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Whatdo we mean by impetration? What do we mean by complaint? Whatis

going on when wepray in these ways? Butthere is also a distinct question

about the outputs of such praying. What do we think such prayer does? What

doesit produce?

Oneresidual worry about the default option is that such a way of thinking

reduces prayer to something superstitious, makingofit a kind of magical for-

mulaorspell that oughtto beefficacious given the right form ofwords.”* That

is surely a deformation of Christian practice in Winner's sense of the term.

But Godis nota Jinn, and prayer (whatever its particular form) is not an

incantation. Although the two-way contingency approachto prayer need not

end up in a deformation ofthissort, it is certainly a real worry with such a

conception of prayer—a kindofliability built into this conception. One of the

benefits of the alternative I have been discussinghereis that it does not have

this consequence. Rather, prayers of impetration or complaint that presume

prayer is fundamentally about bringing my own will into alignment with

God’s will foster a sense of dependence on Godthat, I suggest, better reflects

the overall narrative of Scripture and common Christian practice.

23 This issue is raised by D.Z.Phillips, in The ConceptofPrayer, ch. 6.
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Toward an Account of Lamenting Well

Kevin Timpe

Introduction

The primary goal of this chapter is to explore the nature of certain forms of
lamentas an acceptable object of analytic theology. Elizabeth Boase and Steve
Taylor note the “surge of scholarship around lamentin recenttimes”; while
this surge can certainly be seenin biblical studies and theology, it has not yet
spread to philosophyofreligion or analytic theology. This chapter should be
seen as attemptingto call for greater reflection on lament by Christian philos-
ophers and analytic theologians. While not all lament is Christian, there are a
numberof proper Christian expressions of lament. Starting with scriptural
lament, particularly as found in the Psalms, I look at the nature of lament,
exploreits connection with hope, and suggest that lamentoften is inherently
social. I then suggest that there is even a virtue of lamenting well. In many
ways, this chapter should be thoughtofnotas a final productwithin analytic
theology but rather as an invitation to engage in analytic theological reflec-
tion on lament.

A Brief Sketch of the Nature, and Some Dangers,
ofAnalytic Theology

A paperI published a few years ago, which drew heavily on the workofothers,

attemptedto do threethings:

* Elizabeth Boase and Steve Taylor, “Public Lament” in Spiritual Complaint: The Theology and
Practice ofLament, ed. Miriam J. Bier and Tim Bulkeley (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2013), 205. In addi-
tion to the work cited there andlater in this chapter, see also David W. Smith, Stumbling Toward Zion:
Recovering the Biblical Tradition ofLamentin the Era of World Christianity (Carlisle: Langham, 2020);
Mark Vroegop, Weep with Me: How Lament Opens a Doorfor Racial Reconciliation (Wheaton,IL:
Crossway, 2020); and Scott Ellington, Risking Truth: Reshaping the World through Prayers of Lament
(Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2008).
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(i) to give an overview of a recent movementwhich goesby the name of

‘analytic theology,’

(ii) to locate that movementwithin the larger context of philosophy of
religion, and

(iii) to identify someofthe weaknesses andobjectionsthat analytic theology
will need to address, moving forward.”

As Tom McCall writes in An Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology, what
is “gathered under the label‘analytic theology’ is both quite broad and very
active... The meaningof the term analytic theology can vary in commonpar-
lance, andit is safe to say that thereis no single, decisively settled meaning of
the term whenit is used as a name.* Nevertheless,like McCall (and Billy
Abraham,* Oliver Crisp,> Michael C. Rea,° and others), I think that the
difficulties involved in defining clear boundariesfor whatproperly counts as
analytic theology invalidate neither the usefulness of the term nor the appro-
priateness of such an approach to theology. For McCall, what is common
across the range ofusesis this: analytic theology signifies a commitmentto
employ the conceptual tools of analytic philosophy wherethose tools might
be helpful in the work of constructive Christian theology.’

Morerecently, Oliver Crisp has characterized analytic theology as “a way of
doing ST [systematic theology] that utilizes the tools and methods of contem-
porary analytic philosophy for the purposes of constructive Christian theol-
ogy, paying attention to the Christian tradition and developmentofdoctrine”®
Crisp intends his description of analytic theology to include McCall’s under-
standingof the same.

> Kevin Timpe, “On Analytic Theology?Scientia et Fides 3 (2015), 1-13.
* Thomas H. McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology (Downers Grove, IL: IVP

Academic, 2015), 9-16. McCall’s book unfortunately wasn’t available when I wrote Timpe (2015), or
else I would have drawn onit.

* William J. Abraham,“Systematic Theology as Analytic Theology” in Analytic Theology: New Essays
in the Philosophy of Theology, ed. Oliver Crisp and Michael Rea (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2009), 54-69. William J. Abraham, “Turning Philosophical Water into Theological Wine;Journal of
Analytic Theology 1 (2013), 1-16.

* Oliver Crisp, “On Analytic Theology” in Analytic Theology: New Essays in the Philosophy of
Theology, ed. Oliver Crisp and Michael Rea (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 33-53. Oliver
Crisp, “Once More: Analytic Theology” unpublished.

* Michael Rea, “Introduction” in Analytic Theology: New Essays in the Philosophy of Theology, ed.
Oliver Crisp and Michael Rea (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 1-30.

” McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology, 16.
* Oliver Crisp, “Analytic Theology as Systematic Theology” Open Theology 3 (2017), 165.  
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Beyondthis brief description, I don’t want to rehash muchofthe debates
aboutthe nature of analytic theology as an enterprise, given that my primary
goal in the present chapteris lament. But given that my approach to the topic
of lament is shaped by my approach to theology, I do want to mention a
numberof objections some haveraised against analytic theology. Ultimately,
I don't think these objections are insurmountable,but I do think of them as
challenges that practitioners of analytic theology need to take seriously. And
they are challenges that I try to take seriously in myreflections on lament
thatfollow,

In my earlier “On Analytic Theology? I specified a numberofcriticisms
that have beenleveled against analytic theology. Thesecriticismsinclude:

1. a generally suspicious attitude, and sometimes even hostility, toward
philosophyofreligion within philosophy as a whole;?

2. a skepticism of analytic approachesto theological topics by those within
theology andreligion studies;1°

3. the belief that analytic theology often takes an inappropriate approach
to Scriptureor other theological sources;!

4. the claim that analytic theology pays insufficientattention to Scripture;
5. the claim that analytic theology is insufficiently. attentive to the histori-

cal nature of the Christian faith;!? and

* See Thomas Lewis, Why Philosophy Matters for the Study ofReligion-and Vice Versa (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2016) and Kevin Schilbrack, Philosophy and the Study of Religions: A
Manifesto (Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2014).

1° Heresee especially Harriet Harris and ChristopherInsole, “Verdicts on Analytic Philosophy of
Religion” in Faith and Philosophical Analysis: The Impact ofAnalytic Philosophy on the Philosophy of
Religion, ed. Harriet A. Harris and ChristopherJ. Insole (Farnham: Ashgate, 2005), 1-20 and Nick
Trakakis, The End ofPhilosophy ofReligion (NewYork: Continuum, 2008) and Timothy Knepper,“The
Endof Philosophyof Religion?”Journalofthe American Academy ofReligion 82 (2014), 120-49.
* See, for instance, Marc Cortez, “As Much as Possible: Essentially Contested Concepts and

Analytic Theology: A Responseto William J. Abraham?Journal ofAnalytic Theology 1 (2013),17-24.
See also the discussion in Kevin Timpe and Blake Hereth, The Lost Sheep in Philosophy of Religion
(NewYork: Routledge, 2019), 1-27.
* ‘Thomas McCall has putthis worry very well when he writes that analytic theology is often “naive

with respect to the history of doctrine;particularly regarding an awarenessofandsensitivity to the
social and intellectual context of particular doctrines. McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian
Theology, 27. This criticism strikes McCall, and myself, as “a legitimate concern,andit is one that ana-
lytic theologians would do well to hear and heed” (28). But McCall also notes that this criticism isn't
only true of analytic theology, but is also true of much systematic theology as well. Second,he also
points out that this dangerisn’t unavoidable: “I see no reason to concludethat this problem must be
either essential or endemicto analytic theology. Surely more progress can be madein this area, but I
see no reasons to think that such progress cannot happen.Finally, it is worth nothing that such prog-
ress in fact is being made” (29). I hopethat the present chapter contributesto this progress.



98 ANALYZING PRAYER

6. the claim that analytic theology tends toward a hyperintellectualism

that doesn’t sufficiently connect with the Church’s commitment to

spiritual formation and worship.’*

This list was not intended to be exhaustive, but rather was presented as

“some of the majorissues facing analytic theology as it goes forward?**

I mentionthesecriticisms not to refute them here but because, in whatfol-

lows, I want to take them very seriously. In thinking about lament in the con-

text of the present chapter, I’ve had a numberofthesecriticisms specifically in

mind and have tried to proceed in a way thatrightfully respects their con-

cerns. Consider, for instance, (6), which claims that there’s a disconnect

between the goods that analytic theology might achieve andthe full range of

goods at which theology aims. McCall understands this objection (again,

without necessarily endorsing it) as including the claim that “analytic theol-

ogy isn’t spiritually edifying.”’* I'm willing to grant that perhaps notall indi-

viduals whoread analytic theology receive spiritual nourishment from doing

so (though I’m also notsaying that this can’t and doesn’t happen). But I don’t

know what could be more edifying than a careful, sustained, and “from the

inside” treatment of lament. “Genuine theology, in short, is praxis, one deeply

woven together with a Christian life of prayer, virtue, and participation in the

sacraments.”*®
Consideralsocriticism (3), part of which attributes to analytic theology a

failure to approach Scripture properly and part of which attributesto it a fail-

ure to draw on the full range of theological sources. One way of further

understanding this objection is that good theology needs to take seriously

more than onetheological subdiscipline. Again to quote McCall:

Recognizing that‘theologians routinely draw upon a wide range ofdisciplines

and apply them to a complex set of loci? Marc Cortez underscores the nature

of this challenge. Warning us not to ‘kid ourselves into thinking that even

professional theologians have acquired any significant mastery of the many

areas and disciplines involved; Cortez notes that weall tend to specialize in

different areas and then rely on the workof other specialists where needed.

13 For an articulation of and reply to this worry, see Crisp, “Analytic Theology as Systematic
Theology,’ 165.

‘4 Timpe, “On Analytic Theology,’ 7. .
18 McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology, 32. William Woodraises a similar worry,

again withoutendorsingit, that much analytic theology is “spirituallysterile.” William Wood,“Analytic

Theology as a WayofLife,” Journal ofAnalytic Theology 2 (2014), 44.
16 McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology, 32.  
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But this is, he rightly points out, a ‘problem with the nature of academic
specialization as it is practiced in the academy today? Cortez argues that
‘given the disciplinary breadth of theology, such academic ghettoization
needs to stop??”

Tin no way claim to be an expert in a numberofthefields on which I'll draw
in what follows. But I am intentionally drawing on a wide set of the relevant
disciplines because I think that’s what good analytic theology requires.
I'm trying to get out of my “academic ghetto,’ as Cortezcalls it. And I intend
the rest of this chapter not as a completed work of analytic theology, but
instead as an invitation to engagein analytic theology communally.

The Nature of Lament

The previous section was intended as a kind of “stage-setting,’ a prolegome-
nonifyou will. Now, I turn directly to the subject of lament.

Asan analytic philosopher, myinitial tendency in trying to get clear about
a concept is to look (rightly or wrongly) for necessary andjointly sufficient
conditions for the concept in question. Here, I’m remindedofa criticism of
analytic philosophy (and I think, by extension, analytic theology) raised by
Eleonore Stump:

[T]he Anglo-American tradition [of analytic philosophy] has tended to

leave to one side the messy and complicated issues involved in relations

amongpersons... It is therefore misleadingly imprecise, I think, to diagnose
the weaknessof analytic philosophy as its narrowness. Its cognitive hemi-
anopiais its problem.Its intellectual vision is occluded or obscured for the
right half of the cognitivefield, especially for the part ofreality [like lament
and the relationships in which lamentarises] that includes the complex,
nuanced thought, behavior, andrelations of persons.’®

In his book on analytic theology I’ve already engaged, McCall suggests that
this approachto the nature of analytic theology (thatis, focusing primarily on
necessary and jointly sufficient conditions) is not the most helpful way

” McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology, 165. Here McCallis citing Cortez, “As Much
as Possible,22. .

*® Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 25.
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forward on manytopics. Oliver Crisp takes a moreclear-cut position: “There

are no necessary andsufficient conditions for analytic philosophy, any more

than there are such conditions for...AT [i.e., analytic theology]-’*? Similarly,

in his recent analysis of the nature of emotion, Aaron Ben-Ze'ev writes that

“the very complexity of emotions has made attempts to define them [in

terms of necessary and jointly sufficient conditions] notoriously problem-

atic...In light of the complexity of emotions, I believe that no single men-

tal element can adequately define emotions.’”® Ben-Zeev’s preferred

approachedis to focus on prototype categories. In the present section, I

wantto follow a similar strategy. I’m going to take Scriptural lament—and

the lament Psalmsin particular—as a prototype.”* I will also periodically

discuss, in passing, other kinds of lamentthat share relevant features with

these prototypes. But I will not try and delineate exact boundaries for

lament. Proceeding in this way will result in “somesacrifice of sharp and

visible orderliness” and will instead be “softer and more rambling, with the

bones of the thought beneath the surface.”””
Even focusing onbiblical lament, such a strict demarcation would be diffi-

cult. As Rebekah Eklund writes in her excellent treatment of Jesus’ use of

lament in the New Testament:

Old Testament scholars, New Testament scholars, and theologians do not

always use these terms [lament as both noun and verb] in a uniform way.

Lament can mean complaint, an expression ofgrief, the ritual act of mourning,

a dirge for the dead, a cry for help, an accusation directed to God, a public

protest over injustice, or wordless wailing...On Old Testament terms,

however, lament is a form of prayer in the midst of trouble: A cry for help to

a particular God—one whohassaved before.”

© Crisp, “Analytic Theology as Systematic Theology,”164.
20 Aaron Ben-Zeev, “The Thing Called Emotion”in The Oxford HandbookofPhilosophy ofEmotion,

ed. Peter Goldie (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 56.

21 Lamentisn't found only in the Jewish and Christian traditions, even though that will be my focus
here. For more on this, Carleen Mandolfo, “Language of Lament in the Psalms” in The Oxford
Handbookof the Psalms, ed. William P. Brown (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 114-30.
2 Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 27. See also the discussion of analytic theology as a “centered

group”in Crisp, “Analytic Theology as Systematic Theology,” 164. In conversation, Aaron Cobb sug-
gests that instead of providing an analysis of lament, one could offer a syndromeanalysis such that one
describes the characteristic patterns of emotions,feelings, thoughts, expressions, and behaviors emerg-

ing in lamentable circumstances. I think that such an approach hassignificant overlap with my
approach in what follows; an explicit approach to lamentalongtheselines strikes me as worth pursu-
ing in future work.

23 Rebekah Eklund, Jesus Wept: The Significance of Jesus’ Laments in the New Testament (London:
Bloomsbury, 2015), 4.  
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So in whatfollowsit will be important to keep in mind that even within the
context of Scripture, the exact boundaries ofwhatcounts as lament will some-
times be contested.

Scriptural Lament

This section explores the use of lament within the Bible, and the Psalmsin
particular, as a prototype (but not the only kind) of appropriate lament. In
doing so, I draw substantively on the work of Brent Strawn, though in no way
do I think he’s the only biblical scholar worth engagingin this context. It’s my
hopethat by beginning hereI'll help avoid thecriticism of analytic theology
as “armchair theology:I draw on Scripture as a resource for my reflection
on lamentin the next section. As McCall notes,if“engagement with Scripture
is of vital importance for Christian theologians,” then this might be a good
beginningpointeven for analytic theology.

While we often seem to prefer our Scripture to be tamed and domesticated
(qualities that don’t neatly characterize heartfelt lament), lament is found
throughout the canon. “Lamentis such a key element of the Old Testament
thatit is hard to read any book withoutfinding an exampleofit...In fact, Old
Testament texts describe this form of prayer as constitutive of God’s iden-
tity...and of Israel’s identity”** But lamentisn’t found only there; it’s also
foundin the New Testament, even being uttered by the Incarnate Son at key
momentsin hislife. As Eklund’s examination of lament in the New Testament
has shown, “lament in the New Testament depends on lament in the Old.
That is, the laments ofIsrael, especially in the Psalms, provide the essential

* See McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology, 38. Soong-Chan Rahs recent book on
lamentis also worthwhile. There, Rah writes that “lamentin the Bible is a liturgical response to the
reality of suffering and engages God in the context of pain and trouble” Soong-Chan Rah, Prophetic
Lament: A Callfor Justice in Troubled Times (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Books, 2015), 21.
* McCall, An Invitation to Analytic Christian Theology, 175.
6 Eklund, Jesus Wept, 1. For a discussion of lamentelsewhere in the Old Testamentin addition to

the Psalms, see Bernhard Anderson andSteven Bishop, Out of the Depths: The Psalms Speak for Us
Today (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000), 50ff; Tim Bulkeley, “Does Jeremiah
Confess, Lament, or Complain? Three Attitudes Towards Wrong”in Spiritual Complaint: The Theology
and Practice of Lament, ed. Miriam J. Bier and Tim Bulkeley (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications,
2013), 5-17; Miriam Bier, “The Unique Contribution of Lamentations4 in the Book of Lamentations:
Metaphorand the Transition from Individual to Communal”in Spiritual Complaint: The Theology and
Practice of Lament, ed. Miriam J. Bier and Tim Bulkeley (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2013),
18-33; Elizabeth Boase,“Blurring the Boundaries”in Spiritual Complaint: The Theology and Practice of
Lament, ed. Miriam J. Bier and Tim Bulkeley (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2013), 71-87; Lena-
Sofia Tiemeyer, “The Doubtful Gain of Penitence: The Fine Line between Lament and Penitential
Prayer” in Spiritual Complaint: The Theology and Practice of Lament, ed. Miriam J. Bier and Tim
Bulkeley (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2013), 102-21.
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foundation for the role that lament plays in the New Testament.” She also

argues that lamentin both testamentsfollowsthe samebasic pattern.”®

Given that the prototype lament in the Old and New Testaments can be

found in the Psalms, I want to focus our attention there. Atits core, biblical

lamentis “a cry for help to God from within a situation of distress, arising

from trust that Godis faithful to hear and respondtocries.””? (I return to the

centrality of trust for proper lamentshortly.) In his influential Psalms for

Preaching and Worship, biblical scholar Brent Strawn suggests that the Psalms

are perhaps “the most important part of the Old Testament for Christian

faith??? even though their nature and properuse are “under known.”** Strawn

thinks that contemporary Christian faith andreflection are often underdevel-

oped because

it seems that one of the most neglected aspects of psalmic faith, which is

only recently being rediscovered,is the Psalter’s special attention to the dark

side of life and faith, especially via the many laments foundin its pages.

Perhapsthe intense honesty of these poems, which can runascloseto blas-

phemyas one can imagine within the context of prayer, is what has led many

Christians to distance themselves from the Psalms, respecting them only in

a sterilized and sanitized sort of way.”

Strawn builds off the work of the early twentieth-century scholars Hermann

Gunkel and Walter Brueggemannin laying out different types (or forms) of

Psalms, and different functions. Gunkel differentiated five main types

of Psalms:

1. Hymnsof Praise

2. Individual Songs of Thanksgiving

27 Eklund,Jesus Wept, 4.
28 See ibid., 12. She does say that this pattern occurs “within a somewhatdifferent philosophical

andtheological context” in the New Testament, onethat is shaped by the hope of the resurrection. For

more on the connection of lamentand hope,see the section on ‘Lamentand Hope’later in this chapter.

29 Eklund, Jesus Wept, 7.

30 Brent Strawn, “The Psalms: Types, Functions, and Poetics for Proclamation” in Psalms for

Preaching and Worship:A Lectionary Commentary, ed. Roger E. Van Harn and Brent A. Strawn (Grand

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,2009),3.

3 Thid., 4.

32 Thid., 4f. See also Brenda Salter McNeil’s commentin the foreword to Rah : “The church haslost

its ability to lament!” Rah, Prophetic Lament, 9. Commenting on an earlier version of this chapter,

Aaron Cobb has suggested that the distancing from the lament psalms mentioned in this passage

might be unique to the Christian West, and not be an apt description of Christian communities in

othercultural contexts. I think this may be correct; an intercultural examination ofthe use of lament

psalms would beinteresting on this and otherscores.  
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3. Individual Laments

4. Communal Laments

5. Royal Psalms.**

Strawn admits that scholars since Gunkel have continued both to revise
and to challenge Gunkel’s typology, but particularly in light of what I have
said about lamentnot being uniform, I'm notinterested into wadinginto that
debate here (though it might be worth wadinginto at anothertime). Rather,
I simplywant to draw attention to the fact that lament is a central form of
Jewish (and, later, Christian) worship as recorded in the Psalms. In fact,

lament psalms(and individual laments in particular) are the most common

type of Psalm; lament is what Strawn refers to as the “backbone”of the
Psalter.**

Strawn outlines the typical form of a lament psalm asfollows, though he
stresses that the exact placementand even inclusion of these elements within

the psalm is “somewhatflexible”**

. Address

. Complaint

. Petition

. Confession of Trust

. Praise

a
N
O
Y

N
Y

Given the fifth element, it is stressed by a numberofbiblical scholars that

laments are usually, even if not uniformly, “a form of praise to God and an

expression of trust in his promises.’*® Brueggemann writes that the typical

move from “plea to praise” is related to the fact that most end in hope: “The

situation and/or attitude of the speaker is transformed, and...the lamentis

°° Strawn, “The Psalms,’ 7. Despite the great work by Gunkel, Strawn, Brueggemann, Westermann,
and others, Bruegemmannnotesthat “scholars have only walked around the edges of the theological
significance of the lament psalm.” Walter Brueggemann, “The Costly Loss of Lament” in The Psalms:
The Life ofFaith, ed. Patrick D, Miller (Minneapolis, MN:Fortress Press, 1995), 101.

** Strawn,“The Psalms,’ 9.
°° Tbid. See also Mandolfo, “Language of Lamentin the Psalms,” 115f. Fora slightly different catego-

rization of the typical form of lament, see Eklund, Jesus Wept, 6.
°° Todd Billings, Rejoicing in Lament: Wrestling with Incurable Cancer & Life in Christ (Grand

Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2015), 45. See also Bernhard Anderson and Steven Bishop, Out ofthe Depths;
Tim Bulkeley, “Does Jeremiah Confess, Lament, or Complain?,8; and Rebekah Eklund,Jesus Wept, 16.
Similarly, Rah writes that “both the internal... content of the lament psalm andits external structure
and arrangement reveal an expectation of trust and hopethatleadsto praise following the presenta-
tion of a plea rising out of lament.” Rah, Prophetic Lament:A Callfor Justice in Troubled Times, 66.
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resolved by and correspondsto the songofthanksgiving””*” Hope here should
be understood as the theologicalvirtue of hope, and thusis a thick notion that
I don't have time to unpack here. Butas Billings notes, the merefact of lament-
ing toward God presupposes some degree of hope: “Total despair would not
invoke God's presence. Total despair—with no hopeat all—does not pray”
So if one canstill pray, despairis nottotal; thereis at least a glimmerofhope.®®
Rah writes that “lament presents an appropriate responseto suffering, but
lament must also correspond to the recognition that Godis in control??? I
thinkit’s too strong to say that Biblical lament must end in such a recognition
or explicit affirmation of hope, thoughI think it usually should (and usually
does).** But even if it did, that wouldn't mean that lamentperse always has
to.’ A lament can modela disposition to hope (moreonthis later in the chap-
ter) even if it doesn’t explicitly invoke that hope.**

The Character of Lament

In light of the foregoing discussion of the form that lament takes in the
Psalms,** I want to focus in this section on paradigmatic elements of lament.
In line with what I said earlier, these shouldn't be seen as necessary and
jointly sufficient conditions, but rather thosefeatures that are characteristic of
prototypical Biblical lament.

°” Walter Brueggemann,“The Costly Loss of Lament,’ 99. See also Anderson andBishop, Outofthe
Depths; Bulkeley, “Does Jeremiah Confess, Lament, or Complain??8; and Eklund,Jesus Wept, 60ff. For
a dissenting view that biblical lament need not always end in an affirmation of hope, see Mandolfo,
“Language of Lamentin the Psalms,” 126: “The language of reassurance and that of complaintsit side
byside in the lament psalmswithouteither getting thefinal say”

*8 Billings, Rejoicing in Lament, 49.
°° Here I have in mind the vice of despair—thatvice that is contrary to the theological virtue of

hope.It mightalso be that natural hopeis sufficient to move oneto pray, even if one lacks the theolog-
ical virtues of faith and hope. But in such a situation, such hope will be vulnerable and unstable.
Relatedly, I think that lamentis compatible with feelings of despair, in part because I think the theo-
logical virtues of faith and hope are compatible with feelings of despair. Rah’s discussion of
Lamentations contains a wonderful discussion of howthatBiblical text “recognizes that hope can arise
in the midst of suffering because of God’s faithfulness?” Rah, Prophetic Lament: A Callfor Justice in
Troubled Times, 106.
9 Thid., 77.
*? See,for instance, Psalm 88, which Strawn describesas a prayer“in the depths” rather than “out of

the depths.” Strawn,“The Psalms,” 12.
* To be clear, I don’t think that Billings and Rah are concerned with lament perse, but rather

focused on Biblical lament. I'm inclined to side with those who even thinkthat Biblical lament need
notalwaysendin hope (in part becauseI hold that hopeis an infused virtue).
* ‘Thanks to Aaron Cobbfor pressing me to makethis point explicit.
* And,if Eklundis right, elsewhere in the canon as well; see Eklund,Jesus Wept.
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First, I think it’s clear that lamentis not dispassionate.It’s not simply an
intellectual accounting of what is wrong with the world;it is instead “deeply
felt. It is not simply a conscious, cognitive exercise”** Lamentcould here per-
haps be understood as what Robert C. Robertsrefers to as “concern-based
construals”: the agent’s understandingofthe situation,as somethingthat they
are personally invested in, produces an affective response that calls for
action.“° The object of the concern that gives rise to lamentcan beeither a
past event,a present trouble, or a loomingbutstill future event, “an anticipa-
tion of the comingloss.’*” Brueggemannhighlights the prophet Jeremiah as
an instance of this: “He weeps not because he is an emotional wreck, but
because healready sees clearly the comingdisaster that will not be averted?“
Lamentis a cry, sometimes a command for God to do somethingto fix the
wrongwhich has spurred the lament. In lament onecries “this should not be”
Lamentis so impassionedthatit often leads oneto call out God concerning
his absence,his inaction,his silence.*? In lament, one “take[s] initiative” with
God.” One does not do this without thumos. In lament, one daresto call for
or even enter the divine audience with an agenda.

While the cry to God in lament is not dispassionate, neitheris it generic.
Lament “challenges the notion of an abstract relationship with God?** The
God to whom the lamentis offered is a particular God, and presupposes a
particular view of God’s character, His commitments, His care, as well as a
particular view of whatjustice demands of God.*? Eklundputs this point as
follows:

Lament thus depends ontheidea that attacks from enemies,illness, and so
forth are not merely wrongin a general sense, but that they violate some-
thing aboutthis relationship with this particular God; suffering disrupts
God's promises to be a faithful God to this people and to bring salvation
to them.*?

*5 Rah,Prophetic Lament, 56.
*© See Robert Roberts, Spiritual Emotions: A Psychology of Christian Virtues (Grand Rapids, MI:

Eerdmans, 2007), particularly chapter1.
*” Brueggemann,“The Costly Loss of Lament,58. *8 Ibid. 59.
* For a good discussion of God’s silence in the face of lament, and one which directly engages the

Psalms, see Nicholas Wolterstorff, “TheSilence of the GodWho Speaks”in Divine Hiddenness: New Essays,
ed. Daniel Howard-Snyder and Paul Moser (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 215-28.

°° Brueggemann,“The Costly Loss of Lament?103. 5 Rah,Prophetic Lament, 178.
*? Mandolfo writes that “the relationship between suffering, God, andjustice is moreorless explicit

throughout every lament psalm...Lament language might be considered one of humanity’s earliest
attempts to grapple with the conundrum of God’srolein suffering” Mandolfo,“Language of Lamentin
the Psalms,” 125.

5° Eklund,Jesus Wept, 8.
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person whopresently and actually realizes the attachment of something
desired reacts with joy [rather than hope]...One speaks of hoping only

whenthe attainment ofthe good,future object involves somedifficulty or an

element of arduousness.©°

Hopeenablesus to adhere to God’s promises towardus, and ultimately toward

God as the source from where weshall derive perfect goodness. Thatis, in

hope we trust in God for obtaining of perfect happiness, a state in which

lament will no longer be appropriate. But insofar as hopeis for a future good,

this is an achievement which the one who hopes doesn't presently possess.

For Aquinas, one of the vices opposed to the theological virtue of hopeis

the vice of despair.°' Despair understood as a vice involves a fixed commit-

mentofthewill against the possibility of achieving that good at which hope

aims. Lament can thus be a sign that hopeis notlost, that despair has not yet

set in, One would not lament and thereby call on God to do something that

one despaired that God would not do. Hopethen involvesa trust in and com-

mitmentto the loving God,a trust that the object of one’s lament will be made

right.°? Ultimately, the “difficult but possible future good,” that hope aims at

ourperfect union with Godin love, with hope(like faith) pointing toward the

greatest theological virtue: love. Love so understoodis a kind of “participa-

tion” in thelife of God in which wealign with Godandall the goods that God

seeks to promote. Lamentcan thenhelp orient us toward those goods that are

not yet possessed,andto actively live into a life aimed at securing those goods

that God ultimately intendsfor us.

Lament as Communal

As mentionedearlier, the lament psalms are typically divided between indi-

vidual laments and communal laments.® In his recent book Rejoicing in

© Tbid., 233.

6: William C. Mattison III, “Hope,” 113. As indicated above in footnote 39, the vice of despair is
distinct from the emotion of despair. Notall instances ofthe latter are rooted in the former. Thevice of
presumptionis also opposed to the theological virtue of hope, but thosesituations that lead to lament
make despair morelikely than presumption.

62 Twoexcellent treatments ofthe connections between hope andtrustare Victoria McGeer,“Trust,

Hope, and Empowerment,”Australasian JournalofPhilosophy 86 (2008), 237-54 and Adrienne Martin,

Hope We Hope: A Moral Psychology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016), particularly

chapter 5. Aaron D. Cobb and Adam Green, “The Theological Virtue of Hope as a Social Virtue,”
Journal ofAnalytic Theology 5 (2017), 230-50) is an excellent discussion of how thetheological virtue

of hopeisitself social.
*° See Anderson and Bishop, Out of the Depths, 55ff. and Bier, “The Unique Contribution of

Lamentations 4 in the Book of Lamentations,’ 18-33, .  
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Lament, oneofBillings’s central themesis that prayer in general, and praying
the Psalms in particular, is always a communal act.®* Even if one offers a
prayer as an indiyidual, it is a prayer offered by a memberof the Body of
Christ, and thus offered within the context of the Church. Just as one laments
to Godas understoodin a particular context, one always prays from within
the framework provided by one’s community. Noactis in isolation from its
larger context.

Furthermore, even for the individual laments,a leading understandingis
that the confession oftrust andpraise that typically completes the lament may
have been uttered by theofficiating priest in the temple as a response of com-
munal faith once the lament had been prayed by an individual or group.© In
his book, whichis a reflection on Biblical lament through thelens of his own
cancer diagnosis,Billings ties prayer to the body of Christ. He talks about how
sometimes during his cancer treatment and as he was coming to termswith
his diagnosis, he felt “too weak to hope, too tired and despairing to even
lament.”** It is in such a case that the community can hope and lament on
one’s behalf.”

The fact that lament notonly can but should be communalshouldnot sur-
prise us, and for at least two reasons:

1. The Christianlife is inherently communal; whatit meansto be a part of
the Bodyof Christis to live as a memberofthat larger body. Weare to
rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn;® and
lament with those who lament.

2. As with mostthingsinlife, particularly those things that are hard, doing
this well doesn’t come naturally.

If, in addition to there being right or appropriate ways to lament, there are
also inappropriate ways, then the community can help us learn what it means
to lamentin the right ways. Thisrealization leads us directly into the last point

** See, amongotherplaces,Billings, Rejoicing in Lament, 51f. For a discussion of the ways in which
Israel used Scriptural laments in communal worship and how that practice could inform Christian
communal worship, see Robin Parry, “Wrestling with Lamentations in Christian Worship”in Spiritual
Complaint: The Theology and Practice ofLament, ed. Miriam J. Bier and Tim Bulkeley (Eugene, OR:
Pickwick Publications, 2013), 125-52.
* See Strawn, “The Psalms; 11 and the materials cited there in footnote 19.
° Billings, Rejoicing in Lament, 89.
*” For discussions of how one’s community can help one both lament and have hope, see Aaron

Cobb, Loving Samuel: Suffering, Dependence, and the Calling of Love (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books,
2014), chapter 23 and Rah, Prophetic Lament, 120.

68 Romans12: 15.
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that I want to make about lament, and that is that we can learn what it means

to lament well, to lamentexcellently, to lamentvirtuously.”

The Virtue of Lament

I wantto endthe chapterin this last section with a few words about what we

might thinkofas the virtue of lamenting well.”° Here, as elsewhere,I approach

ethics from within the broadly virtue theoretic family of viewsthat is associated

with (amongothers) Aristotle, Aquinas, and—more recently—Anscombe,

Foot, MacIntyre, and Roberts.’* Onthis family of views, the moralvirtues are

rationally informed dispositionsto feel, desire, or act appropriately given the

details of a particular situation, and to take proper pleasure or pain in doing

so, in a way that contributes to the good ofthe individual and her community.

Insofar as they are informed by right reason, the moral virtues depend upon

the intellectual virtue of prudence. The agent’s taking the proper pleasure or

pain is neededto differentiate virtue from mere continence. And mostvirtues

will be paired with two opposingvices, one a vice of excess and onea vice of

deficiency.

Within this framework, we might think that a person is virtuousto the degree

that she, guided byright reason, laments about the proper things at appropriate

times, and feels the proper pain (in the object of lament) and pleasure (in the

hope within which the lamentis framed). It will probably be easy for us to

imagine a case where an individual laments inappropriately—perhaps, for

6° For a discussion of the roles that lament can and should play in specifically communal liturgy,
see Parry, “Wrestling with Lamentations in Christian Worship,’ and Colin Buchanan,“Liturgy and
Lament;also in Spiritual Complaint: The Theology and Practice ofLament, ed. Miriam J. Bier and Tim
Bulkeley (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2013), 153-69,

7° In personal correspondence, Aaron Cobb has suggested that there might not bea virtue of
lamenting well, but rather a numberofvirtues involved, or even a numberofparticular virtues that
govern lamenting well (muchas both generosity and magnificence,for Aristotle, govern giving well of
one’s wealth), While I think this is an important question, I'm less interested here in the number of
virtues involved in lamentingwell, but what lamenting well would involve. For an excellent paper on
individuating virtues, though with a focus on virtues that are excellences with respect to emotion,see
Ryan West, “Anger and the Virtues: A Critical Study in Virtue Individuation” Canadian Journal of

Philosophy 46 (2016), 877-97.
Furthermore, one might be inclined to ask exactly what kind ofvirtue is it—thatis, is it a moral

virtue or a theological question? I think that’s a great question, and my answeristentative.I’m inclined
to think that the virtue (or virtues) of lamenting well are moral rather than theological, both since
I think one could lamentexcellently evenifthere is no independentreason to think that the individual
has beeninfused with the theological virtue offaith and sinceI think that lament doesn't require hope.
Nevertheless, given the complex relationship that holds between the moral and theological virtues in
general, much more needsto be said on this matter.

7. See, for instance, Kevin Timpe and Craig Boyd, “Introduction” in Virtues and Their Vices, ed.
Kevin Timpe and Craig A. Boyd (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 1-34.
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instance, she calls into question God’s goodnessand faithfulness because her
preferred sportsball team fails to win the big game (or match or whatever).
Lamentcan be excessive when it overvalues the importance or nature of the
good whose loss or uncertainty one is lamenting. One could also lament
falsely if one laments over a state of affairs which didn’t obtain.” However,
I want to suggest that there’s also a disposition, both in individuals and
communities, to not lament enough—thatis, that there is conceptual space
(and I think reasonto believe that this space is actually populated) for people
or communities being disposed towardtoolittle lament.

Myhopeis that the earlier discussion ofbiblical lament hasalready helped
establish that there is such a thing as proper lament—thatis, that there are
somethings thatit is “meet and right”for us to lament. Often, the Church has
an obligation to help the marginalized, the oppressed, and the sorrowfulfind
their voice.If that’s the case, then failing to lament those things appropriately
will also be problematic. Simply put, given its present sinfulness, we ought to
be led to engage in lamentby various things in our world.” Billings suggests
that the Psalms can playa role in our seeing what it might mean to lament
properly. He writes: “The Psalms are given to us as a divine pedagogy for our
affections—God’s way of reshaping our desires and perceptionsso that they

learn to lamentin the right things andtakejoy in the right things.””*
If there is a virtue (or virtues) of lamenting well thenit,like all virtues, will

be good for its possessor and, in turn, for the community or communities to

whichthe individual belongs.”* How so? Let me suggest a numberofways.
First, as Brueggemann notes, in lament, the importance andlegitimacy of

the petitioning party is “legitimated.””° Lament gives a voice to those who

have been oppressed, harmed, or otherwise treated unjustly, ensuring “that

their plight is neither ignored nor minimized”’”’ Brueggemann notes two

7 | don’t meanto suggest thatall such lament would be vicious, insofar as notall epistemic failures
are indicative of personal failures. For some of the complexities involved in understanding culpable
versus inculpable ignorance, see Kevin Timpe, “Tracing and the Epistemic Condition on Moral
Responsibility, The Modern Schoolman 88 (2011), 5-28.
> See, for instance,Billings, Rejoicing in Lament, 76. 7* Thid.,38.
78 This will be at least true as a generalrule.I leaveit for another time to explore whethervirtues

are always goodfor the individual and the community, orif it is possible for the twoto bein tension or
even conflict.

’6 Brueggemann,“The Costly Loss of Lament,’ 101. In the remainderofthis article, Brueggemann
explores the role that lament hasin “redistributing power,and the costs to the Christian community
whenthis particular kind of speech act is silenced or eliminated. Relatedly, Rah writes that “part of the
important work in ministries of justice for the marginalized is the empowering of those whosuffer to
find their voice” (Rah, Prophetic Lament, 179).

7” Jeanette Mathews, “Framing Lament: Providing a Context for the Expression of Pain” in Spiritual
Complaint: The Theology and Practice ofLament, ed. Miriam J. Bier and Tim Bulkeley (Eugene, OR:
Pickwick Publications, 2013), 193.
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goodsthat are lost when communities do not allow for the proper expression

of lament. Thefirst “loss that results from the absence of lamentis the loss

of genuine covenant interaction, since the second party of the covenant

(the petitioner) has becomevoiceless or hasa voice that is permitted to speak

only praise and doxology.’’”* In other words, the honest appraisal of life—a

truth that virtue ought to aim at—is skewed when only positive emotions and

prayers are permitted. The lack of lament can be seen as a kind ofsilencing,

which has social implications.”

Virtuous lament, it seems to me, shares a numberoffeatures in this context

with virtuous anger. In an excellent recent treatment of the emotion of anger,

Zac Cogley suggests that anger hasthree functions:

1. an appraisal of wrongdoing,

2. its role as a motivating force, and

3. its communicative function.

According to Cogley, all three of these functions are crucial to virtuous

anger: “possessing excellence with respect to only one of anger’s functions

is...insufficient for virtue.’*° Lament plausibly has parallel functionsand,like

anger, will involve a proper appreciation of and desire to speak against wrong-

doing. Lamentnot only involves the appraisal that the worldis not as it should

be but also motivates the individual to a numberofactions (not just prayer,

but solidarity with those whoare being treated unjustly) and can communi-

cate the wrongnessofthepresent situation to both God and others.*"

The second way in whichthe loss of proper lament can harm the commu-
«es

nity of faith that Brueggemann mentions“is thestifling of the question of

’® Brueggemann,“The Costly Loss of Lament,” 102.
”° For another discussion of how failure to participate in communal lament can harm the worship-

ing community, see Nicholas Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically: Philosophical Reflections on Religious
Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), particularly chapter3.

%° Zac Cogley, “A Study ofVirtuous and Vicious Anger”in Virtues and TheirVices, ed, Kevin Timpe
and Craig A. Boyd (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 199. See also Rebecca DeYoung, “What
Are You Guarding? Virtuous Anger and Lifelong Practice” in Becoming Good: New Philosophical Essays
in Aid of Virtue Formation, ed. Scott Cleveland and Adam Pelser (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2021), ch. 8,
* See Terence Cuneo, Ritualized Faith: Essays on the Philosophy of Liturgy (Oxford: Oxford

University Press, 2016), particularly chapters 1 and2,for a discussion ofsolidarity in worship. In per-
sonal correspondence, Aaron Cobb suggests that the expression of proper lament mightbean activity
rooted in virtues connected with the relevant emotion type. So, for laments that are connected with
injustice and the anger this promotes, lamenting well involves an expression of proper anger. For
laments connected with misfortune/suffering and the sorrow this promotes, lamenting well involves

an expression of proper sadness.  
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theodicy. I do not refer to some esoteric question of God’s coping with
ontological evil. Rather, I mean the capacity to raise and legitimate questions of
justice in termsof social goods, social access, and social power.*? I particularly
like how Brueggemann connects theodicy here with the need to speak propheti-
cally andtake action against thosesocial structuresthat lead to suffering.

Learning how to lament well has a formative element. By routinely engag-
ing in a practice, we can cometo shapeourorientation to the practice of
lament. Robin Parryseesthis as a part ofspiritual formation involving habitu-
ation,a “learning by doing.”®* Hewrites:

Engaging in the stories of the community in communal worship and
Christian practice shapes us into a certain kind of people—people
of Christian character. Clearly on this understanding of being formed into
a Christian disciple there is an important place for engaging communally in
practices that we mightnotfully understand and which mightnotexpress
how wecurrently feel. But the ongoing participation in such practices is
essential for founded spiritual formation. So liturgical engagement with

Lamentations [and scriptural lament more generally] can, in principle, play

a role in the training of Christian emotions—not simply expressing how we
currently feel but training us to see andto feel in certain kinds of ways.**

By recovering the practice of lament, the Churchcouldactually participate in
the formation of its members.

Worship, like spiritual formation more broadly, can involve not just the
love of Godbut also love of those one worships with. The process of helping

them form virtue is one way of loving them.** We can love others by helping
them learn howto lamentproperly. Failing to lamentwell, and failing to help

others do the same, can thus be an indication of disordered love, or of lax

*? Brueggemann, “The Costly Loss of Lament; 104. See also Moffat, “The Profit and Loss of
Lament,’ 90. Relatedly, Rah writes that “acts of justice and racial reconciliation require a deeper
engagementwith the other—an engagementthat acknowledges suffering rather than glossesoverit”
Rah, Prophetic Lament, 21.

*° Parry, “Wrestling with Lamentations in Christian Worship? 149. For other discussions of wor-
ship, see James K. A. Smith, You Are What You Love: TheSpiritual Power ofHabit (Grand Rapids, MI:
Brazos Press, 2016), particularly chapters 1 and 2 and Wolterstorff, Acting Liturgically.

84 Parry, “Wrestling with Lamentations in Christian Worship?149.
®° Here I’m thinking not primarily of the theological virtue of love, which takes Godasits proper

object, but the virtue of rightly being oriented to the good of other humansandbeing willing to work
toward their goodas oneis able.
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love—i.e., of sloth.*° To fail to lament with others is to fail to satisfy the
demandsoflove. Insofar as we are called to unite with those we love in their

suffering, we are called to lament with them. The disordering of love leads to

the disordering of lament; and the disordering of lament can contribute to the

disorderingoflove.*’
The virtue of loving well will be closely connected with a numberof other

virtues. (If there’s not a single virtue involved in loving well butrathera clus-

ter, it may be that some of these associated virtues are actually themselves

virtues of loving well.**) Other virtues that will also be connected here are

consolation, mercy (misericordia), compassion(literally, the virtue which

rightly disposes oneto suffer with others*’), and solidarity with others in their
suffering.°” One of my hopes regarding analytic reflection on lamentis that

we'll be better able to think about these connectionsin the future.”*

Conclusion

Rah refers to lament as “the proper response to a broken world?” Part of

what I’ve done in this chapter is to give an initial account of what can be

proper and fitting about lament. I realize that many of the ideas I’ve intro-

duced are merely exploratory rather than completely worked out. As I said in

thefirst section, I intend this chapter not as a work of completed analytic the-

ology butas an opportunity for us to engagein the process together. There are

a numberof connections that need to be developed beyond even those that

I’ve mentioned here. There’s further work to be done, for instance, on the

connection between lament and the problemsofdivine silence and divine

hiddenness,** as well as the need to localize appropriate lament practices.

Furthermore, there's certainly space for more substantive reflection on how

8° An excellent treatmentofsloth as “lax love” and “a vice markedby resistance to the transforming
demands of God’s love,’ see Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, Glittering Vices: A New Lookat the Seven
Deadly Sins and Their Remedies (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2009), 91.

8? Thanks to Craig Boyd for encouraging me to flesh out some of the ideas in this paragraph
morefully.

88 See Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 25 and Cobb, Loving Samuel.
®° See ibid., 15f,, 23-5, and especially the poem on page 46.
°° T owe a numberofthese connections to Aaron Cobb.
°* The discussion ofthe role of hopealso illustrates how having onevirtue can makeit easier to

develop and exemplify another. The stronger one’s grounding in the theological virtue of hope, the
more prepared one may be emotionally to confrontdirectly thesituations that lead to lament, rather
than feeling the need to pass over them in silence or deny their impact on one’s life andfaith.

°2 Rah, Prophetic Lament, 43.
°° See, for instance, Eklund,Jesus Wept, 9 and Cobb,Loving Samuel.  
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lament can contribute to spiritual practice, showing that analytic theology
need notbe “spiritually sterile” but can actively contribute to the good of the
Church.* ButI hope that the present treatment can provide a useful resource
for those future investigations.*®

** Here I’m again thinking of the excellent discussion in William Wood,“Analytic Theology as a
WayofLife,” Journal ofAnalytic Theology 2 (2014), 43-60.

°° Previousversions of this chapter benefited from the constructive and useful feedback of Aaron
Cobb, Mike Rea, Tom McCall, Katilyn Eekhoff, Craig Boyd, David McNaughton,James Arcadi, and a
numberofparticipants in the Analytic Theology seminar at Fuller Theological Seminary.
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