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(cf. Lam 2:10). The young are destroyed or driven into exile (cf. Lam 1:18). 
A particular drama experienced by that group, as the fi fth song of Lamentations 
suggests, consisted in that they had to mature too soon because there was no 
time for them to be young (cf. Lam 5:14) and, even after the war and the fall of 
Jerusalem, were forced to labor beyond their strength (cf. Lam 5:13).

Having recognized the solidarity of fate and suffering between the youngest 
and the oldest generations, is it possible to justify the statement that the children 
and the young people are given a particularly important place in the Book of 
Lamentations? It seems to be the case for two reasons. Firstly, the fate of the chil-
dren raises the question of the suffering of the innocent, which cannot be easily 
explained: pointing to suffering as a penalty for sin amounts to oversimplifi cation. 
The editor of the book perceives the suffering of the innocent as a fact undermin-
ing the traditional rules of retaliation and retribution. In our view, the problem in 
question becomes one of the main issues with which the editor strives to cope, at 
the same time inviting the reader to confront it mentally. Secondly, the motif of 
the suffering of the children and the young gives more breadth and depth to the 
picture of the disaster. Not only do such suffering and death show the true extent 
of the tragedy, but they also appear to overshadow the future of the nation, the 
city, and the whole country. Is it possible for Jerusalem, with part of her future 
already dead, to keep her hope alive? Is there a place for hope in the Book of 
Lamentations? We shall address this issue in the fi nal section of the paper.

THEOLOGY AND HOPE IN THE BOOK OF LAMENTATIONS

It is diffi cult to discuss the theology of Lamentations as if there were a con-
sistent, clearly identifi able theological system presupposed in the book. The 
diversity of opinions among modern exegetes demonstrates that it would be 
virtually impossible to fi nd such a system in the Book of Lamentations. In 
the third section of the paper, I shall present some theological ideas emerging 
from the descriptions of suffering included in the analyzed text. I shall also 
try to identify traces of hope hidden among the mourning and lament over the 
destroyed city and the suffering of its people.

“WE HAVE TRANSGRESSED AND REBELLED,
AND YOU HAVE NOT FORGIVEN” 

(Lam 3:42)

The Book of Lamentations shares a belief, common in the ancient Near 
East, that catastrophes, on both social and individual levels, are consequences 

“There may yet be hope...” (Lam 3:29)
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of sin or transgression of the law.40 Such a belief is expressed throughout the 
book (cf. Lam 1:5, 8, 14, 18, 20, 22; 2:14; 3:39, 42; 5:7, 16). On this evidence, 
one might hypothesize that the roots of Lamentations are to be found in the 
Deuteronomistic theology, in which reward and punishment were perceived as 
immediate consequences of human behavior. Such a clear dependence seemed 
obvious to the editors of Deuteronomy, even though it might not be apparent 
what sin or transgression had caused the punishment.41 Some biblical scholars 
claim that “the very admission of personal guilt becomes the turning point 
towards hope in the future.”42 However, even if the traces of this traditional 
concept can be found in Lamentations, it seems that we can also see in it a clear 
break from the well-established theological view. It is interesting to observe 
that in Lamentations sin is attributed to different subjects, such as Zion, Je-
rusalem, “the daughters of my people,” or the ancestors. All of them seem 
rather abstract: perhaps not unreal, but certainly not specifi c. This impression 
is strengthened by Lamentations 3:39,  where the editor mentions “a man,” or 
“a living man,” as the subject of sin, as if the sin  (and the punishment for it) 
could be attributed to any living being. Although the book contains also con-
fessions made in the fi rst person (“we have transgressed and rebelled”—Lam 
3:42; “ we have sinned”—Lam 5:16),  the individual songs express a certain 
tension, suggesting that, seen in the context of the disaster the Lamentations 
describes, the traditional view of Deuteronomistic theology was not without 
fl aw.

This hypothesis also appears to be supported by the fact that, in the Book of 
Lamentations, it is diffi cult to fi nd any specifi c characterization of the sin which 
had caused the disaster. The reader is provided only with general information 
on the issue: Lamentations 1:18 declares that Jerusalem rebelled against the 
words of the Lord, while Lamentations 4:13 mentions the sin of the priests. 
Apart from the allusions included in these verses, the nature of transgression 
to which the text refers fi nds no explanation; such details are absent even from 
the verses where the fault is confessed in the fi rst person (“we have sinned”), 
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or from Lamentations 4:6, which suggests that the sin of the “daughter of my 
people”47 was greater than that of Sodom. 

The reader’s uncertainty about the reasons which might explain the ca-
tastrophe is, perhaps, a refl ection of the doubt cherished by the editors of the 
Book of Lamentations. On the one hand, they remembered the religious tradi-
tion expressed, e.g., in Deuteronomy 2848 or in the teaching of the prophets 
who announced inevitable punishment of sin. On the other hand, the editors 
of Lamentations remembered also the theology of Zion, expressed, e.g., in the 
Psalms (Pss 46, 48, 87), which affi rmed the inviolability of the Temple as the 
place chosen by the Lord. It is probably with that uncertainty that the evolution 
in the attitude of the editors began, their fearful doubt, gradually changing into 
detached observation of the facts, and fi nally into the open accusation: ‘The 
Lord has exceeded ... The Lord has abandoned himself to anger....’

“THE LORD HAS DESTROYED WITHOUT MERCY”
(Lam 2:2)

In the preceding section, we mentioned the change of heart experienced 
by the editors of Lamentations. They struggled with doubts and questions—
and they struggled intensely. They faced a disaster never seen before. Their 
traditional theology was prompting them that the destruction they witnessed 
had been caused by sin, so they recognized that the Lord had punished them 
rightly.49 But when they considered the scale of the tragedy, the effects of the 
Lord’s wrath, they were unable to suffer in silence any more. And so, at the 
beginning of three out the of fi ve songs the book comprises (cf. Lam 1, 2, and 4), 
we can hear a cry rising to God from the ruins of the Holy City: it is a voice 
resembling an inarticulate sound, ’êk-āh, a cry of pain, suffering, or despair, 
a cry of grief for the death of the city, for the death of the husband, wife, or 
children, for the ‘death’ of the Temple, and for the death of the human heart. 
But that initially inarticulate cry, coming from the wounded hearts of the wit-
nesses to the tragic events, immediately changes into eloquent images of the 
fall, of the suffering of the people, and of the emotions it had engendered. As 
shown in the previous section of the paper, the image of destruction which 
has emerged from Lamentations 1–2 is expressive of the destructive force, 
violence, and cruelty unparalleled anywhere in the Hebrew Bible. The picture 
provided by the editors of Lamentations leaves no doubt about the fact that the 
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