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“So, who wants to pray?”

When you gather a group of Christians, there is often a silence. Maybe crickets chirp.
The pause fills so long. Then someone may reluctantly raise their hand and
begrudgingly say, [Sigh], “Ok. I'll do it.” Lots of fantastic people of faith do not like
leading a spontaneous prayer to close a meeting or to open a gathering. Maybe it's a
Presbyterian "Frozen Chosen" thing. | do remember a time when | did not like leading
spontaneous prayers out loud.

When | got to college at the College of William and Mary in Williamsburg, Virginia, |
made many Christian friends from other denominations and visited churches that were
very different than the Southern Californian Presbyterian church that | grew up in. One
of the most shocking things about the Christian culture was hearing people praying at
Bible studies and fellowship groups.

Lord, we just want to thank you for all that you have done. Lord, we just praise you for
your awesome work and ask that you use us as your witnesses. Father God, we hold
you...and it felt like the prayer would last forever. They were earnest prayers that came
from a kind place, but my goodness, | noticed two things: 1.) | could not pray that long
and 2.) everything felt performatively optimistic. If you could pray long with excessive
positivity, you were somehow seen as holy, extra connected to God, and as having a
strong faith. | felt like | would always fall short because that type of praying did not come
naturally to me and because | could not always turn to God with optimism.

| am a glass-is-"half-empty" type of person. Yes, | don’t want to admit it, but that’'s my
default—I lean toward pessimism before turning to joy. Growing up, | often felt very
alone because so many Christians sometimes jump to joy or thanksgiving without
possibly acknowledging the hard parts of life first. So, | felt like | had to censor my
prayers in the past. Have you had that experience? Have you felt that you had to say
the “right thing” to God? What praying situations have made you uncomfortable? Or
what prayers have stretched you?

In 2014 and 2015, one of my congregations had a mission partnership in Chajul,
Guatemala, and | went with a mission team on the trip. Now, this Chajul church is high
in the western mountains and was in the center of the Guatemalan civil war from 1960
to 1996. Most people are Indigenous people of Mayan descent who are often
overlooked and endure poverty and persecution. Our partner congregation had just built
a new church structure, and we were dedicating the new church building. The church
dedication worship service was hours long and included spontaneous infant baptisms, a
wedding, and then the praying started.



A gentleman grabbed a handheld microphone, raised his hand up, and started praying
rapidly in Ixil, a Mayan language. | could not make out his words other than “Lord
Jesus.” After a few minutes, he started stomping and praying to a rhythm. Suddenly,
other women joined this chanting prayer and bowed on the floor. Some people were
crying. Then more folks joined the chanting, stomping, and crying. It was loud, chaotic,
and unfamiliar to me, and the praying lasted about an hour.

After the service, we reflected on our experience that day as a mission team at our
lodging, and our hearts were full. However, many of the team talked about the worship
service’s length and our discomfort with the praying. Our missionary, Philip, shared the
following thoughts with us: “PC(USA) Americans have a hard time understanding these
prayers and this need for what looks like a more Pentecostal-influenced prayer practice.
Yes, this is an Indigenous Guatemalan Presbyterian Church and sometimes doesn't
look and feel like a Presbyterian church in worship. But these prayers are important.
These people have hard lives. As a people, they have experienced so much more war
and trauma than we’ll understand. They need a form of prayer that emotionally lets
them share everything with God.”

“The Psalms enable us bring into our conversation with God feelings and thoughts that
most of us think we need to get rid of before God will be interested in hearing from us.”
—Ellen Davis

With public, emotional, or spontaneous prayer, the Psalms can open our prayer lives
individually and as a worshipping community. These ancient prayers may give us
broader vocabulary and forms of prayer. There are a variety of words, images, textures,
and emotions for us to engage in prayer. The Psalms can contain multitudes—even
within one Psalm! As we mentioned in the children’s sermon, you can ask God to fight
against the person who hurt you in Psalm 35. This is scripture and prayer, my friends!

In our Psalm 33 text this morning, we experience tension: the waiting for hardship to
end and affirming our hope in God’s power and lovingkindness. Most likely, this
worshipping community of God’s people was in exile or under occupation by larger
empires when this psalm hymn was written. The psalmist's community has probably
experienced hardship and loss: war, death, and famine. God’s people are hoping and
waiting for God’s loving kindness and for God to physically rescue them from hardship.

Psalm 33:13—17 reminds us that God is bigger than the political and economic realities
they are facing: “Kings aren’t saved by the strength of their armies, warriors aren’t
rescued by how much power they have...the Lord’s eyes watch all who honor him, all
who wait for his faithful love, to deliver their lives from death and keep them alive during
a famine.” (CEB) God sees and knows God’s people, and the powerful do not have the
last word!

L Ellen F. Davis, Getting Involved with God: Rediscovering the Old Testament (Cambridge, MA: Cowley Publications,
2001), p. 5.



With war, political strife, and economic inequality surrounding us in this time and place,
we are waiting and hoping for God’s rescue, comfort, healing, and love. Here at St. A’s,
it's a season of transition. I'm guessing that there’s a lot of hoping for God’s presence
and lovingkindness in this season with the congregation and the geopolitical landscape.
Probably, many things feel impossible and full of worry. God, where is our leadership?
O God, what do we do now?

And this Psalm 33 is a psalm of praise. But this psalm has emotional depth, and the
psalm’s hope is not naive. Psalm 33 reminds us that it is right and honorable and a part
of our spiritual journey to hope for better days when challenges and trouble may
surround us. When we have read and prayed scripture this morning with this psalm, we
are together acknowledging in our church community here, around the world with other
people of faith, and with the saints past and present that we hope in God and God’s
promises of care and restoration amid a broken world.

To get through this season, let’'s spend more time with the Psalms. When we read,
meditate on, sing, or pray the Psalms, God transforms our hearts and minds. You may
not have the desire to stomp, chant, and cry like our brothers and sisters in Guatemala.
When we read, meditate on, sing, or pray the Psalms, we can discover and name our
“bigger” emotions while naming hope and trust in God. It is possible to both emote and
affirm our hope and trust in God at the same time. And that is good news!



July 12: Psalm Exercise

Pick a psalm of the following. Ask God to guide your prayer and reading of the psalm.

Even if a Psalm doesn’t perfectly describe our authentic emotional state, we can still

pray and use Psalms in our personal and corporate prayer:

“And even if we never end up using a particular Psalm to express ‘authentically’ our own
internal emotional states, it is of benefit for us to pray them in solidarity with others in
the body of Christ. At any given moment, no one person or group of persons is feeling
and experience all the emotions that are represented in the Psalter, but at any given
moment, some people are experiencing this or that facet of the Psalms.”?

Assurance and comfort

Anger and lament

Thanksgiving and joy:

Psalm 121 (CEB)
| raise my eyes toward the
mountains.
Where will my help come
from?
2My help comes from the Lord,
the maker of heaven and
earth.
3 God won't let your foot slip.
Your protector won't fall
asleep on the job.
4No! Israel’s protector
never sleeps or rests!
5The Lord is your protector;
the Lord is your shade right
beside you.
8 The sun won't strike you during
the day;
neither will the moon at night.
"The Lord will protect you from
all evil;
God will protect your very life.
8 The Lord will protect you on
your journeys—
whether going or coming—
from now until forever from
now.

Psalm 13 (CEB)
How long will you forget
me, Lord? Forever?

How long will you hide your
face from me?
2How long will | be left to my
own wits,

agony filling my heart? Daily?
How long will my enemy keep
defeating me?
3 Look at me!

Answer me, Lord my God!
Restore sight to my eyes!

Otherwise, I'll sleep the sleep
of death,
4 and my enemy will say, “I
won!”

My foes will rejoice over my

downfall.
5But | have trusted in your
faithful love.

My heart will rejoice in your
salvation.
8Yes, | will sing to the Lord

because he has been good to
me.

Psalm 100 (CEB)
Shout triumphantly to the Lord,
all the earth!
2 Serve the Lord with
celebration!
Come before him with shouts
of joy!
3Know that the Lord is God—
he made us; we belong to
him.
We are his people,
the sheep of his own pasture.
4 Enter his gates with thanks;
enter his courtyards with
praise!
Thank him! Bless his name!
5 Because the Lord is good,
his loyal love lasts forever;
his faithfulness lasts
generation after generation.

2 John D. Witvliet, The Biblical Psalms in Christian Worship: A Brief Introduction and Guide to Resources (Grand Rapids, MI: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2007), p. 50.



Praying the Psalms: Guide and Resources

Topic/Situation*

Psalms (Numbers Only)

Comfort in Grief & Mourning
lliness & Healing
Anxiety, Fear & Worry

Depression & Despair
Loneliness & Isolation
Confession & Repentance
Forgiveness & Mercy
Guidance & Discernment
Trust During Uncertainty
Facing Enemies, Conflict &
Injustice

Lament After Loss or Trauma
Desire for God's Faithfulness
Thanksgiving After Deliverance
Praise & Worship

God's Sovereignty & Majesty
Creation & Wonder

Justice & Care for the
Oppressed

Leadership & Responsibility
Older Age

Death & End-of-Life

Morning Prayer

Evening Prayer

Pilgrimage, Travel & Transition
Vocational Calling & Work
Waiting on God

6, 13, 22, 23, 30, 34, 42, 46, 61, 71, 88, 90, 116, 121, 130
6, 30, 38, 41, 91, 103, 107, 116, 147

3,4, 16, 23, 27, 31, 46, 56, 61, 62, 91, 94, 112, 121, 125,
131

13, 22, 38, 42, 43, 69, 77, 88, 102, 130, 143
25,27,31,42,61,68, 71, 142

6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143

25, 32, 51, 86, 103, 130

25, 27, 32, 37, 43, 86, 119, 121, 143

16, 23, 27, 37, 46, 62, 91, 121, 125, 131

3,7,17, 27, 35, 37, 52, 55, 56, 58, 64, 82, 94, 109, 140

13,22,42,44,74,77,79, 80, 88, 102, 137

23, 27, 36, 46, 62, 91, 103, 121, 126, 145

30, 34, 40, 65, 66, 92, 103, 107, 116, 118, 124, 136, 138
8,19, 29, 33, 47, 65, 84, 95, 96, 98, 100, 103, 104, 111,
113, 117, 145-150

24, 29, 47, 93, 95-99, 103, 145

8, 19, 33, 65, 104, 148

9,10, 12,72, 82, 85, 94, 146

20,21,72,78,101, 127, 133
71,90, 92

23, 31, 39, 90, 116, 121, 130
3, 5,19, 57, 63, 90, 143

4, 16, 23, 91, 121, 134

23, 84, 91, 120-134, 121

8, 90, 127, 128
27,37, 40, 62, 130, 131

*Adapted from the index of Psalms for All Seasons: A Complete Psalter for Worship, 2007.
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