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To the precious people of Adventure Christian Church, Roseville, California:
Whom I was honored to serve as senior pastor for twenty-one years,

who changed the landscape of eternity through their sacrifice and service,
and among whom are many we count as our dearest friends.

P
And to Lori Clark, my administrative assistant for nineteen years:

Who has the greatest servant’s heart of anyone I’ve ever known,
who is a humble yet mighty prayer warrior,

and who, I sometimes wonder, may be an angel in disguise.
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9

1

Our Need for Emotional 
Closeness with God and Others 

Introduction to the Psalms

P
“The psalmists are angry people.”    1—Eugene Petersen

I awoke angry. 
As my emotions from the previous night came back full throt-

tle, I saw her sleeping in the bed beside me and thought, There she is—
that woman. I’m so mad at her!

The sleeping woman was, of course, my wife. The night before 
we had slipped into a fight just before bed, so I went to sleep angry. 

Yes, yes, I know the Bible says, “Do not let the sun go down while 
you are still angry.” I am a pastor, after all. But I was mad—really 
mad—so I climbed into bed and rationalized my behavior. Well, the 
sun is already down so it’s too late to apply that verse tonight anyway. I’ll 
just go to sleep mad and deal with this before the sun sets tomorrow. 

As the new day dawned, I lay there with my head on the pillow 
and allowed the pain of the past to cripple an otherwise bright, inno-
cent new morning. Deep in my heart I knew that I should forgive her 
and put the past behind me, but instead I chose to fan the embers of 
my anger into flame: Oh, she makes me so mad sometimes. Soooo mad!

Then it hit me—I couldn’t remember why I was mad. 
Think, Rick, think! Come on, you can do it. You’ve got to remember. 

What did she do that made you so mad?
I gave this question my full attention, as much as if I were 
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10 Our Need for Emotional Closeness with God and Others 10

a contestant during Final Jeopardy. It was important; otherwise I 
couldn’t justify and continue to nurse my anger. 

It took some time and effort, but finally the content of the argu-
ment came back to me. As it turned out, the actual issue wasn’t a 
big deal, but as you and I both know, issues don’t always need to 
be significant in order to qualify as fight material. Once the minor 
issue we fought over was identified, I was able to get out of bed, self- 
righteously smug and strangely pleased to be angry again.

Physically Mature, Emotionally Childish
Pleased to be angry? Yes, I admit it. Mea culpa. I was angry and I 

liked it. At that moment, I had more in common with children who 
cling to their toys than a mature adult who realizes that anger is noth-
ing to play with.

I wish I could tell you that the above story was the exception rather 
than the rule, but at that time in my life I was angry often, most of it 
due to church problems. After ten tremendous years during which 
our church grew in size from zero to over five thousand, we entered 
a time of severe trials and went through a nasty church split. I made 
some serious leadership errors, and others reneged on big promises 
and misbehaved in various ways. I became confused, hurt, and—
above all—angry. 

I was angry with friends who betrayed me. Angry at former church 
members who were spreading false rumors. Angry at the nefarious 
one for dividing our church family (the root meaning of demon in 
Greek is “to divide”). Angry with myself for not being a better leader, 
and angry for being angry. And as I have already admitted, from time 
to time I took my anger out on my precious wife and kids. In short, I 
was mad at just about everybody.

I was even angry at God. 

“Whatever else Christianity may be, it is a set of emotions.” 
—Robert C. Roberts    2
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11Praying the Psalms 11

What a mess. I was smoldering with unhealthy anger and knew it 
was wrong. I was irate and unable to let go of the cancerous emotion. 

What was wrong with me? Here I was a middle-aged, healthy 
man, married for over twenty-five years to a wonderful wife and the 
father of three great kids, founder and senior pastor of a successful 
megachurch, and had a doctorate in spiritual formation. I was blessed 
beyond measure, knew the Bible inside and out, and spent plenty of 
time in the spiritual disciplines such as prayer, Bible study, worship, 
and fasting. I knew the right things to do—and was even doing them. 

Yet I was messed up emotionally. In prayer, I truly forgave those 
who had wounded me, but the painful memories would still accost 
my mind unbidden. I went to counselors and poured out my heart, 
but the sadness and hurt would not heal. I went to prayer meetings 
and asked seasoned prayer-champions to pray for inner healing, but 
the feelings remained. I read books galore, filling my mind with bib-
lical and practical information, but was unable to mend the broken-
ness inside. 

Where could I find healing for my heart and rest for my spirit?

The Wake-Up Call
By this point, dear reader, you may be confused. You may have 

started this book thinking it was about praying the emotions in the 
Psalms, which—be assured—it is. 

What Is Prayer?

“Prayer is nothing more than an ongoing and growing love 
relationship with God the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.” 
—Richard Foster    3

“The difference between talking about praying and pray-
ing is the same as the difference between blowing a kiss and 
kissing.”—G.K. Chesterton    4
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12 Our Need for Emotional Closeness with God and Others 12

But before we explore the vast emotional terrain of the Psalms 
and unpack how praying them helps us grow in emotional health—
which has the power to improve all of our relationships—I feel it nec-
essary to tell you my story of emotional awakening. So, I continue… 

My emotional unrest ebbed and flowed for almost a decade. Then, 
after twenty-one years of leading the church I founded and loved, I 
felt God’s clarion call that it was time for a change for both the church 
and me. At the same time, God called a pastor to be my successor 
and arranged a seamless transition. Suddenly, I was free to begin a 
new chapter in my life. And since Amy and I were also recent empty 
nesters, I thought we both would enjoy a new season of life together.

I was wrong. Life together wasn’t as much fun as I had antici-
pated; surprisingly, we began fighting a lot. Little things seemed to 
be big irritants, and we fell into a rut of arguing. Our biggest argu-
ments were of the “he said, she said” variety. “Why did you say such 
and such?” “I didn’t say that!” “Yes you did!” “No, I didn’t!” And on 
and on. We were riding what could be called a misery-go-round. Life 
was not pleasant in the Stedman household.

Fortunately, we had a rock-solid marriage based on our commit-
ment to Christ, a deep and lasting love for one another, and a resolu-
tion never to consider divorce. But we were not happy.

So we decided to find a Christian therapist who was not affiliated 
with our church. While researching counselors, a phrase on a website 
caught my eye: emotionally focused therapy.

I knew in an instant that was the ticket for us. 
Our problem was not the result of financial or health pressures. 

Neither of us had been unfaithful or abusive. And we weren’t suffer-
ing from an alcohol or drug addiction. We just were not being nice to 
each other and were hurting each other emotionally. Or so I thought.

What the therapy revealed was a shocking and awful truth: my 
wife and I were almost completely disconnected emotionally. What 
a wake-up call!

I’m a pretty rational guy (actually, very rational), which I come by 
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13Praying the Psalms 13

naturally and by training in philosophy. Plus, I’m fairly independent 
(okay, again the truth is that I’m very independent) and self-sufficient. 
Finally, I’m a tinkerer and home handyman who likes the challenge 
of fixing something that’s broken. 

But I could not fix our marriage and I certainly couldn’t fix my 
emotionally shutdown wife. 

She needed an emotionally present husband, one who willingly 
shared his feelings, vulnerabilities, and needs. But I was a logical, 
self-sufficient, Mr. Fix-it. Of course, I enjoyed spending time with 
my wife and kids—especially when we were doing some project or 
task together. I thought I was a pretty good husband and father. I 
was happy when with them, but also happy to spend time alone, sur-
rounded by my books, tools, and tasks. 

The years of church stress had pushed me inward, and I had 
become a rather solitary man emotionally. I embodied what Paul 
Simon wrote about in his 1965 megahit (with Art Garfunkel) “I Am 
a Rock.” I had my armor on 24/7. Sheesh—in graduate school my 
best friend even nicknamed me Rock. 

But that was not good for my wife or me. Once the kids left for 
college, we were left with an emotional vacuum at home, which, I am 
learning, is a lifestyle that leaves everyone feeling empty. 

The Greatest Discovery of All
Though my wife loves me deeply, it hit me like a ton of bricks that 

she was profoundly unhappy in this one aspect of our marriage. 
So I began a journey toward emotional self-discovery. 
The more I was able to tune in to her emotions, do the same with 

my own, and—here’s the crucial part—share with her my inner feel-
ings, she felt connected with me. She felt loved by me. And as she 
learned to connect emotionally with me, I felt loved by her. Thank-
fully, due to this deeper sense of emotional connection, our marriage 
turned a fast corner back toward health. Together we began to learn 
about and grow toward emotional maturity. 
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14 Our Need for Emotional Closeness with God and Others 14

And after experiencing the tremendous importance of emotional 
connection in marriage, my eyes were opened to its value in other 
relationships: family, friends, church, and workplace. 

Then it hit me. Could the same be true in my relationship with 
God? Was emotional connection a missing ingredient in my Chris-
tian walk?

It probably will not surprise you to hear that my experience with 
God to this point in my life was mostly cerebral rather than emo-
tional. My faith was rock-solid, my prayer life active, and I believed in 
the closeness (theologians call this “immanence”) of God. I knew and 
treasured Jesus’ promise, “I am with you always” (Matthew 28:20).    5 
But to be candid, in hindsight it now seems to me that I believed in 
God’s closeness more than I felt it. And I wondered how God felt 
about me.

Did God consider our relationship to be an intimate one? Did 
God feel loved    6 by me? Truth to be told, probably not. 

Wait, you may be thinking, does God have feelings? Is God an emo-
tional being? 

The short answer, biblically, is a resounding yes! The long answer 
will unfold in the rest of this book as we will learn about the rich and 
varied emotions of God. The God revealed in the Bible, in fact, is 
extremely passionate. He loves and hates, rejoices and grieves, laughs 
and laments. Emotions are a part of who God is and how he made us. 
Of course, as pastor Peter Scazzero cautions, emotions should neither 
be worshipped nor denied.    7 The Psalms strike the perfect balance: 
they remind us to feel grief, anger, sadness, joy, and envy—that is, to 
feel a broad range of emotions. Yet, at the same time, only God is wor-
shipped—never the emotions, the worshipper, or even the Bible itself. 

A Journey Toward Emotional Maturity
How does a rational, analytic, left-brained guy like me learn about 

emotions? Well, from books, of course. So I gathered all the books 
in my library that dealt with emotions and I read everything our 
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15Praying the Psalms 15

counselor suggested. These in turn led to others, still others, and so 
forth. 

In my research, another surprise unfolded: authors who dealt 
insightfully with the importance of emotions seemed to fall into 
four main groupings, four independent schools of thought that were 
focused on the reality and value of emotions. I came to call these four 
clusters: streams of emotional insight. Here are the first three streams 
that struck me in their similarity:

• Emotional Intelligence

• Emotionally Focused Therapy

• Emotionally Healthy Spirituality

Each of these streams provided me volumes of information, case 
studies, and understanding. As I read book after book and study 
upon study, I felt like I was drinking from a fire hose. I was simply 
overwhelmed with the profundity and practicality of this informa-
tion. It was life-changing. I came to see that emotional expertise helps 
one excel at, well, everything. For instance:

• Emotional intelligence is the number one predictor of
career success.

• Emotional connection is the key ingredient in marital
satisfaction.

• Emotional health is a crucial component of spiritual
maturity.

In the course of this book, I will unpack and illustrate each of 
these emphases. Their own stories are remarkable, their founders true 
trailblazers, and their lessons easily transferrable. 

Their combined insights are so valuable, so revolutionary, that 
I wish I had learned them years ago. It saddens me to reflect on the 
things that might have been had I been more emotionally astute: 
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16 Our Need for Emotional Closeness with God and Others 16

conflicts resolved, successes achieved, and friendships maintained. 
But it also inspired me to look ahead to the ways that emotional 
health will benefit me and those I love in the years ahead. I am not 
one to cry over spilt milk; I tend not to gaze upon the past but instead 
look ahead to avoiding such spills in the future. (Yes, discerning reader, 
the fact that I tend not to cry over spilt milk also reveals my general 
dislike of crying, but more on that in a later chapter.)

In short, I want to shout from the mountaintops the insights I 
have learned about emotional maturity. If everyone could grow in 
emotional maturity, the world would be a better place. Churches 
would be healthier. Marriages would be stronger and children more 
secure. People would feel more connected with friends and family. 
Christians would feel closer to God. I’m no utopian idealist, so I am 
not implying this will solve all the world’s problems. But it may solve 
lots of them, which is why this book and others about emotional 
maturity are worth the effort.

The Fourth Stream of Emotional Insight
You, dear reader, may be slightly irritated and confused because 

the fourth stream of emotional insight was not mentioned in the 
previous section. Like a seventh note that was left unresolved or a 
sentence that was not… , you may have been bothered that I listed 
there only three of the four streams. Why have I delayed identifying 
the fourth stream? The answer is: simply for emphasis, as the fourth 
stream of emotional insight is the focus of this book. Here it is:

• Praying the Psalms Emotionally

I was shocked to realize that the best book for developing emo-
tional maturity was in my Bible all along. For decades I read from 
the Bible every day, patterned my life after its principles, and made 
teaching from it my career. However, I totally missed the emotional 
power of this gem—right in the middle of my all-time favorite book, 
the Bible. I carried it with me under my arm but failed to connect it 
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17Praying the Psalms 17

with my heart. In essence, emotional maturity can be learned by pray-
ing the Psalms.

Praying Scripture:

“The most intriguing thing to me was [the instructor’s] descrip-
tion of a simple prayer practice that in all my journey and 
reading I had never heard before—the power of praying 
Scripture… Using Psalm 71, we were instructed to go back 
and forth, verse by verse, praying the Psalm. We could use 
phrases from the verse and add to them, or simply pray the 
verse almost word for word. It was wonderful. That simple les-
son opened up whole new worlds for me.”8—Jonathan Graf

“God has handed us two sticks of dynamite with which to 
demolish our strongholds: His Word and prayer. What is 
more powerful than two sticks of dynamite placed in sepa-
rate locations? Two strapped together. [Praying God’s Word] 
is taking our two primary sticks of dynamite—prayer and the 
Word—strapping them together, and igniting them with faith 
in what God says He can do.”    9—Beth Moore

The book of Psalms is one of sixty-six books within the Bible, and 
none of these books is more saturated with emotions than the Psalms. 
No book more broad or inclusive in the types of emotions it addresses. 
No book whose writers are more honest with their emotions. It is a 
truly remarkable, unique book in the canon. As John Calvin wrote, “I 
have been wont to call this book not inappropriately, an anatomy of 
all parts of the soul; for there is not an emotion of which anyone can 
be conscious that is not here represented as in a mirror.”    10 In other 
words, as we read and pray the Psalms, we see ourselves emotionally. 
As David Allan Hubbard put this, “The Psalms speak to all seasons of 
our souls.”    11 Plus, I knew that Jesus prayed the Psalms.    12
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18 Our Need for Emotional Closeness with God and Others 18

Before my wake-up call, I had read the Psalms countless times and 
preached dozens of sermons on them. I had prayed through them for 
a couple of years straight and had led our church in doing the same. 
These were edifying experiences for us, to be sure. But I sense now 
that I had blinders on, blinders that kept me from noticing the emo-
tional focus of the Psalms. 

In the Psalms, emotions are everywhere. Few Psalms lack an emo-
tional word or context, and many are just bursting with emotion. 
As I began to pay attention to emotional words and phrases in the 
Psalms, I was overwhelmed by their intensity and frequency. David 
and the other psalmists were emotionally expressive—often bluntly 
and excessively so. Listen to these typical verses:

• “Happy are those who… ” (Psalm 1:1 nrsv).

• “Why do the nations conspire, and the peoples plot in
vain?” (Psalm 2:1).

• “Lord, how many are my foes!” (Psalm 3:1).

• “Answer me when I call, O God… in distress” (Psalm 4:1
nrsv).

• “Listen to my words, Lord, consider my lament” (Psalm
5:1).

Thus begin the first 5 Psalms, and we still have 145 to go!
As I focused on the emotional condition of the authors of the 

Psalms, I often had the impression that I was looking in a mirror. 
These writers were angry yet hopeful, worried but also trusting. They 
were able to find joy in spite of struggles, and usually able to turn 
laments into praise. They were wounded worshippers who reminded 
me a lot—of me. I too wanted to be happy, yet was saddened by the 
sorrows of life. I too frequently called out to God in distress, begged 
him to hear my pleas, and wondered whether God was angry with me. 
The Psalms were like a looking glass, reflecting my own soul.

In effect, the Psalms showed me that I wasn’t alone. I wasn’t a bad 
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19Praying the Psalms 19

person or a spiritual failure for feeling what I felt. The emotions I 
experienced were typical, maybe even to be expected. Otherwise, why 
would they be in the Bible? 

And I discovered that the emotional elements in the Psalms are 
powerful, formative, and curative—when used in prayer.

Learning to Share Our Feelings with God:

“Many of us often do not feel like praying. But we do feel 
many other things. We feel sad, angry, relieved, joyful, anx-
ious, puzzled. To pray, all we need to do is harness that emo-
tional energy as fuel that lifts our prayers, and ourselves, to 
God… Turning the inner dialogue up to God involves shar-
ing with him our actual thoughts and feelings, listening to 
the underlying attitudes of ourselves and others (whether of 
pride, or its cousin, self-pity), and listening to God’s answer 
to what is going on within. Much of the Psalms is the account 
of the Psalmist’s inner dialogue coming out—and going 
up to God. It is a vital way of staying connected to God.” 
—Robert Warren    13

Connecting with God and Others—Through Prayer
This is why it is so valuable to pray the Psalms. As we will dis-

cuss in later chapters, the heart of emotional intelligence, emotion-
ally focused therapy, and emotionally focused spirituality is this: 
emotions are the language of love and relationships. They are the 
oxygen by which relationships breathe and thrive. Thus, here is the 
core conviction of this book: deep connections with others require emo-
tional communication—and nowhere is this more exemplified than in 
the Psalms. 

This is what my wife and I were missing from each other: emotional 
awareness, sharing, and vulnerability. Psychologists call this affective 

Praying the Psalms.indd   19 7/8/16   1:44 PM

Copyrighted material 



20 Our Need for Emotional Closeness with God and Others 20

communication. Affective is a psychological term that describes any-
thing that relates to emotions, attitudes, feelings, or moods. In other 
words, my wife and I were both thirsting for deeper emotional inter-
action with one another: compassion, attention, openness, and feel-
ing-centered dialogue. 

Prayer is indeed a relational event. As pastor and author Ray 
Stedman wrote, “Prayer is God the Son praying to God the 
Father in the power of God the Spirit, and the prayer room 
is the believer’s heart.”    14 Or as David Adam put this, “The 
prayers of the saints are affairs of the heart.”    15

Real closeness between two people requires an open exchange of 
affective content. We have to trust each other with our inner feelings, 
concerns, and desires. We share the good, the bad, and the ugly. We 
laugh and cry and get mad together. We feel safe and valued. The net 
result is a deep sense of interpersonal connection, which is a pretty 
good way to define love.

In short, love requires emotional communication, which is why 
praying the Psalms is such a powerful way to deepen our relationship 
with God. To become not just believers but belongers. Friends rather 
than merely followers. People who know God rather than those who 
only know about God. At the risk of sounding oversentimental, we 
can become lovers of God.

The concept of a love relationship with God is not new. For exam-
ple, many of our church hymns and choruses are about loving God: 

“O Love That Will Not Let Me Go,” “Love Divine,” “I Keep Falling 
in Love with You,” “Your Love Never Fails,” and possibly the best-
known song in all Christendom, “Jesus Loves Me.” Though I have 
sung these songs and others like them countless times, they have 
always felt a little off target for me, a tad too sentimental. I’m sure I’m 
not the only one who has felt this. I knew rationally that God loved 
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21Praying the Psalms 21

me and I loved him, but I seldom felt comfortable emoting about 
my love for him. Nonetheless, I tried to sing the songs with gusto, 
even though I didn’t experience them as a perfect fit. As a worship- 
pastor friend of mine used to say, “We Christians don’t tell lies; we 
sing them.” He was speaking of songs like “I Surrender All,” but his 
point applies also to songs about loving God. In my experience, evan-
gelicals sing about loving God better than they experience it.

But when my eyes were opened to the depth and frequency of 
emotional dialogue with God in the Psalms, and when I began to 
pray the Psalms with an emphasis of identifying emotions and talking 
about those with God, I began to feel closer to God. More attuned. 
Connected. All in all, it felt like—love. Yes, praying the Psalms led 
me into deeper friendship and intimacy with God.

Psalms is often called the prayer book of the Bible but, in evan-
gelical circles, it is usually read more than prayed. This is unfortunate, 
because praying the Psalms is a terrific tool for soul-making. 

Praying the Psalms is like a no-holds-barred, mixed-martial-arts 
emotional battle with God. Of course, God always wins, but the 
process changes us for the better. The Psalms are not church-lady 
approved, sanitized prayers. They are real, edgy, and authentic—even 
violent at times. In praying the Psalms, we learn to face our deepest 
hopes, hurts, and fears and to bring them to God in brutally hon-
est prayer. We learn to identify and express a wide range of emotions, 
while at the same time keeping those emotions from ruling our lives. 
We learn how to handle hate and anger, overcome guilt and sorrow, 
and experience grace and mercy. After all, the only place to learn these 
skills is within real relationships, which is very clever of God. 

In the process, we find intimacy with God, deeper community 
with others, and—in what is perhaps the biggest surprise of all—we 
discover our very selves. 

When we pray the Psalms, we deepen our relationship with God 
and form a secure attachment with him. In turn, this gives us a stable, 
affirming base from which we can move out into the world. We can 
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explore, experiment, and face new challenges, all because we have a 
solid connection with God in the center of our lives. In addition, this 
solid, secure attachment base with God is a platform from which we 
can venture forth to deepen our love for friends and family. Praying 
the Psalms allows God not just to inform our minds but also to trans-
form our hearts and relationships. 

Blessings Among the Battles:

“In truth, nothing can overcome the blessing of God on our 
lives even though he permits us to face battles along the way.” 
—Jim Cymbala    16

Is God Smart Enough to Set the Agenda for Our Daily Prayers?
Consider the emotional impact of praying just the first few words 

from Psalm 120:

I call on the Lord in my distress, 
and he answers me.

Save me, Lord,  
from lying lips, 
and from deceitful tongues.

 (Psalm 120:1-2)

As we pray this Psalm with a focus on emotions, we immediately 
are confronted with the feeling word distress.

So we open our minds and spirits to this issue. Might God want 
to talk with us, on this particular day, about some current problem 
that is causing distress in our lives? We pause on the first line and pres-
ent ourselves before God, praying slowly and repeatedly, “I call on the 
Lord in my distress, I call on the Lord in my distress… ” If we need to, 
we pause in prayerful silence for a few moments. As Kathleen Norris 

Praying the Psalms.indd   22 7/8/16   1:44 PM

Copyrighted material 



23Praying the Psalms 23

said, “Silence is not passive… it has the power to change you.”    17 As 
we pray, we search our hearts for any current problem that is causing 
us distress. We meditate on the word distress, distress, distress. In effect 
we are asking God, “Lord, you brought this issue up. Now reveal to me 
the distress that you would like us to deal with today in prayer.” (This is 
a simplified form of what monks call lectio divina.)

It may be a medical issue that we are fearful about, a problem one 
of our kids is going through, a worry about our financial future, or a 
million other concerns. Rare is the person who will not have at least 
one source of distress in life, one thorn in the flesh (or barb in the 
soul) at any given time. In a world like ours, there’s a lot to be dis-
tressed about.

But many of us ignore, swallow, or deny our emotions of stress 
and distress, thinking that to focus on them reveals a lack of faith or 
spiritual immaturity. Praying this Psalm reveals to us that the oppo-
site is true: it takes maturity to be self-aware and faith to be confident 
that God cares about little stuff like this. Plus, sharing on an emo-
tional level with God, believing that he cares enough for us to listen 
attentively to our pleas, strengthens the attachment bond between 
the Lord and us. 

So we can express the source of our distress to God. For the author 
of this Psalm, the source of his distress was the lying and deceit of 
others. 

“Save me, Lord, from lying lips and from deceitful tongues” (Psalm  
120:2).

The psalmist identifies the source of his distress (liars) and asks 
God to save him from those hurtful actions and people. So let’s think 
about this personally. Have you ever been hurt by the lies of others, 
injured by the false words of a friend? I certainly have, and this Psalm 
is a perfect chance to discuss with God those inner wounds.

But don’t move too quickly from the psalmist’s issue, because if 
we rest and meditate upon it, often we uncover a feeling or concern 
that was lying slightly below our consciousness. We might find a huge 
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surprise: the Psalms often read as if God is addressing them to our 
very circumstances. It’s as if God has been reading our mail and eaves-
dropping on the inner conversations of our heart. 

In an awesome show of omniscience and time-transcendence, 
God often arranges the reading of the Psalm to coincide with the 
exact day it is needed. It is likely that on the very day we turn to pray 
Psalm 120 in our sequential journey of praying the Psalms, the issue 
causing our distress might be deception. Maybe some lies have been 
told about us. Or it could be lies that we are telling ourselves. Either 
way, we can take these to God in prayer, meditate over them in con-
versation with God, and seek his healing touch and counsel as to how 
we should deal with this problem.

On the other hand, after deep reflection we may conclude that the 
lies of others are not our current source of misery. Instead, our dis-
tress might have a different cause, such as fear, worry, or betrayal. So 
we modify the prayer accordingly: Save me, O Lord, from worry and 
from the anxiety that is causing me such distress. Right now I’m worried 
about [list worries here], and these worries are making my life miserable.

Let me give a personal example. During a difficult time in our 
church, one key leader repeatedly assured me, “Don’t worry, Rick. 
I’ve got your back.” He must have said this over a dozen times. Then 
the blow of betrayal came. In a crucial meeting where I was not pres-
ent, he not only failed to defend me but he sided with those who 
opposed me. Later that evening, I phoned him and said, “I’ve got to 
ask, what does ‘I’ve got your back’ mean to you? It certainly means 
something different to me than what you did today.” The next day 
he resigned from his leadership position and abruptly left the church.

His betrayal and abandonment distressed me deeply. The only 
way I was able to carry on was because of the firm support of my wife, 
family and friends, other leaders, and, of course, prayer.

Like the psalmist, it is appropriate to pray about our distresses. 
Like talking to a therapist or close confidant, we may not resolve 
the issue, but at least we will feel better because we have opened the 
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wound for inspection and cleansing. It now has a chance to heal, 
more so, at least, than if it were left hidden and infected. 

As we pray with special attention to emotions, we interact with 
God as the ultimate confidant, the supreme counselor (as the Holy 
Spirit is described in John 14:16) to whom we can take all of our emo-
tions, our triumphs and struggles, and our joys and sorrows. As we 
pray the Psalms, we learn that God not only welcomes such emo-
tional talk—he picks the topics! He schedules the counseling agenda. 
God is no Rogerian therapist, simply listening to and reflecting back 
upon whatever issue we choose to discuss. God is proactive in the 
Psalms; he sets the daily prayer themes, which in Psalm 120 includes 
distress, deception, hate, and peace. 

I hope the example of Psalm 120:1-2 whets your appetite to pray 
the Psalms. Those two verses are a helpful example of how we can 
connect deeply with God through praying the Psalms—and learn 
tons about ourselves to boot. Plus, there are 2459 more emotionally 
laden verses to go, which will lead us toward emotional and spiritual 
maturity.

Athanasius on the Psalms:

“He who recites the Psalms is uttering [them] as his own 
words, and each sings them as if they were written con-
cerning him… [H]e handles them as if he is speaking 
about himself. And the things spoken are such that he lifts 
them up to God as himself acting and speaking them from 
himself.”—Athanasius    18

Should We Pray the Psalms Thematically or Sequentially?
Praying the Psalms is entering God’s graduate school of emotional 

maturity, God’s advanced course for interpersonal attachment. Doing 
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so deepens our relationship with God, but also has the potential to 
draw us closer with family, friends, and even ourselves. 

How should we go about praying the Psalms with special atten-
tion on emotional attunement with God? There are two basic options: 
pray the Psalms in sequential order or find a Psalm that expresses the 
emotion we are feeling each day. 

As a daily spiritual discipline, I suggest the former method. Of 
course, the latter method is not a bad practice, and it certainly is bet-
ter than not praying at all. For instance, during times of intense fear it 
is very helpful to pray Psalm 23, and during times of abundant bless-
ing and thankfulness, it is helpful to pray Psalm 136. 

But this pick-and-choose method, if followed exclusively, tends 
to trap us in our emotional ruts and limits our emotional scope. For 
instance, in times of grief it is helpful to pray Psalms of lament, which 
give voice to our sorrow and help us feel less alone in our pain. (This 
cures what has been called “the costly loss of lament”    19 in our culture 
and churches.) But choosing to exclusively pray the Psalms of lament, 
day after day, might unnecessarily lengthen the tenure of that nega-
tive emotion. We could be stuck in grief and sorrow for months. 

On the other hand, praying the Psalms sequentially has several 
advantages. God does not allow us to linger too long in any one emo-
tion, and we are forced to pray across a broader spectrum of feelings. 
We will notice quickly that a Psalm of lament might be followed by 
one of gratitude or two of joy. They seem to be haphazardly orga-
nized, the emotions jumping all over the place—like real life! But this 
seemingly random order carries an added benefit. By allowing God 
to choose the order of the Psalms, we will be confronted by emotions 
that we may not choose on our own, and maybe even some that we 
haven’t consciously dealt with in our own lives.

Actually, it’s a pretty wild ride. The Psalms are not a philosophical 
or psychological analysis of emotions, nor a systematized exploration 
of our passions and feelings. There is no order to the arrangement of 
these emotions at all. They can turn on a dime. Upset at God in one 
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verse and praising him in the next. Overjoyed, and then suddenly 
depressed. We can get dizzy if we are not careful.

This is why, as Eugene Peterson suggests, the Psalms are best expe-
rienced by praying them in the order they appear in the Bible.    20 At 
first glance it might seem logical to group all of the praises together, 
then the doubts, followed by laments, and so on. Some books or 
studies may approach the Psalms in this manner. After all, this is 
how scholarship is done in Western civilization. Like a frog in a lab 
class, we take an organic whole, slice and dice it, group similar parts 
together, and study the parts in a more orderly fashion (as if God 
hadn’t ordered frogs well originally). We end up with lots of interest-
ing information, but the frog is dead.

Of all the books in the Bible, slicing, dicing, and reorganizing the 
Psalms can stifle the emotional life found within. So I recommend 
the daily practice of praying the Psalms, one at a time, in the order 
given in the Bible. Eventually, we discover that God uses the seem-
ingly haphazard order of the Psalms to help us deal with the disorder 
of our lives. Notice the emotions and try to feel the Psalms as you go.

A Four-Step Process for Praying the Psalms
Therefore, our plan in this book is to pray the first ten Psalms 

sequentially and emotionally. Through this, you will learn methods 
that you can follow on your own to pray the rest of the Psalms. We 
will also pray them slowly and meditatively, not worried about main-
taining a certain pace. 

The first step in our approach is to simply pray a Psalm by reading 
it aloud to God, word-for-word as it appears in the Bible, and search-
ing for emotional words and phrases during this first go-through. 

It is paramount that, as we pray, we read the Psalm aloud and with 
emotion. If you are tempted to skip this oral step (because our com-
mon method of personal reading is to read silently), please don’t give 
in. Too often the Bible is read in our minds alone. Though this is bet-
ter than not reading the Bible at all, mental-only reading tends to 
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tame the Bible’s emotional tongue and dull its rhetorical edge. Plus, 
there are many other positive benefits to reading and praying aloud. 
(For further discussion about these, see the second book in this prayer 
trilogy, Praying the Promises of Jesus.    21) 

As I pray, I sometimes find it helpful to imagine that I am an 
actor on a stage, reading a script with passion—facial gestures and 
body language that convey emotions seem to spontaneously appear. 
When we pray aloud in this manner, we allow the words to form in 
our throats and mouths and then flow across our lips. With prac-
tice, we can almost taste the emotions, such as the sweetness of grace 
and the bitterness of regret. We can feel them in our faces and bod-
ies. Because the Psalms are passionate poems, it is a travesty to read 
them robotically, as if they were assembly directions for some house-
hold appliance. Read and pray them with gusto and feeling. Put your 
heart into it; the psalmists certainly did.

Our goal in this first step is to search for affective or emotionally 
laden words or phrases. As we pray, I suggest we circle or highlight 
such word(s) during the first read-through. If the Psalm is long, we 
can choose to stop after a few verses, marking the point at which we 
will begin anew tomorrow. 

Second, we list these words on a separate piece of paper or in a jour-
nal (see appendix 1 for an example of each step in this process).

Third, we prayerfully reflect on each of the emotional words we 
listed in the previous step and add comments next to those words as 
to how they relate to our daily lives or to the lives of those we love.

Last, we weave the emotional words and comments from step three 
into a prayer to our heavenly Father, who longs to connect and attune 
with us on an emotional level. (This too is illustrated in appendix 1.)

In this final step we pray the Psalm again, but this time as if we 
were the psalmist, writing about the issues in our own lives. This is 
easy to do because most Psalms are written in the first person. Those 
that are in the third person (or the rare second person) can easily be 
adapted into first.
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In this final step we pray through the Psalm, consciously paus-
ing and alighting on the emotional words, asking God, “Which part 
of this Psalm do you want me to pray through today?” There is no need 
to spend equal amounts of time on every verse. In time, as we pray 
through all 150 Psalms over and over again, there will be ample oppor-
tunity to emphasize different verses. 

The point is to find, each day, something emotionally significant 
to discuss with God. 

Praying the Psalms for Emotional Attunement with God
As I learned to communicate emotionally with my wife, I found it 

especially helpful to pay attention to her emotional words and gestures 
because they most clearly revealed her heart to me. In the same way, as 
we pray the Psalms, a special interest of ours will be to look for words 
and phrases in which God reveals his emotions to us. 

The Reality and Richness of the Psalms:

“The Psalms… help us see God—God not as we wish or hope 
him to be but as he actually reveals himself. The descriptions 
of God in the Psalter are rich beyond human invention. He is 
more holy, more wise, more fearsome, more tender and lov-
ing than we would ever imagine him to be. The psalms fire our 
imaginations into new realms yet guide them toward the God 
who actually exists. This brings a reality to our prayer lives that 
nothing else can.”    22—Timothy and Kathy Keller

For instance, in Psalm 5:5 the writer speaks to the Lord saying, 
“The arrogant cannot stand in your presence. You hate all who do 
wrong.” Hate is a strong word, and even more so when it reveals the 
heart of God. As we reflect and meditate on this verse, we might be 
shocked to discover that God is a God who hates. He is an emotional 
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being, which is what a personal relationship with God is all about. 
God shares with us his deep emotions, our spirits are attuned and 
connected, and our friendship with and love for God matures. We 
develop a stronger attachment bond with God. Our personal rela-
tionship with God deepens.

Superficial, head-to-head dialogue between two humans is just 
small talk, a surface exchange of information that cannot foster deep 
interpersonal connections. It’s wading in kiddie-pool shallows rela-
tionally, whereas emotional sharing is swimming in the deep end of 
closeness. 

When humans share their emotions with one another, it’s called 
intimacy. But when humans and God share heart-to-heart, that’s 
called prayer. According to rabbi Nosson Scherman, 

The Talmud defines man as “the creature that 
prays.” Furthermore, the Talmud teaches that the 
nephesh, the life-sustaining soul, is synonymous with 
prayer… Prayer, then, is not a list of requests. It is an 
introspective process, a clarifying, refining process of 
discovering what one is, what he should be, and how 
to achieve that transformation. Indeed, the command-
ment to pray is expressed by the Torah as a service of the 
heart, not of the mouth.    23

Lest I be misunderstood, I am not advocating that we exclude rea-
son or facts from prayer. Instead, I’m suggesting that logic and data 
alone are insufficient in prayer. If we interact with God only cerebrally, 
we will fail to emotionally connect with God, which is the heart of 
love and friendship. Prayer is communicating with God not just our 
thoughts but also our feelings.

In the world of evangelical Christianity, however, the stress has 
been on knowledge over feelings. Best-selling books emphasize 
Knowing God and Powerful Prayers. (I strongly dislike the term “pow-
erful prayers.” Prayers themselves are never powerful—only God is.) 

Praying the Psalms.indd   30 7/8/16   1:44 PM

Copyrighted material 



31Praying the Psalms 31

In today’s Christian ethos, it is easy to misconstrue knowing God 
as a mostly rational endeavor, and prayer as a mere informational 
exchange between people and God. We share prayer requests with 
one another, add these requests to our prayer lists, and then duti-
fully recite those lists to God daily. For me, this was often a fairly dis-
passionate exercise. After prayer, I felt pleased to have done my duty 
before God, but I didn’t feel closer to God. 

This is why I thank God for the Psalms, which reveal prayer as pri-
marily an emotional endeavor. Without the Psalms, prayer can get 
pretty theoretical; but in the Psalms, prayer is more fervent and pas-
sionate than it is accurate. Yes, you heard me correctly—at times the 
psalmists get so emotionally carried away that they exaggerate the 
facts. Sometimes the psalmists even pray to God for things that are 
doctrinally and morally questionable (at times, even wrong—Psalm 
137:9). 

If this bothers you, dear reader, consider your human relation-
ships. Don’t we often express emotions with exaggerations in order 
to get across the depth of our feelings? “I was so angry I could have 
throttled him,” or “I’m so sad that sometimes I feel like ending it all.” 
And let us not forget that we do this with our positive emotions also: 
“I have finally found the right man for me—he’s just perfect.” Here’s 
one I’ve heard many times: “I’m so happy to have found this church, 
and you’re just the pastor I’ve been looking for.” 

So we speak in normal, close relationships with emotive power 
and hyperbole. Yet with God, we suddenly get stiff and formal in 
prayer. Of course, no one is more guilty of this than we pastors. We 
adopt a “pulpit prayer voice” that is unlike our normal speech, and 
use words and phrases we would never use with our spouses or friends. 
To be brutally honest, sometimes our pastoral prayers are more like 
extensions of our sermons than real conversations with God, all done 
under the guise of prayer. I know how easy it is to fall into this trap. 

So I thank God for the Psalms, the book in the Bible that is 
designed to teach us how to pray. As theologian and Holocaust 
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martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “There is in the Holy Scriptures a 
book which is distinguished from all other books of the Bible by the 
fact that it contains only prayers. The book is the Psalms.”    24 In a sim-
ilar vein, Eugene Peterson noted, “If we wish to develop in the life of 
faith, to mature in our humanity, and to glorify God with our entire 
heart, mind, soul, and strength, the Psalms are necessary. They are 
God’s gift to train us in prayer.”    25

A Crash Course on Emotions
In addition, the Psalms can increase our emotional awareness, 

vocabulary, and inventory. In the Psalms we meet a vast array of emo-
tions, a veritable cornucopia of feelings. As we open the Psalms, we 
walk into a storehouse chock-full of sentiments, a library of passions 
just waiting for us on each and every shelf. 

Adding to Our Library of Emotions:

Atheist blogger turned devoted Catholic Leah Libresco writes 
about this benefit of praying the Psalms: “The psalms and the 
strong, varied emotions they express are a kind of training for 
me. I get to encounter, pray for, and try to understand peo-
ple experiencing unfamiliar needs, joys, and despairs. These 
textual experiences help me expand my library of sentiments. 
Having an archetypal example or handle for a particular cate-
gory of feeling can make it easier to recognize and respond to 
this genre of feeling in my day-to-day life.”    26

And we notice this right from the get-go until the finish. This is 
not an overstatement: the Psalms not only begin and end with emo-
tional verses, but even more, the very first word and the very last word 
are emotionally charged. “Blessed” in Psalm 1:1 can also be translated 

“happy,” as we will discuss in the next chapter. And “Praise the Lord” 
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in Psalm 150:6 is “Hallelu-Yah,” which, in Hebrew, is a compound 
word expressing overflowing gratitude and celebration. These two 
verses and two emotional words act as brackets on the whole, which 
is the ancient Hebrew method of emphasis akin to our use of high-
lighters or bold fonts. From beginning to end, the Psalms emote.

So let’s turn to Psalm 1, which Ellen T. Charry, professor at Princ-
eton Seminary, says “stands as the fiery gateway to the Psalter.”    27 Let 
us open this emotionally charged doorway and step into our prayer 
adventure through the Psalms, which will strengthen our closest rela-
tionships, integrate our emotional and cognitive lives, and launch us 
on a journey toward deeper attachment with God.
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