
Sermon:  “When All Hell Breaks Loose” 
 

Last week our focus was on Psalm 38, one of seven penitential psalms.  Today we again lift up 
one psalm out of a group of seven – Psalm 80, a prayer of lament, in this case a plea for relief 
from suffering offered on behalf of a community.  Lament is one of the main categories found in 
the psalms but the majority of them are expressed by and for an individual.  Those voiced for a 
community – could be a neighborhood, a church, a nation – are fewer in number, but represent a 
crucial spiritual resource for any collection of people, in times of trouble. 
 

I’ll get into the details of Psalm 80 in a moment, but the best way I can communicate quickly 
what this type of lament is all about is by referring to any one of dozens of examples from the 
contemporary world.   
 

If the victims of clergy sexual abuse worldwide were gathered in one place their voices would 
cry out in lament.  If the forgotten towns and backwaters of America where life is bleak and the 
future shrouded in uncertainty, there we might well hear laments being raised.  The congregation 
of the An-Noor mosque in Christchurch, alongside other communities of faith devastated by 
violence, could be voicing a lament this very hour.   
 
Or take events that are less time-bound, like the perpetually conflicted countries of central 
Africa, or of modern Afghanistan.  Or the generations held in slavery right here in the United 
States.  What I’m getting at is that communal laments are made up of the voices of innocents – 
men, women, and children who through no fault of their own, suffer. 
 

Suffering is also prominent in the penitential psalms, but a key difference between those and the 
psalms we take up today is that laments are not confessions, they are not seeking forgiveness.  
They are seeking help. 
 

And one of the reasons these laments are directed heavenward is that all hope for earthly relief 
has been exhausted.  But that’s not the only source of despair; in fact, it’s not even the primary 
one.  The greatest tension in these prayers arises because the petitioners feel God is no longer 
there.  Or rather, was there at some point, but has since disappeared, abandoned the community. 
 

Psalm 80 begins on the positive side of the ledger:  “Give ear, O Shepherd of Israel, you who 
lead Joseph like a flock!”  This is a reference to the generations-old protection and prosperity the 
Lord – the Shepherd of Israel – extended to the Israelites.  The image of the shepherd, of course, 
is one of the most powerful of biblical symbols, a staple of the Old and New Testaments alike.  
The shepherd, after all, provides two things essential to life – sources of food, and protection 
from danger.  That, Psalm 80 acknowledges, has been the historic reality of Israel, which has 
prospered under the shepherding presence of God Almighty. 
 

But v.5 signals that reality is a thing of the past.  “You have fed your people with the bread of 
tears,” a clear signal of the first breach of the shepherd’s responsibility.  Followed by, “You 



make us the scorn of our neighbors; our enemies laugh among themselves,” which drives home 
the point that the shepherd’s defense of the community has been withdrawn, inexplicably and 
without warning. 
 
And then Psalm 80 shifts gears, changing metaphors from the shepherd to the vineyard, but 
repeating the same pattern.  The psalm confirms what the Lord once did:  “You brought a vine 
out of Egypt…you cleared the ground for it; the mountains were covered with its shade, the 
mighty cedars with its branches.”  Then the tone darkens.  “Why then,” the psalm implores, 
“have you broken down its walls, so that all who pass along the way pluck its fruit” and “the 
boar from the forest ravages it…?” 
 

The demand for an explanation from heaven is not stressed as in other psalms; instead the chorus 
that reaches toward heaven is this:  “Restore us, O God.”  Three times that petition rings out, at 
the beginning, in the middle, and at the end:  “Restore us, O God…let your face shine that we 
may be saved.” 
 

This refrain is one of the constants of the psalms, this resilient faith that God, even one who 
seems to have left the building, may still be reached, and respond.  The Israelites and the Jewish 
nation over their long history have suffered as much as any people I know.  From what we can 
tell, occasionally it is misfortune brought on by the nation itself.  But even if that is sometimes 
the case, there are caught up in these horrors hundreds of thousands if not millions of innocents.  
And that’s where the psalms of lament are most heartbreaking. 
 

And that’s where they are closest, and have the most meaning, to us.  Truth be told, suffering is a 
mystery.  The finger-pointers among us would lead us to believe the suffering always lines up 
neatly with a sin that explains it.  There was plenty of that perverse theologizing going on right 
here in the U.S. in the weeks after 9/11.  And probably is after every public disaster.   
 

Some believe in that cause-and-effect; Presbyterians do not.  And neither does scripture.  
Penitence for wrongdoing clearly has its place, as we demonstrated last week.  But so does 
humility and restraint in the face of suffering; an admission that we do not, and cannot, know the 
reasons for everything. 
 

Unknowing as we may be, at least for time, we still have an avenue to God.  An avenue through 
which we may express many things – bewilderment, hurt, doubt, anger – which are present in 
today’s lesson, and in many psalms.  All of that accompanied by hope, the form faith takes when 
we can barely lift our chins off our chests.   
 

It may be flickering, it may be little more than a wisp, but hope explains why the psalms over 
centuries have been the go-to scripture, for Jews and Christians alike, when all hell is breaking 
loose.  Because they contain the testimony, and the evidence, that the shepherd is not forever 
away from the flock, that the hand that planted the vineyard is still tending it. And it may be this 



time of year especially, in Lent and the expectation that a change in season brings, that the 
refrain, “Restore us, O Lord…let your face shine” offers up reason for the most hope of all.  Just 
thinking of longer, warmer days leads me to close this sermon on lament, with this poem on 
light, by the late Presbyterian poet, Ann Weems:  
 

The whole world waits in darkness for a glimpse of the Light of God. 
The ones who declared they never would forgive have forgiven, 

and those who left home have returned, 
and even wars are halted, if briefly, as the whole world looks starward. 

In the darkness we peer from our windows 
watching for an angel with rainbow wings 

to announce the Hope of the World.  Amen.   
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


