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Let us pray… 
 
Worship is a very “polite” thing in our neck of the woods these days, isn’t it?  We wear our 
nice clothes; we sit mostly still facing forward; we listen to the speaker with a benign look 
on our faces even if we are bored, confused or in disagreement.  And we read our sacred 
texts, with their imagery foreign to us by time and geography, their language tamed by 
style.  It just looks like everything is “fine”.  But meanwhile our hearts are broken, our lives 
are churning, our work is stressful, and parts of our world are literally burning.  “Nice” and 
“fine” and “polite” might feel like a welcome break occasionally, but we’ve got the 
symphony and local theater and dinner with our in-laws for that.  Polite / fine / nice don’t 
really resonate with our real lives, and what good is a God – or a conversation about God 
– that doesn’t relate to our real lives.   
 
This morning’s psalm – the upbeat part of which we’ll sing with the choir during the offering 
– gets closer to some of that “real life”:  “Evildoers assail me to devour my flesh”,  
“False witnesses have risen against me and they are breathing out violence”, “Hear, O 
Lord, when I cry aloud”…  “My coworkers are lying about me!”,  “My family doesn’t 
understand me and they are being jerks!”, “God, help me!”   
 
But this might not be how you usually think of the psalms, the poetry and prayer from the 
Hebrew Scriptures.  If I choose a psalm for worship, I’m often going for comfort:  “The Lord 
is my shepherd, I shall not want.”  “I lift my eyes to the hills; from where will my help come, 
my help comes from God, the creator of heaven and earth.”  Or I choose a psalm to 
describe God’s closeness:  “You knit me together in my mother’s womb”.  Sometimes I 
might use a psalm to celebrate:  “Praise God with trumpet sound, praise God with lute and 
harp!”, “God put a new song in my mouth!” 
 
And if someone comes to us and says they want to start reading the bible, we say, “Start 
with the psalms”, in part because they are short, but also because they have a reputation 
for being comforting: “God restores my soul”.  But I’ve had several experiences in the last 
couple of years where people have come to me and asked what’s up with the psalms.  
Somebody was going through a difficult time, flipped open their bible at the middle seeking 
guidance and reassurance from God, and they found:  “Happy shall they be who take [the 
little ones of Babylon] and dash them against the rocks”, essentially praising infanticide.  
Not reassuring and definitely not intended as guidance.  This is the kind of thing that can 
convince somebody to close their bible forever.  Especially if they’ve been taught anything 
along the lines of “God said it.  I believe it.  That settles it.” regarding biblical authorship.  
The psalms, like every other page of the bible, were written by people, people who – much 
like ourselves – were trying to figure out the meaning of life, who God is, and how we are 
called to live.  Maybe some or all of those people were inspired by God, we’ll keep 
debating that until the end of time, but people were the ones pressing the pen to the paper.  
Or the stylus to the papyrus.  Or the chisel to the stone.  And so it was a person who 
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wrote, “God will break you down for ever; God will snatch and tear you from your tent; he 
will uproot you from the land of the living.”  Psalmist trash talking. 
 
Now, the fact that the psalms were written by people – many by David, king of Israel – 
does not reduce their significance or meaning.  The exact opposite, in fact.  How powerful 
that our religious tradition has collected, kept and passed down the prayers and poetry of 
people thousands of years ago, even – especially? – prayers and poetry that weren’t pretty 
and upbeat, but in fact were angry, sad, vengeful and violent.  And so when those same 
feelings come up in us, the very existence of the psalms tells us it’s okay to bring them to 
God. 
 
Some months ago I went to a day-long retreat led by our neighbor and my colleague, 
Steve Garnaas-Holmes, pastor at St. Matthew’s in Acton.  It was called Ugly Prayer, 
inviting us to reflect on how we pray when we don’t feel like it, when we’re traumatized or 
angry or confused.  And he used the psalms to help us find ways to pray from those dark 
and difficult places.  And the part that stuck with me the most was exploring when 
“enemies” show up in the psalms – when a psalmist (the author of a psalm) rages against 
their enemies or laments the suffering they’ve experienced at the hands of their enemies.  I 
think it struck a chord because so much of what we hear in the news and read on 
Facebook and observe at family gatherings these days seems so adversarial, so 
entrenched in positions, with all of us eager to put others in the category of “friend” or “foe” 
and then hunkering down with the “friends” while we condemn the “foes”.  You can imagine 
people starting to quote psalms in comment sections online:  “The wicked go astray from 
the womb; they err from their birth, speaking lies.”  The psalms remind us that people have 
always felt anger, grief, isolation, vengeance, even hatred.  So what can those elements of 
the psalms teach us, thousands of years after they were written? 
 
I’ve got six takeways.  
 
First, anger and violence and hatred are real.  We wish they weren’t, and we try to 
avoid, manage, and release such feelings and behaviors as much as possible, but they are 
real.  If we just deny them or stuff them down, they will eat us alive or come out sideways, 
impacting our health and our relationships in spite of our efforts to escape them.  Self-
reflection and honesty, “leaning in” to explore these feelings and experiences will help us 
move forward.  I picture a psalmist, burning up with anger, so frustrated she can’t see 
straight.  And then she writes something like, “The righteous will rejoice when they see 
vengeance done; they will bathe their feet in the blood of the wicked.”  Yikes!  But as she 
writes, her emotions move through her body, down her arm, through the stylus onto the 
papyrus; her heart rate slows down, her breath calms.  And note she hasn’t actually hurt 
anybody, hasn’t literally bathed her feet in the blood of the wicked.  In fact, having written 
the worst, she now finds space to be more creative and optimistic, can even start to see 
both sides of the argument.  Facing the rage and desire for revenge, she can control the 
emotions rather than denying or hiding them, which allows the emotions to control her. 
 
Which leads me to my second takeway.  As writing may have helped the psalmists, 
it can also help us.  Like “Morning Pages”, the practice outlined in Julia Cameron’s book 
“The Artist’s Way”, where you write three pages of longhand, stream of consciousness 
writing first thing in the morning.  Or more intentional journaling, a space to privately reflect 
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on frustration and anger.  Even following more closely in the psalmists’ footsteps by writing 
poetry or prayer.  Or going beyond words to sketching, painting, coloring.  Just some way 
of getting a storm of internal feelings to the outside, where you can see them and have 
some distance from them and learn from them.  Where you don’t have to share them with 
anybody, except God. 
 
Because, and here’s my third point, God can take it.  Say a friend has died by suicide, 
or your spouse has cheated on you, or you’ve recently uncovered memories of abuse.  
You’re hurting, but even more than that you’re mad – mad at the world, mad at God.  Go 
ahead and yell at God, curse God, say the words out loud and put them in writing:  I hate 
you, God!  Why weren’t you there?  Why didn’t you help?  Where are you now?!  Just like 
the psalmists did.  God isn’t a great-aunt expecting us to keep our voice down and say 
“please” and “thank you”.  God is big enough, strong enough, love-filled enough to absorb 
our anger.  Sometimes we can’t say things to other people because it’s unfair or unsafe or 
they’re absent or dead.  But we can say it all to God.  God won’t turn their back on us, God 
won’t punish us for our honesty:  God will hear it, hold it, and maybe we will start to heal. 
 
That’s the fourth point:  God will help us.  That’s what the psalmists believed, anyway, 
and that’s what they promise us.  Like in this morning’s reading:  “I believe that I shall see 
the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.”  Again and again the psalms proclaim 
no matter how bad things are, no matter how mad the psalmist is, no matter how many 
enemies are all around, God is at work in the world, God is at work in the psalmist’s life, 
God is going to help.  Maybe not fast or furious enough for the psalmist’s taste, but God 
will show up.  Now, I have a feeling there was at least one guy writing psalms who didn’t 
always 100% believe that God was going to make everything okay, but he kept writing it 
anyway.  He wrote it as an act of faith, trusting that God would show up.  He wrote it to 
help make himself believe it, a bit of hope in hard times.  He wrote it to help make it so, 
challenging God to live up to his expectations.  So we can do the same:  expect God to 
help us, remind ourselves that God will be there, and call on God to get busy. 
 
In the days after at least 58 people were killed and 489 injured by a shooter in Las Vegas, 
some postings on Facebook were psalms of a sort.  People prayed, of course, for those 
who were injured and families who had lost people they love.  But there were just as many 
people who said they couldn’t pray, because acts of violence keep happening and prayer 
doesn’t seem to help.  There were words of anger at politicians, gun manufacturers, and 
the NRA.  And then words of anger back because it was “too soon”.  I have to admit, as a 
pastor I could not find any helpful words.  I felt like anything I said was trite or redundant.  
I’m supposed to be helping to make meaning out of life’s experiences and I had nothing.  
Still don’t.  I continue to swing between a sort of numbness and anger fueled by my 
personal belief that our system has fostered a dangerous gun culture that is about the 
bottom line of gun manufacturers rather than the second amendment.  I don’t really see 
anything changing in this system any time soon, I can’t even envision what will change it.  
The psalms give me one answer to that stuckness:  others throughout history have felt just 
as hopeless, but they kept going, kept calling on God for guidance and strength.  Can I do 
the same? 
 
Notice I’m pointing to a system, not a politician or a gun manufacturer but a whole 
interconnected and complicated system.  That’s my fifth takeaway:  in the psalms, the 
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“enemies” were often not specific armies or rulers, but systems that promote hate 
and fear and selfishness.  This is a powerful lesson from the psalms:  look beyond the 
individual we’re mad at, to see what is at work in the broader culture, community, 
congregation or family.  No doubt there are numerous factors at play, there’s probably 
blame to go around, chances are there are well-intentioned people behind some of the 
behavior that has us looking for vengeance, and it’s a good bet we ourselves have 
contributed to the problem in some way.  Maybe the king of Babylonian destroyed the 
Jewish temple because otherwise he would be deposed and somebody even worse would 
take over; he wrecked the temple but at least let the people live.  Please know I’m not 
trying to make a case for the destruction of Jerusalem, I’m just saying the psalms invite us 
to think about our enemies in the broadest way possible.  If our anger or our desire for 
revenge can motivate us to ask questions, look closely, learn more, and examine 
ourselves, it will be productive anger, and revenge will be transformed into understanding 
and action. 
 
Because all of us play a role in the trouble in this world.  And here’s my final takeaway.  
The psalms can be seen as a confession:  I have been that angry; our religious tradition 
has been that violent.  When the psalmist is asking God to “Pour out your anger on the 
nations that do not know you”, what makes the psalmist any better than the people they 
talk about a few verses earlier, “We have become a taunt to our neighbors, mocked and 
derided by those around us.” 
 
Here’s the thing, my friends.  Our greatest enemies are not the coworker who takes credit 
for our work or the family member who stole our inheritance or even the lobbyist for the 
gun manufacturer.  Our real enemies are the hatred we treasure, the fear we feed, the 
division we embrace.  The enemies within us do way more damage than the enemies 
outside.  Consider, again, the most relevant verse from this morning’s reading:  “When 
evildoers assail me to devour my flesh — they shall stumble and fall.”  Hearing that, you 
might picture the person who abused you, or a political adversary, for the “evildoer”.  But 
what if, instead, you heard it as:   “When judgment and self-centeredness assail me to 
devour my flesh they shall stumble and fall.”  What if we look at the “enemies” within our 
very beings, and call on God to help us “win” that “battle”.  Except it’s probably more of a 
healing embrace than a war. 
 
That’s the message in Brene Brown’s “Manifesto”:  the more honest we are about our 
scars and our weaknesses and our challenges, the stronger, more peaceful and more free 
we can become.  So let’s not hide from our anger and vengeance and fear; let’s at least 
share them with God, believing God can help; and once we’re really honest about these 
things, we can see how they – and we – are part of a bigger system, while also looking at 
the “enemies” we’re storing inside.   
 
I know our world is full of conflict and chaos, and it’s easy to feel powerless and 
vulnerable.  But we have inner strength, a community with which to practice, and a living 
God of love to follow.  And remember, we have been promised:  “surely goodness and 
mercy shall follow us all the days of our lives, and we will dwell in the house of the Lord our 
whole life long.”  Amen. 
 
  


