.28 Dobbs-Allsopp also emphasizes the spatial separation 
between God and people.29 Unlike the first Isaiah or Zechariah who saw the 
vision of God fighting for the city’s final salvation, the poet of Lamentation 
cannot (yet) see the future of the city and the temple.30 Verse 19 may be 
considered to be hope for Judah, but the hope is shattered by the rejection of 
God in verse 20. Despite the speakers crying out to God to look and remember 
their pain, God has seemingly forgotten them and turned away from them.31 
Verse 21 looks like the last struggle. People want to be forgiven by God and 
to go back to the divine embrace, but they cannot do it by themselves. It is 
not an attitude that is simply passive. This prayer is a confession that our 
lives depend on God, even at the end of despair when God does not fully 
respond. It is the cornerstone of God’s actions.32 However, again, the last 
verse may shatter the expectation of verse 21.

The interpretation of the last verse has been controversial because of 
the first word, kî ´im. One of the primary reasons scholars have not agreed 
is that scholars do not want to interpret verse 22 as words of total despair 
which understand God’s silence as abandonment. The word kî ´im can be 
separated into two words, not an idiom, “for if.”33 When these two words are 
considered separately, this phrase can be translated as “then,” which is the 
word that comes after the conditional clause. However, these interpretations 
are criticized by those who say that the second colon does not really state 
the consequence of the first, but rather restates it. Adel Berlin argues this 
translation is too modern for the ancient author because in Jewish tradition, in 
public recitation when a book ends on a negative note, the custom is to repeat 

28 Claus Westermann, Lamentations (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1994), 216.
29 Dobbs-Allsopp, Lamentations, 148.
30 F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp, “R(az/ais)ing Zion in Lamentations 2,” in David and Zion, eds. 
Bernard F. Batto and Kathryn L. Roberts (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2004), 47.
31 Ibid.
32 Walter Brueggemann, Old Testament Theology: Essays on Structure, Theme, and Text, 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 53-54.
33 Linafelt, Surviving Lamentations, 60. Linafelt suggests the translation of verse 22 as an open 
ending. He uses ‘…’ instead of a period at the end of the book of lamentations. He argues 
it is the poetry’s rejection to move beyond lament and the book of lamentation remains 
incomplete.
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the penultimate verse.34 Lain Provan states that the attempt to understand 
kî ´im as two words destroys the parallelism of the verse.35 Additonally, 
Septuagint, Old Latin versions, and Syriac versions seem to ignore or remove 
the particle im unlike MT and understand the start of the last verse as “for.”36 
This can be a more positive translation; however, it is criticized as not being 
logically correct in relation to verse 21 because the clause following kî ´im 
presents a condition which should be accepted before the previous negative 
sentence can be “Not A, unless.”37 Another option is to read the colon as an 
interrogative, although it is not a literal rendering: “Or have you rejected us, 
are you indeed so angry with us?”38 Robert Gordis argues kî ´im carries the 
meaning “even if, although,” citing Isaiah 10:22, Jeremiah 51:14, and Amos 
5:22.39 However, Westermann criticizes it, claiming that “Yahweh’s wrath is 
hardly something in the past; it is still working itself out in their midst.”40 
Berlin and Delbert Hillers read kî ´im as “but instead” in a restrictive 
sense. However, Linafelt refutes them, claiming that “kî ´im is used as an 
adversative conjunction only when preceded by a negative, either explicit or 
implied, which is not the case with v. 21.”41 In addition, “but instead” is the 
end of the most hopeless and unreliable situation. This is because the cry for 
making us turn to God even if God refuses us means that no matter how the 
sufferers enter the land, the land without God will be rejected by God. There 
can be a physical going home, but there is no comfort and restoration. When 
comparing this with Genesis 32:27, many versions translate this phrase as 

34 Adele Berlin, Lamentations (Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 2002), 125-126.
35 Lain Provan, Lamentations, (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1991), 133.
36 R. Schäfer, “Lamentations,” in Biblia Hebraica Quinta (BHQ): Megilloth (Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 2004), 136. Robert B. Salters, Lamentations: A Critical and Exegetical 
Commentary (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2011), 373.
37 Delbert Hillers, Lamentations (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 160.
38 Westermann, Lamentations, 211. Westermann affirms two versions: “Or have you totally 
rejected us?” or “unless you have totally rejected us.”; Provan, Lamentations, 132.
39 Robert Gordis, The Song of songs and Lamentations: A Study, Modern Translation and 
Commentary (New York: Ktav Publishing House, 1974),198; Robert Gordis, “The Conclusion 
of the Book of Lamentations (5:22),” Journal of Biblical Literature 93, no. 2 (1974): 291-92.
40 Westermann, Lamentations, 218.
41 Tod Linafelt, “The Refusal of a Conclusion in the Book of Lamentations,” Journal of Biblical 
Literature 120 (2001): 341.
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“unless” (NSA, NAU, NET, NIV, NJB, ESV).42 
When preachers focus on the voice of suffering, interpreting kî ´im 

as “unless” gives preachers important points. This translation includes the 
possibility of God’s redemptive action without losing the desperate plea of 
those who stand on the edge of a precipice. “Unless” allows a demand that 
God pay attention to people’s pain, but it does not force hope. This translation 
offers a situation of “very unsettledness” and prepares room for lament 
that is “neither denied nor overcome with sentimental wishes, theological 
escapism, or premature closure.”43 Their painful language neither shrinks 
nor is indestructible. This appeal is never soft because they are in unbearable 
pain—their groaning is urgent, powerful, and provocative. In addition, the 
incomplete clause of verse 22 lets readers imagine the possibility of the future 
being different than the present.44 Divine silence has multilayered meanings 
beyond absence and rejection. The silent God can mirror people’s apathy and 
amnesia about suffering. God’s silence may be an intentional and theological 
decision to honor the voice of pain. The absence of God’s voice invites the 
voices of deep sorrow and despair to the dialogue. God allows people to fully 
hear suffering voices. That is because even a single word of God mentioned 
at the end of the voice of suffering will easily solve human suffering, dampen 
anger and despair, and make the human broken condition pass into healing.45 
Thus, lament of the final verses reveals, “Israel may despair; but it refuses 
amnesia” and apathy.46 Lamentations can be considered as a space keeper of 
a lamenting voice, giving the interpretive image of a listening God.

The Language of Lament in the Narratives of Korean “Comfort 
Women”
Suffering of “Comfort Women”
“Comfort women” is the name given to military sexual slaves, girls and 
women from the Japanese-occupied countries during World War II, most 
of whom were Korean. There were more than 400 rape centers that had 200 

42 Gordis, The Song of Songs and Lamentations, 197.
43 O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World, 78-79.
44 Linafelt, “The Refusal of a Conclusion in the Book of Lamentations,” 343.
45 O’Connor, Lamentation and the Tears of the World, 86.
46 Walter Brueggemann, God, Neighbor, Empire: The Excess of Divine Fidelity and the Command 
of Common Good (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2016), 17
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000 “comfort women.” The system existed at the beginning of the Asian-
Pacific War following the Japanese invasion of Manchuria in 1931.47 Korean 
“comfort women” were forcibly mobilized through employment fraud, 
kidnapping, intimidation by public authorities, and human trafficking.48 A 
colonial policy to obliterate the Korean nation in the 1930s made all Koreans 
the servants of Japan, annihilating the Korean language, culture, spirit, 
traditions, and Korean way of life. The Japanese Empire exploited the lives 
and bodies of Koreans, especially girls, for its own prosperity, then disposed 
of them. “Comfort women” were systematically and sexually exploited and 
were not considered human even after death. They were killed and dumped 
by Japanese soldiers like a pack of garbage.49 The suffering of “comfort 
women” reflects another complex and extreme form of oppression and 
violence in Korean contexts.50

According to the testimonies of Korean survivors, most of these girls 
and women came from extremely poor families with little formal education. 
The high level of poverty among Koreans during the Japanese colonial 
period was then coupled with sexual slavery during the period of war 
exploitation. Also, because neo-Confucian Korean society valued female 
chastity, politically and culturally conservative Koreans treated the survivors 
of “comfort women” as prostitutes. The “comfort women” were portrayed 
as victims who had “dirty” bodies covered with shame and guilt. They 
lived in hiding, in fear that their experience at the comfort facilities would 
be discovered and, as a result, that they could not be re-incorporated into 
their family systems but would be forced to live a marginalized existence.51 
“Comfort women” were considered to be passive, fragile, pitiful victims whose 

47 Keun-Joo Christine Pae, “Factory Girls and ‘Comfort’ Girls: A Feminist Theo-Ethical 
Reflection on Korean Girl Soldiers in Japanese Empire,” in Female Child Soldiering, Gender 
Violence, and Feminist Theologies, ed. Susan Willhauck (Macmillan, Parlgrave, 2019), 117.
48 Ibid.
49 In September 1944, when the defeat was imminent, Japanese soldiers stationed in Songshan 
and Tengchong, China, shot 30 Korean “comfort women” in Tengchong Province on the night 
of September 13, as recorded by the 54th Army of the U.S.-China coalition. Eunjoo Nam, 
“The First Video of the Japanese Military’s Massacre of ‘Comfort Women’ was released,” The 
Hankyoreh, February 27, 2018. https://www.hani.co.kr/arti/area/area_general/833978.html 
50 Pae, “Factory Girls and ‘Comfort’ Girls,” 115-116.
51 Sung Hee Choi, “Translation Shifts of Patriarchal Ideology on ‘Comfort Women’,” English & 
American Cultural Studies 16, no. 4 (2016): 186.
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virginity had been trampled on and whose lives had not been protected. 
The issue was regarded as a mark of national shame and a reminder of the 
country’s powerlessness.52  To add to their oppression, the experiences of 
war of these uneducated and poor girls were generally excluded from public 
discourse on war, security, and peace.53

Lament of “Comfort Women”
For decades, there was no formal backdrop against which to explore the 
terrible suffering of “comfort women” until Kim Hak-soon broke the silence 
on August 14, 1991 at Osaka, Japan as a witness and her spoken memories 
broke through the apathy and amnesia.54 Her voice had been locked in silence 
for over 50 years. It took a lot of effort to break the apathy and amnesia, even 
after the international community redefined “comfort women” as Japanese 
military sexual slaves which occurred only after South Korean female leaders 
and survivors brought the “comfort women” issue to the United Nations in 
1992.55 Patriarchal culture, social indifference, and universal concealment 
made it impossible for survivors to speak out about their suffering. Although 
the issue of “comfort women” has now been discussed internationally, the 
women continue to be portrayed as weak and passive victims, not the agents 
of serious discourse.56 Nonetheless, survivors have started to speak out about 
the nightmare which they had previously wanted to forget. Rejecting the 
apathy and amnesia of Korean and international communities, ‘comfort 
women’ have now been exposing their shame publicly.

13-year-old, to a naked and exhausted body 
When military boots attack like a bomb shell… 
Without time to weep bitterly…

52 Hyunah Yang, “Re-membering the Korean Military Comfort Women: Nationalism, 
Sexuality, and Silencing,” in Dangerous Women: Gender and Korean Nationalism, ed. 
Chungmoo Choi and Elaine H. Kim (New York: Routledge, 1998), 130-35.
53 Ibid., 111.
54 See Choe Sang-Hun, “Overlooked No More: Kim Hak-soon, Who Broke the Silence for 
‘Comfort Women’,” The New York Times, October 21, 2021.
55 For more details, refer to UN Doc. E/CN.4/1996/53/Add.1, January 4, 1996. http://hrlibrary.
umn.edu/commission/country52/53-add1.htm 
56 Choi, “Translation Shifts of Patriarchal Ideology on ‘Comfort Women’,” 170.
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Because my womb became decayed
Alas! I cannot be a mother and a wife!
Alas! I cannot bear to see my home and parents.
hide in day, breath in night…
         
Whose rough conspiracy was my life pushed into an incineration plant of 
history? 

Please, someone remember.
This clot of blood that reaches to the sky
Will fly to the land that trampled me
Will become lava and volcano
Will spout every day.57

Raising their voices involved a very harsh process for the survivors. A 
survivor lamented her unbearable pain.

I lived so harshly. 
I think my heart is burning when I try to say what’s deep inside me.
Like in a dream,..like in a fog...
I cannot remember, I cannot remember, It has gone into deep (of my 
heart).
What my life is!…Alas! Alas! How awful…!58

Survivors continue to speak out to bear witness to their painful memories, 
despite the temptation to forget.59 They are honestly and bravely naming the 
pain. Comfort women’s lament as truth-telling has gone beyond expressing 
their suffering; it has become a way to resist oppression and to empathize 
with the suffering of others, leading to women’s human rights in Korea and 

57 Jung Ja Gwon, “Military Sexual Slavery’s Secret History 3,” (Aug. 15, 2012), Last accessed 
August 17, 2021. https://blog.naver.com/dramo23/164171497.  
58 Myeong Hye Kim, “Incomplete Stories,” Korea Cultural Anthropology 37, no. 2 (2004): 15.
59 Flora A. Keshgegian, Redeeming Memories: A Theology of Healing and Transformation 
(Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2000), 36.
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providing encouragement for women war survivors in other countries to 
speak about their experiences as well. As a result of this sharing by survivors, 
the Korean community began to mourn the truth and pain of the military 
sexual slaves. Truth-telling became a way to resist an environment of 
prettying up and concealing the pain caused by unjust power. 

In the 1990s, as the country was becoming politically and economically 
stable, Korea began a wide ranging and more aggressive approach to war 
litigation, including for the “comfort women.”60 Each group of survivors 
practiced lamentations as resistance against apathy and amnesia and began 
to bring their sufferings to the public platform and to form networks 
throughout the international community. Like the voice of the fifth poem in 
Lamentations, there have gradually been voices that began to feel empathy. 
Also, laments have played a critical role in connecting the memory (which 
is the memory of the generation who suffered) and post memory (which is 
the memory of the next generation who received it).61 Solidarity for dealing 
with the “comfort women” issue has made a historical contribution to the 
history of international human rights by advancing women’s rights; and the 
issue reveals the truth of suffering to the entire international community.62

Silence can present a stronger message than speaking when silence 
is perceived as an action. However, if silence is formed in a coercive and 
oppressive way between different power statuses, speaking out can be a 
powerful act of resistance against unjust coercion. “Comfort women” faced 
apathy and amnesia by Korean and international communities before their 
suffering developed solidarity and a communal voice.63 Therefore, lament 
cannot be separated from communal practice that forms the solidarity of 

60 Soon-Won Park, “The Politics of Remembrance: The Case of Korean Forced Laborers in the 
Second World War” in Rethinking Historical Injustice and Reconciliation in Northeast Asia: 
The Korean experience, eds. Gi-Wook Shin, Soon-Won Park, and Daqing Yang (New York: 
Routledge, 2007), 60.
61 Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 23. Postmemory is distinguished from memory in 
terms of distance between generations and is also distinguished from history in terms of 
personal relevance. Hirsh has developed this concept in relation to the children of Holocaust 
survivors.
62 Seong-Phil Hong, “The Saga of the Japanese Wartime Sexual Slavery: A Noble Search for 
Human Dignity by the Korean Female Victims,” The Justice 102 (2008): 218.
63 Shin, “The Task of Korean Theology in View of Postcolonial Feminism,” 248.
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suffering, and the voice as resistance is reinforced within the communal 
lament. 

The process of finding the voices of “comfort women” involved 
recalling memories and recovering testimonies that served as resistance to 
the complex injustices inflicted upon them. The power of lament enabled 
“comfort women” to have interpretive subjectivity in a social and historical 
sense. With reclaimed voices, “comfort women” knew they could “come into 
the truth of one’s history corporately and individually, recover one’s life, 
acquire moral agency by naming one’s world.”64 They could take off the pure 
and passive image externally given, define themselves, become the subject of 
their own voices, and invite people to their lament. 

To Carry on the Language of Lament in Pulpits
The Right to Lament in Pulpits
Divine silence in Lamentations can justify hearing the voice of suffering 
from the pulpit. The silent God makes space for the voice of Jerusalem to 
be respected as God gives up God’s voice. God’s silence gives authority to 
the painful voice in the dialogue, revealing the interpretive image of a God 
who listens and participates in human suffering. The interpretation of the 
radical voice of communal lament, which is a powerful plea and invites 
God as a participant in their suffering, resists the single-axis view of sin and 
despair, and holds the potential for God’s salvation without losing the reality 
of suffering. In other words, lament does not mean challenging or denying 
God in a sermon, but rather it creates a space for sorrow, allows the sorrow 
to be heard, and lets listeners meet the listening and lamenting God who 
goes to the cross to respond to human suffering as an important language 
of the gospel.

The voices of “comfort women” also support the significance of 
lament in preaching. Their voices reveal the role and importance of lament 
in society beyond the Christian community. “Comfort women” have resisted 
the dominant and oppressive discourse by witnessing and remembering 
their suffering. In this space for remembering and revealing suffering, they 
have created a communal voice as a way to resist the structure of oppression. 
Giving voice to the deep scars of pain may bring the possibility of recovery. 

64 O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World, 83.
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The recurring voices allow listeners to feel empathy; thus, such lament can 
encourage others to respond to the suffering of the world.  

A preacher can use her voice for and with those who can’t help but be 
silent.65 Preaching has been called upon to take more seriously the systems 
and structures that suppress the voices of suffering. Alongside the voices 
of the Bible, churches, ethnic groups, social institutions, and civic groups, 
preaching can contribute to a dialogue among communities.66 Practicing 
lament is to value the expression of suffering and give people the opportunity 
to participate in true expressions of pain, sorrow, guilt, anger, joy, and chaos.67 
Thus, lament voices in a liturgical setting play a critical role in the retention 
of memory and witnesses, opening the possibility for healing.

The Language of Lament for Resisting Apathy and Amnesia
Apathy often takes the form of “don’t ask, don’t tell.”68 It blocks one from 
facing suffering and it resists the abyss.69 Christine Smith points out that 
while many religious communities acknowledge the reality of violence, the 
church has been painfully silent about certain expressions of violence.70 
However, the language of lament can break apathy and allow preachers to 
courageously select the concrete expressions of suffering to mirror the reality 
of suffering. Bearing witness to suffering is to disclose the reality of suffering 
rather than to focus on the cause of suffering or interpret the meaning of 
suffering so that listeners can face the gravity of the truth; preachers may 
invite the listeners into “pain, chaos, and brutality, both human and divine.”71 
The language of lament resists “the silence of moral indifference, justification, 
and betrayal in the lives of perpetrators…powerlessness.”72 Thus, expressing 
anger at and resistance to injustice and suffering through preaching is to 

65 Mary Lin Hudson and Mary Donovan Turner, Saved from Silence: Finding Women’s Voice in 
Preaching (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 1999), 15.
66 Ibid., 135.
67 Ibid., 136.
68 Walter Brueggemann, Disruptive Grace (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2011), 133.
69 Ibid., 137.
70 Christine M. Smith, Preaching as Weeping, Confession, and Resistance: Radical Responses to 
Radical Evil (Louisville, KY: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1992), 74.
71 O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World, 94.
72 Ibid., 83.
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show the listener that lament language as a witness is not the epitome of 
sin or disobedience, but another expression of faith and a way of survival.73 
Also, lament as witness may tell listeners, including the preacher, that we 
are no longer alone in our suffering and that our suffering can be opened 
up, accepted, and healed.74 Practicing lament gives people the power to 
shatter the shame surrounding unjust suffering. The community becomes 
a common witness to suffering and this can help bring tears to the surface.75 

Lament as a witness of pain refuses to deny the truth of suffering or 
to let people turn their eyes away from stories of pain. Lament allows us to 
re-narrate and re-describe what has been done to sufferers so that others can 
share the depth of their pain. The suffering narrative itself can be powerful. 
Preachers may find unconceded, unshared, and uncomfortable sadness. 
“Preaching allows sadness and anticipated sorrow and grants the right to the 
sorrow we embrace and feel. It is to have sorrow.”76 In the very heart of God, 
there is always the right of the weak who are oppressed, and God is deeply 
concerned about their suffering (cf. Dt 10:18; 14:29; 16:14; 24:17-21; 27:19). 
Thus, preachers have a responsibility to pay attention to human suffering in 
accord with the pathos of God. 

Memories go beyond past-oriented recollections and are used as 
a signifier of the present progressive truth.77 Memories are repressed and 
sometimes lost due to the falsehood that results from amnesia. Although 
private memory can respond to institutionalized and selective oblivion, the 
private memories of sufferers are fragmented and not publicized because 
an appropriate advocator or spokesperson is not found.78 Sometimes private 
memories are overwhelmed by the depth and magnitude of pain and refuse 
to be expressed. However, when private memory rejects amnesia and is 
activated, a counter-memory confronts public memory formed by one 

73 Smith, Preaching as Weeping, Confession, and Resistance, 82.
74 O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World, 95.
75 Brueggemann, Disruptive Grace, 130.
76 Walter Brueggemann, The Practice of Prophetic Imagination: Preaching an Emancipatory 
Word (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2012), 69.
77 Jin-Sung Chun, “Beyond Politics of Memory toward Cultural History of Memory: A 
Methodological Critique of Korean Memory Studies,” Critical Review of History 76, no. 3 
(2006): 452.
78 Ibid.
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dominant frame.79 Thus, it is effectively a struggle for preachers to bring 
excluded and silenced voices into a sermon. However, this fragmented and 
repressed memory becomes a channel not only to express disenfranchised 
suffering but also to access other voices of pain. 

The multiple voices of suffering are positioned as the agent of lament 
and expect to find solidarity with listeners, including God, beyond the 
stage of being represented through the preacher. Through this multi-voice 
dynamic, a communal memory can be formed. To be specific, the voices of 
“comfort women” were not a communal memory but were private memories 
suppressed in history as a subordinate and ignored discourse. However, when 
these voices, as subjects of memory, refused to give up speaking their painful 
memories and did not passively accept the false public memory—which 
was formed by imperial and peripheral hegemony—their private memories 
became a communal memory lamented by those who participated in this 
mutual suffering and itself became history. Rather than trying to find hope 
in Lamentations, when preachers respect the various voices that come from 
suffering and read Lamentations through the private and counter-memories 
that come from the authority of experience, out of the Deuteronomic 
memory that presents the sin-judgment frame, Lamentations mirrors 
numerous fragmented and unnamed sufferers and makes them lament 
together. Furthermore, Lamentations can urge readers “to face suffering, to 
speak of it, to be dangerous proclaimers of the truths of nations, families, 
and individuals.”80 The community of Lamentations 5 continues to lament, 
which does not end in verse 22. The lament gathers the suffering of the world 
and ensures that it is not forgotten. The listeners learn to resist amnesia.

Lament preaching as memory neither unifies the memories of pain 
nor reduces them to an idealized discourse. Rather, it pursues a language in 
which people are open to each other. This openness creates solidarity while 
respecting the stories of individual pain. Lament preaching as memory 
provides a place for congregations to hear others’ sorrows and weep together 
by participating in the stories of others, rather than appropriating others’ 
memories in their own way. 

79 Ibid., 456.
80 O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World, 94-95.
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Lament After Lament
“Suffering makes us mute.”81 Pain creates a place in the soul that deals 
with material loss. Pain can isolate sufferers.82 Pain is not attractive but 
threatening, and the powerful force of sorrow’s infectiousness makes people 
uncomfortable.83 Hatred, anger, and sadness are placed in the power of 
avoidance and rejection in a syndrome of indifference and forgetfulness.84 
However, the Bible wants to speak not just about the good parts of life but 
about all parts, including pain, scars, and weakness. Also, the reality of 
darkness still exists until the eschaton. This déjà vu of pain is in any place 
and any age; those who suffer are full of the “honest cry of darkest despair.”85 
The voices of Lamentations and “comfort women” have shown that suffering 
needs to be exposed for the oppressed to regain their egos, have their voices, 
and become true moral agents.86 Thus, preachers face a challenge to not give 
up speaking out for and with suffering in the world and a challenge to refuse 
“to retreat from the relationship with God or relationship with its audience, 
even as it is described as desolate and voices its anguish.”87 To pursue it, 
preachers can draw on lament as a central part of biblical faith and devotion, 
just as the gospel portrays the suffering of Christ by including grief in the 
language of preaching. “The resurrection of the church begins with lament.”88 

Lament is not the end of suffering. Rather it challenges the ones in 
terrible pain to take a stand against their history, count on God’s forgiveness 
and help, and to take courage and start a new life in communion with God.89 

81 Phil C. Zylla, The Roots of Sorrow: A Pastoral Theology of Suffering (Waco, TX: Baylor 
University Press, 2012), 71.
82 Ibid., 71.
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86 O’Connor, Lamentations and the Tears of the World, 89.
87 Pat Dutcher-Walls, “Sorrow Like My Sorrow,” preached at Epiphany Chapel in Vancouver 
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88 Emmanuel M. Katongole and Jonathan Wilson-Hartgrove, Mirror to the Church: 
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Eerdmans Publishing, 2001), 505.
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Lament is a channel for calling God and the community to hear from those 
with wounds and in suffering. Lament in pulpits may function as the place 
where the restoration of language takes place. It is a place to recall and restore 
the language about suffering that has been removed. Thus, preachers play an 
important role of helping people go “from the silence to lament.”90 If it is to 
trust in God without “being moved,” as Psalm 26:1-12 says, it may also be 
the duty of preachers to not stop the lament but to call on lament with their 
congregations until God’s answer is given to them.91 William Willimon calls 
listeners to participate in lament for all the brokenhearted, departing from 
their comfort zone or their discomfort, awakening the apathy and amnesia 
of the listeners.

If you’re well situated, comfortable, not suffering, at home, you 
will be impatient with these sad Hebrews and their laments. 
“Can’t we talk about something more pleasant? Something 
cheerful and upbeat? I want to feel good when I come to 
church.” … I don’t see anybody weepy on Sunday morning TV. 
Be Happy Attitudes; think positively; smile, God loves you; this 
is the day which the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad 
in it…. It takes a kind of courage to admit sadness. Weeping 
can be an act of resistance…. There’s a heap of mourning out 
there and in here this Lent. And every time the church tries to 
cover it up with our pretty vestments, and smiling preachers, 
and well-dressed congregations, Psalm 137 has said to all the 
brokenhearted, “Come on in here. Bring your mourning to 
church. Let God have your rage. Weep with us!”92

This sermon may say that it is not only your lament but also my lament, 
the churches’ lament, and God’s lament. Preachers can then say, “You don’t 
need to be alone, and I hope we can work on it together.”93 When lament 

90 Zylla, The Roots of Sorrow, 81.
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in pulpits becomes a communal lament of the listeners, preachers may 
move beyond lament in pulpits. The communal voice of Lamentations and 
“comfort women” presents a new way of life that can break the unconsciously 
or consciously learned indifference and oblivion: lamentation with a 
responsible witness and memory of suffering. Practicing lament ultimately 
pursues its goal to extend to all parts of life.

When the listeners of lament take part in the life of lament—accepting 
the pain of others as their own pain—it may be possible to bring the 
traces of Jesus’s suffering into their lives. The pain of God comes because 
God embraces the pain of the world. God does not stand apart from the 
reasoning that humans understand, but rather throws Godself into hell and 
everywhere there is suffering. God’s suffering is possible because God has 
listened and participated in humanity’s reality of suffering.94 Kazoh Kitamori 
argues that if any want to participate in Jesus’s cross, they can serve God 
through engaging in others’ pain.95 By sharing others’ pain and bearing that 
pain together, a congregation will be able to participate in the pain of God. 
Through practicing lament as a way of life, listeners may have an opportunity 
to heal their own wounds as well as the wounds of others. Our pain can be 
relieved by serving the pain of the people of God.96 Lament becomes a channel 
through which wounds can be opened and healed. Therefore, lament goes 
beyond the practice of the voice in pulpits and reaches out to those who are 
exposed to oppressive conditions in society, including the poor, the hungry, 
the sick, those who suffer economic injustice, and those who experience 
rejection and marginalization because of race, gender, ethnicity, class, etc. 

Lament preachers do not remain silent, do not deny suffering, do 
not accept accusations and guilt from the oppressive structures in society, 
and do not passively accept violence.97 Lament preachers are seeking words, 
confronting fear, and resisting the unsatisfactory interpretation offered by 
theological tradition. The previous relationship with or understanding of 
God may have been destroyed, but we can call on God and make room for 

94 Kazoh Kitamori, Theology of the Pain of God (Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1965), 27-
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a new way to meet God.98 Lament will help us bear the unsettling truth that 
resists apathy and amnesia and brings the sound of pain into the sermon as 
the story of the Gospel until God will wipe every tear from the eyes of those 
who suffer (Rev 21:4). 
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