
Mark Almquist 

Growing up in Northwest Yearly Meeting has been enriching. I serve 
on the Board of Local Outreach and am in the Friends Leadership 
Program at George Fox University. I am a senior at George Fox 
studying Biblical Studies and Philosophy. For me the university has 
been a place of intellectual rigor, and yet I have experienced some 
of the most palpable worship in the classroom. I enjoy making coffee 
as a barista, music, running, traveling, wandering around art gal-
leries, and stimulating conversation about theology, faith, philoso-
phy, and the Bible. I am also excited as I intend to marry my fiancé 
Mackenzie this upcoming summer. 

I have chosen to spend this week’s devotionals practicing lament. I 
feel urged to focus on lament as an outgrowth of a Richter Scholars 
research project I recently conducted, correlating the philosophy of 
Emmanuel Levinas with the biblical book of Lamentations. I have 
decided to focus each day on a specific topic to lament. I invite you 
to enter into this difficult yet vital practice as we learn how to bet-
ter authenticate our faith in lives where we often find ourselves in 
the midst of tragedy, loss, hurt, and confusion. I have chosen not to 
include songs this week in order to maintain consistency with Psalm 
137—where the Israelites “hung up their harps,” as they could not 
sing while mourning in exile. Don’t get me wrong, redemption is real 
and will come, but redemption will cease to be redemption if we 
don’t acknowledge and spend time addressing our disorientation.  
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Sunday 
March 22 Lamenting our Humanness 

BIBLE READING: Job 38:1-7  
While I was studying in Europe last fall, I had the opportunity 
to visit Oxford, England. Upon visiting Magdalen College, I 
entered the chapel. As I wandered around that day, I sensed 
restlessness in my soul, but couldn’t identify it. I sat down as 
a boys’ choir entered. I began to weep as their young voices 
melodiously carried, as if they were consoling respondents to 
my weeping. I felt alone, unrecognized, and in need of some-
one to know my affliction. Eventually a priest came up to me, 
and sensing my discomfort he said, “Do you need to stay for 
some peace and quiet? If anyone tells you to leave, tell them 
that a deputy of the Lord told you that you could stay.” 
Through the priest who acknowledged my condition, I felt as 
if God was present in my lament.  

Never before had I felt so strongly the delicate nature of 
my existence; that as much as I think I know, I truly don’t 
know how life works or how God works. I felt humbled like 
Job, when God questioned whether Job was there when God 
laid the foundation of the earth. Moreover, I also experienced 
the liberation that occurred when I freely expressed my own 
lament, depression, and fragility, even when there didn’t seem 
to be an identifiable reason to feel this way. Despite our dis-
comfort, it is vital for us to be continually reminded how 
much of life and God we cannot comprehend.  

SONG: I have chosen not to include songs this week  
in order to maintain consistency with Psalm 137—where  
the Israelites “hung up their harps,” as they could not sing 
while mourning in exile.  

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, humble me that you are 
omniscient and I am not. Be present with me in the midst of 
my mourning.  

—Mark Almquist 
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Monday 
March 23 

Lamenting the Loss  
of our Homelands 

BIBLE READING: Lamentations 1:1-4 
The primary image throughout the book of Lamentations is 
the devastation at the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, 
and the subsequent loss of the city. Throughout the book of 
Lamentations there appear to be multiple voices speaking and 
many perspectives of the destruction. There is the singular 
voice of the lamenter, the unidentifiable author who is tradi-
tionally believed to be Jeremiah. But, there is also the collec-
tive voice of Zion, the city of God. This is the beauty of the 
text; that it is apparently written by an individual, yet  
conveyed in such a way that it is as if personified Jerusalem 
herself wrote the text. Zion, the city of God, cries out, “See, O 
Lord, how distressed I am; my stomach churns, my heart is 
wrung within me, because I have been very rebellious”  
(Lamentations 1:20a NRSV).  

In our comfortable western society it may be difficult for 
us to imagine losing our communities. But if we examine his-
tory, it doesn’t take long for us to realize how many communi-
ties have been usurped by outside forces and robbed of the 
places they called home. We think of Native Americans, tribes 
and communities in Africa, India, or Australia who were vic-
tims of western imperial efforts; Jews and others who were 
victims of the Holocaust; or today, Palestinians who have 
been forced to give up their lands to Israelis. Regardless of 
political complexities, we are implored through the image of 
lamenting Zion, to mourn and lament with those who have 
lost their homelands.  

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, we grieve with Zion and 
other communities throughout history who have undergone 
similar devastation.  

—Mark Almquist 
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Tuesday 
March 24 Lamenting God’s Absence 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 22:1-2 
While I was studying in Germany, I visited Flossenbürg, the 
concentration camp where Dietrich Bonhoeffer spent his last 
days. It was a misty and rainy day as our group drove east 
from Regensburg to the former campgrounds, just a stone’s 
throw away from the Czech Republic. While wandering the 
grounds, I came upon one of the most harrowing traces of the 
camp—a grass-covered pyramidal mound of earth that sat at 
the bottom of “The Valley of Death.” This was the place where 
the ashes of victims were kept after incineration. I stood fro-
zen beneath the mound as the rain poured, staring at the 
mound’s slope and then shifting my gaze to the choking fog 
that prevented me from seeing any sunlight. I cursed at God.  

If we are honest with ourselves, sometimes we blatantly 
doubt God’s existence or we feel that God is a traitor. This was 
one of those times. This was how the writer of Psalm 10 felt. 
This is how we often feel when we 
experience an unprecedented trag-
edy. Not that we believe God’s 
apparent absence or presence di-
rectly correlates with tragedy or 
no tragedy. Instead, our anger at 
God’s apparent absence is simply 
an articulation of our desire that God act to change the cir-
cumstances that we cannot. Though it may be dangerous to 
expect God to act a certain way, lament is not about correct 
theology; it is about freely expressing the full gamut of our 
irrational thoughts, questions, and emotions—all of which 
God can handle, and all of which we must allow room to ex-
press. At what times do you feel God most absent?  

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Where are you God? 
—Mark Almquist 

Share your thoughts with the writer and 
other readers in the Fruit of the Vine 
community. Use the simple sign up at 
www.myFriendsCommunity.com 
to join the conversation. 
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Wednesday 
March 25 Lamenting the Job Question 

BIBLE READING: Psalm 77:7-9  
A few years ago at the place where I worked, I had a very un-
expected conversation with a coworker. I told him I was 
studying theology and he quickly informed me of a question 
that he had mused over for years, namely, the Job question—
the reason he had come to disbelieve in God and leave the 
Christian community. He informed me that “he and God were 
done,” when he realized the grave reality that innocent people 
suffer. You see, my coworker was a father and knowing how 
much he loved his daughter, he could not understand why a 
good and loving God would allow people to suffer. Addition-
ally, my coworker said that he could not believe in a good and 
loving God who would make a deal with Satan (ha-satan in 
Hebrew) over his soul (Job 1:8-12).  

As I listened to my coworker angrily remark at the injus-
tice of this conundrum, I realized he was right. I drove home 
that night in tears, angry at God and helpless to know how to 
respond to my friend. This specific question—“Why does a 
good and all-powerful God allow people to suffer?”—often 
called the theodicy question, is a real question that we cannot 
and should not ignore. Ironically, it is a question I believe we 
cannot answer. Instead of trying to answer it, a better use of 
our time may be to join others in the midst of their suffering. 
Nevertheless, the question is still there and the reality of in-
justice is still very present around us; thus we lament for both 
these reasons. 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, what is your goodness  
if people suffer?  

—Mark Almquist 
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Thursday 
March 26 Lamenting Violence 

BIBLE READING: Lamentations 3:46-54  
At the time I write this, the Israeli/Palestinian conflict is esca-
lating tremendously and more lives are being lost. The United 
States is continuing to feel the burden of recent school shoot-
ings, including Sandy Hook and, more close to home, Seattle 
Pacific University and Reynolds High School in Oregon—not 
to mention the hundreds of shootings that occur daily. All the 
while, the United States continues to pride itself on its billion 
dollar military, and Americans still ostentatiously flaunt the 
Second Amendment. No matter your political views, we can 
all say that our world and its history are incredibly violent, 
and we live in a world where violence knocks at the doorstep.  

We find ourselves stunned at the sheer amount of vio-
lence in our world, before we can even begin to realize the 
gravity of ideologies that justify it. Our world sees authority 
and power as being achieved through domination, and we are 
brokenhearted that systems claiming to promote justice con-
tinue to preach, either consciously or subconsciously, the slo-
gan: “Might Makes Right!”  

We feel so distraught in all of this that we begin to doubt 
the reality of God’s peace. However, by allowing ourselves to 
be burdened by a world full of violence, I believe we are ex-
pressing an important aspect in our hope that Christ’s peace is 
and can be a reality. We lament our violent world because we 
believe so fiercely in the peace of Jesus and the peaceful jus-
tice that God can bring.  

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, we hurt because  
our world sees so much violence. Teach us how to be  
instruments of peace, and assure us that your peace  
is and will be a reality.  

—Mark Almquist 
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Friday 
March 27 Lamenting for the Starving 

BIBLE READING: Lamentations 2:11-12 
Throughout Lamentations another prominent image is starva-
tion. “All her people groan as they search for bread” (1:11a 
NRSV). “…My priests and elders perished in the city while 
seeking food to revive their strength” (1:19b-c NRSV). Infants 
“cry to their mothers, ‘Where is bread and wine?’…” (2:12a 
NRSV). And most disturbingly we read: “Should women eat 
their offspring, the children they have borne?” (2:20b NRSV). 
These are some of the glimpses of starvation we read about in 
Lamentations, and perhaps what conveys ultimate suffering is 
the point at which mothers question whether they should eat 
their children.  

It is difficult to imagine people being so hungry. But, the 
truth is that even today hundreds of people lose their lives to 
starvation and malnutrition. It is convicting as we realize the 
economic disparity and imbalance of food distribution in our 
world. In America grocery stores provide people with the  
option to choose between dozens of kinds of cereal, several 
different types of apples, and aisles full of fresh fruit and 
vegetables. Some have the luxury of getting to choose cuts of 
meat, the fat percentage of milk, how much sodium, fat, glu-
ten, or sugar that foods contain. We have access to imported 
foods like bananas, coffee, and cocoa—goods that are typically 
outsourced at a very low wage to farmers. We begin to wonder 
if these luxuries are at all unjust when we consider how some 
struggle to even find clean water or one meal a day. Let us 
lament with and for those who are hungry, both near and far. 

PRAYER SUGGESTION: As a form of prayer,  
fast one meal today and consider how you can serve  
someone who is hungry.  

—Mark Almquist 
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Saturday 
March 28 Lamenting Dehumanization 

BIBLE READING: Lamentations 4:7-9 
As part of the research I did on Lamentations and philosopher 
Emmanuel Levinas, I focused my attention on the phenome-
nological concept of the face. Levinas was Jewish and he 
wrote his philosophy in France around World War II. His en-
counter with the war was personal as he was subjected to con-
centration camps, and dozens of his family members were 
killed. Reflecting on the Holocaust, a common observation is 
the notion of dehumanization. In concentration camps, people 
were dehumanized by the ways they were forced to dress, 
work, eat, and by how they were identified—not by name but 
by number.  

It is no irony that Levinas’s core philosophical concept 
is that the face-to-face interaction between people is founda-
tional to our humanness. We are urged to respond and serve 
others who face us—this is sacrificial agape love. Levinas says 
that our language is violent because our language is what we 
often use to avoid responding to those that face us. We might 
say, for example, “I don’t have time to serve this person in 
front of me,” and in doing so, we are using language to avoid 
the deeper nudge that we feel to serve them. Often we can 
dehumanize others simply by ignoring them, by not looking 
them in the eyes, or by seeing people only as means to an end. 
Let us lament this reality—that people are often marginalized 
in society, dehumanized, and unseen. Who is someone in 
your life, whose face you are tempted to ignore? How can you 
turn and face them, see them, and love them?  

PRAYER SUGGESTION: Lord, we lament with and  
for those whom our cultures dehumanize. Forgive us when  
we fail to see who that face us. 

—Mark Almquist 


