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I am convinced, by and large, that we as a culture do not know how to pray. We have lost 
the art. We have lost the way. We have confused the idea of prayer with so many other things. 
For many these day, prayer isn’t prayer. It’s self help. Self betterment. Self centering. Personal 
enlightenment. Political manipulation. Pop psychology. There are many among us who open our 
mouths and act as though we know what it is to talk to God, but the truth is we are mostly talking 
to ourselves. We, as a society, have forgotten how to pray. 

Fortunately, there is a tried and true antidote to this. There is a manual that Christians and 
Jews have used for centuries to teach them how to pray. It is the book that King David and others 
wrote. It is the book from which the high priest used to read as he climbed the steps to the 
ancient Temple in Jerusalem. It is the book from which the medieval monks and nuns read their 
prayers every morning, noon, and night. And it is the book that we take up this week and next in 
our ongoing parish-wide initiative to read the whole Bible. It is the book of Psalms. 

Psalms is unlike any other book in the entire Bible, and it holds a special place in our life 
as people of the book. I don’t know if you’ve ever noticed, but if you pick up your prayer book 
and turn to page 585, you will see that the entire book of Psalms is included, a beautiful version 
lovingly translated from the Hebrew just for our prayer book. The Psalter takes up 224 pages, 
over 20 percent of the Book of Common Prayer. One fifth of our prayer book is dedicated to the 
psalms. What people for generations before us have known is that if you want to learn to pray, 
the psalms can show the way. 

According to Eugene Peterson, author of the book Answering God: The Psalms As Tools 
for Prayer, it all starts with language. Part of why we in our society are forgetting how to pray is 
because when we talk to God, we don’t use the right language anymore. We have forgotten the 
right way to talk to God, but the psalms remind us how. 

Peterson says there are three types of language we learn as we grow. 

One is the language of “information.” Early on in life, we learn to tag things, to name 
them, so we can acquire and hold and manipulate them.  1

Another kind of language is “motivation.” In time, we discover “that words have power 
to make things happen.” We can compel others to do what we want. “No physical force is 
involved. No material causation is visible. Just a word: stop, go, shut up, speak up, eat everything 
on your plate.”  2

But before either of these is another language, the earliest and simplest: “it is the 
language of intimacy and relationship.” This is the language between a mother and a baby… the 
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coos and gurgles and wide-eyed “ahhhhs” that happen when two humans are forming their initial 
bond. This language comes up over and over in our lives, usually at the pivotal life-changing 
moments. It is the language of two young lovers who can’t stop giggling, a language that 
otherwise embarrasses except for the fact that it is so wrapped in love. It is also the language to 
which we often evolve—some might incorrectly say devolve—as our minds begin to leave us in 
old age.  I saw the most beautiful video yesterday of a lady singing old Bible songs right into the 3

face of an elderly alzheimer’s patient, just like a mother would sing right into the face of her 
baby. I’ll be darned if that patient didn’t start keeping time with her hand and singing right along 
with her.  This kind of language is true love language. It is primal. It is undignified. And yet it is 4

surely the most important. Because unlike the others, this is the language of being, not doing, and 
it is precisely the language the psalms use because those who wrote the psalms understood that 
you cannot own God. You cannot manipulate God. You can only be in real, raw relationship with 
God because, above all else, God is our lover, our amma, our abba.  5

There are two psalms in front of us today: Psalm 1 and Psalm 22. When we read these 
psalms, you get a glimpse of what real prayer is supposed to be like. Psalm 1 is an intro to 
prayer… it helps us find the way.  And Psalm 22 is honest prayer prayed the thick middle of life. 6

Both of these psalms show us something important about how we should talk to God. 

First of all, no matter what psalm you read, you will notice that all psalms are poetry, 
which means that our prayers should be poetry, too.  Don’t let that scare you, though. What 7

makes poetry poetry isn’t romantic, flowery, or perfectly phrased language. What makes poetry 
poetry is that it is raw, real, intense. When Anne Lamott said that all prayer can be summed up in 
the words “help, thanks, wow,” she spoke straight from the heart of a poet.  Those are simple 8

words, but they bypass everything else and get to the heart of the matter, just as all good poetry 
does. If you think prayer is about having all the right words, the psalms teach you that it’s never 
about the right words—the words of the mind—but about the raw words—the words of the 
heart. Psalm 1 says we are to “meditate” on the words of God day and night. That word 
“meditate” in Hebrew is hagah (hgh), which does not mean sitting in a room thinking 
transcendental thoughts by yourself. It literally means to growl, to hunger. Hagah is what a lion 
does over his prey. He holds it. He savors it. He ruminates on it.  Prayer is poetry. Prayer is the 9

act of hagah. Prayer comes from the heart and from the gut. 

Prayer is also about the here-and-now. You’ll notice in Psalm 1 that when they want to 
talk about what it means to live a blessed life, they don’t talk about high and lofty, 
transcendental, angelic things. They talk about a tree. They talk about something that’s right 
here. Something they can relate to. Something they can see, hold, and grasp. It may seem 
unspiritual, but they knew what we keep forgetting: that God made us this way. God made us 
spiritual beings within physical existence. Go likes the physical, and God teaches us the spiritual 
through it. If you don’t believe me, look at Jesus Christ, God’s most physical way of showing us 
the spiritual truth. This is why the psalms use things we can relate to: trees, and spears, and 
shepherds, and shields.  This is why, when you come to St. Anne’s, you use all five senses in 10

your prayers. If you think prayer is about disembodied experiences of God swept up totally in the 
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the ethereal realms of the spirit, the psalms remind you that your spirit is right here, right now, 
and God can use anything around you to teach you something about himself. You just have to 
pay attention.  11

Finally, the psalms are brutally honest, and they’re more about God than they are about 
us. Turn to Psalm 22. 

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? *  
and are so far from my cry and from the words of my distress?  

O my God, I cry in the daytime, but you do not answer; *  
by night as well, but I find no rest.  12

There is that scene in the movie The Apostle where a fire-and-brimstone preacher named 
Sonny, played by Robert Duvall, feels cast off from his God and starts yelling at him. “What 
should I do?” he bellows. “You tell me. I’ve always called you Jesus. You’ve always called me 
Sonny. This is Sonny talking now!”  This is exactly how the psalms talk, when they need to. 13

When was the last time you talked to God like this? “My God, my God, why have you forsaken 
me and are so far from my cry?” If you think prayer is all about thinking nice thoughts, being a 
nice person, or having it all together, the psalms teach you that prayer is none of these. Prayer is 
the “complete disclosure of the human spirit as it makes response to the revealing God.”  If you 14

can’t be honest about your anger, your confusion, your doubts with God, then who can you be?  

But psalm 22 also teaches us that it’s not all about us. Prayer is not self help. It may be 
cathartic, but it’s not catharsis. It’s not therapy for feeling better.  Prayer is talking to God and 15

remembering that God is good, that God is love, and that God is in control. Psalm 22 quickly 
moves on from the personal despair of the first two verses to recall and affirm God’s steadfast 
faithfulness: “Yet you are the Holy One, enthroned upon the praises of Israel. Our forefathers put 
their trust in you; they trusted, and you delivered them.”  It is all the oh-yeah moments of 16

remembering that we are not in charge. God is. And in that, there is hope to be shared. 

The truth is that we as a society are forgetting how to pray. We are losing the art. We are 
losing the way. We are confusing the idea of prayer with so many other things, and in the process 
we are losing ourselves. 

Want to learn how to pray? Pick up the book of psalms. Read them aloud on a daily basis 
a Christians and Jews have done before you for countless generations. Regain the poetic 
language of your soul. And if you’re worried that you don’t know how to use them correctly, 
don’t worry. As Peterson says, “We do not have to acquire expertise in the Psalms before we use 
them; they themselves—prayers that train us in prayer—are the means to proficiency.” The 
psalms are like a crowbar. “You don’t have to understand a crowbar before you put it to use. 
Understanding comes with use.”   17

So dust this old crowbar off and put it to use. You may just find your heart pried wide 
open. Amen.
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