
HONEST PRAYER

Deuteronomy 30:9-14; Psalm 25:1-10; Colossians 1:1-14; Luke 10:25-37

Psalm 25:1-10 appears four times in the Revised Common Lectionary: twice in ordinary time

(Proper 21 A and Proper 10 C), on the f irst Sunday of Lent, and on the first Sunday of Advent. That

one psalm appears so many times suggests that this psalm is important somehow and can be fruitful

for our proclamation this morning.

One of the many things I love about the Psalms of Israel and the church is their honesty. John

Calvin called the psalms “an anatomy of the whole soul.” I think one thing Calvin meant by that is that

the Psalms dare to expose parts of our souls that we normally keep out of public view. When the

psalmist is in pain, the psalm says so. When the psalmist is high on praise, the psalmist shouts with

abandon.

That’s rather unusual because—because if  we are honest—church is a place where we keep

lots of things out of public view.

A bishop once asked a young pastor, “What’s made the biggest impression on  you during

your first year of ministry?” She said, “Not to trust the Sunday faces of my people.” She didn’t mean

that her people were deceitful, at least that’s not what I think she meant. Rather, she had learned that

lots of church folks not only dress up for church but also clean up and make up. Sometimes we smile

and respond to others pleasantly but inside we’re weeping. We try to “be on our best behaviour” in

church because, after all, this is God’s house and we want to look our best when we come before

God.

Some years ago, during the worship service, the minister asked the congregation, “Are there

any prayer requests?” He almost looked directly at a couple in his church that he knew to be going

through a miserable experience with their daughter.
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“No requests for God’s help?” he asked again. She must have seen that he had her and her

husband in the corner of his eye because then she said, “We just have so much to be thankful for, so

many blessings. I’d rather thank God for my blessings than to bother God with my petitions.”

At the time he said, “I can remember liking what she said. Yes, that’s the spirit. Come to

church to thank and praise God for God’s gifts rather than pester God about our troubles.

“But then, upon further reflection,” he continued, “I thought it rather sad that a faithful Christian

going through a tough time did not feel she could honestly share that pain with God.”

This Sunday’s psalm, Psalm 25, depicts a more honest worshipper of God. Now I didn’t say

the person who prayed this prayer was an exemplary believer, I just said that this person is honest.

“I offer my life to you, Lord”—literally, “I lift up my soul to you.” I have discovered that in Israel

people prayed, not with eyes closed and head bowed, but with head held high and arms outstretched

(the orans - Latin for one who is praying or pleading with arms outstretched ).  What a profound

description of prayer is the words, “I offer my life to you, Lord” What a beautiful sentiment. Take that

as the most beautiful definition of what we try to do here every Sunday—lift up our lives to God

because God bent down to us.

“My God, I trust you.” Another noble disposition. What do we hope to cultivate in this time of

worship? Trust, which can be another word for faith. The psalmist humbly lifts up his heart to God in

complete trust that God hears, cares, and will respond to such self-offering.

But then (and here’s when the fun starts in this psalm), “Please don’t let me be put to shame!

Don’t let my enemies rejoice over me!” (25:2) All the pious clichés and noble church talk ends af ter

only one verse. It’s as if the psalmist blurts out what’s really bugging him.

“Do something about those who try to do me in! Come on, Lord! I need some help with the

heavy  lifting! Smack down those who are trying to smack me!”
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When’s the last time you prayed a prayer so honest?

But then, it’s as if the psalmist listens in on his prayer and realizes “Smash my enemies!” is not

the nicest thing to say in church, so says instead, “Er, uh, for that matter, don’t let anyone who hopes

in you be put to shame.” Having prayed for myself, now I pray for all of my good church friends. But

then, back to business: “let those who are treacherous without excuse be put to shame.”

Now I hope you have never caught me, when I lead prayer in this congregation, expressing

sentiments like, “Jesus, we trust you…to slap tariffs on the Americans like they did to us, to balance

our trade with the Chinese, oh and while you are at it, knock down a notch or two that bright,

ambitious young person who is jockeying for my job at the office. Amen.”

But I would also bet that, like me, you have prayed similar prayers. Not out loud, but in the

secret places of your heart. If you haven’t ever prayed such a prayer, then I wonder if you’ve ever

been desperate, or the victim of another’s injustice against you, or felt so weak and vulnerable that

you had no hope but God. In praying, “Don’t let anyone who hopes in you be put to shame” the

psalmist is giving substance to the psalmist’s trust in God. God is the sort of God who is on the side

of justice, who works to set right our wrongs. In praying these opening verses of Psalm 25 the

psalmist is also giving you permission to bring to church whatever you think you need. Go ahead.

Say it. “God, others are making my life miserable at work. I think I’ve reached my breaking point.

Please God, don’t let me be put to shame. Help!”

And I think the psalmist, in giving us permission, urges us to also listen to what we pray. You

don’t have to say your prayers out loud (like the psalmist of Psalm 25) but it’s a good idea to listen in

on your petitions.

And ask yourself questions like, “Is this really what I need from God? Why am I asking God for

help? Is this something I ought to take responsibility for? Am I asking God for this simply to make my
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life easier or because I need this in order to be a better disciple of  Jesus?”

Then the psalmist takes a turn that shows us why this psalm has been prayed by God’s

people for all these thousands of years. After praising God and then asking God for triumph over

ones enemies, the psalmist prays, “Make your ways known to me, God; teach me your paths. Lead

me in your truth—teach it to me.” The one who is instructing God on what God must do to make our

lives better becomes now the one who asks to be instructed.

Sometimes, when we listen in on our prayers, when the words we speak to God are echoed

back in our ears, we are ashamed of our prayer. We revise our prayers. We who so often come to

God with, “give me, give me,” find our prayers transformed into “make me, make me,” or as the

psalmist says, “teach me.”

Every time we pray, “In Jesus’s name,” that means that our prayer is in the spirit of Jesus, in

the way of Jesus rather than our own unformed, undisciplined way. The psalmist asks for instruction

in the “way,” in “your paths.” That sounds close to how Jesus prayed at the end, “However, not my

will but your will must be done” (Luke 22:42).

The psalmist thereby shows that he trusts God to be more than a cosmic errand runner, an

omnipotent go-fer. God is trusted as the one who leads us, in the words of another psalm, “down

paths of righteousness” (Psalm 23).

Which do you think is a more difficult request for God to fulfill–vanquishing our enemies or

instructing people like us effectively?

As we’ve said, being Christian doesn’t come naturally. We have to be taught to worship God in

“Jesus’s name.” That’s what the psalmist asks. And maybe that’s why many have called the psalms a

“school of prayer.” In praying these psalms, we learn to pray.

Maybe that’s one reason why you come to church.
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“Prayer is a problem for me,” says someone. “I feel like I’m just talking to myself.”

“Don’t worry,” we say, “come on down to church on Sunday and pray with the rest of us. You’ll

get the hang out of it.” Church is a school of prayer.

But having expressed trust for God, having blurted out demands for help from God, having

asked for teaching, the psalm takes yet another surprising turn. The psalmist has the brashness to

tell God not to forget “your compassion and faithful love” and to forget “the sins of my youth or my

wrongdoing,” and to “remember me.”

Can you believe this?

If a person says to me, “Now remember what I’m telling you, don’t forget. Write this down!

Don’t forget,” I often resent that person. The person is implying that I am forgetful, that I can’t be

trusted to remember important things. Surely, that’s not what the psalmist implies about God, but it

sure seems like it.

If a person says to me, “Forget about it. It’s not worth remembering. Don’t bring it up

again”—particularly if the thing to be forgotten is some wrong that the person has done against me—I

resent that person. Surely, the psalmist is not saying, “God, remember not all the sins I have

committed against you—particularly when I was irresponsible and in college—forget them!” But to me

it sure seems like that’s what the psalmist is saying.

Yet maybe this too is worship. We come here on Sunday and one of the things, which we may

not say out loud but think in our hearts, “God, remember me? I’m nobody special but I’m yours. Let’s

talk.”

And when we confess our sins and hold out our stained hands to receive forgiveness, are we

not saying, “Please God, in love and mercy, don’t hold my misdeeds against me. Forget about it so I

can go on without being burdened by my misdeeds.”
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I believe this Psalm 25 is, in these surprising moves toward God, back to self, then to God, at

times humble and trusting, at other times brash and demanding, a picture of us at worship. We show

up on Sunday, asking for instruction, but then we just can’t help telling God what God should do in

order to be worthy of our worship. In an hour of worship, we swing back and forth: go toward God,

seeking God’s will for our lives, and then sink back into ourselves and what we think we must have if

we are to be happy.

Psalm 25 says, “that’s okay.” Thus has it ever been between God and God’s people. So go

ahead, bring it all to church. Come as you are. Say what’s on your mind and then try to listen to

what’s on God’s mind. Speak to God, tell God what you would like God to do for you, and then listen

as you speak and dare to let God tell you what God would like you to do for God.

In John’s Gospel Jesus says, “God is  spirit, and it is necessary to worship God in spirit and

truth” (John 4:24). I’m not sure exactly what that means. Spirit, I suppose, is to allow the Holy Spirit to

prompt us, move us, encourage us in worship. It may mean to let ourselves go, to come just as we

are, not to be overly conscious about what we are to say and then just to relax and enjoy being with

God.

But Truth may mean to worship not only in the name of Jesus who is the way, the life, and the

truth, but also to be true to ourselves when we are with God. If we are desperate and need God’s

help in the worst sort of way, then let’s ask for it. If we are unsure of which step to take next, then

let’s boldly ask for God’s guidance and teaching. If we need God to forgive us in order for us to go

forward, then let’s brashly ask God to forgive.

Go ahead. Come as you are, in the same fashion as did the psalmist of Psalm 25 centuries

ago. God has been receiving the honest prayers of God’s people long before we got here and will

continue to do so long after we’re gone. Thanks be to God!
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