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Chapter 1: Prayer as Relationship 

Why pair truth telling with prayer? Let me tell you how the book 

came about. I believe that God wants a personal relationship, an 

adult friendship, with each of us and that 

prayer is the best way of engaging in that friendship. By prayer I 

mean what occurs when I am conscious in some way of God’s 

presence. So prayer can be as simple as watching a child trying to 

speak words, looking at sunlight glancing off snow-covered trees, 

playing with your dog, feeling the wind on your face, hearing birds 

sing, smelling bacon sizzling in a frying pan, looking at someone you 

love; all can be prayer if you’re aware of God’s presence as you take 

in these experiences. Prayer can be as simple as “Help me” when I 

am down in the dumps or “Wasn’t that lovely” when I am delighted 

by a friend’s call to wish me well, as long as I am consciously saying 

or thinking these words to God. Prayer can happen when I walk in 

the woods, admiring the natural beauty and fierceness of what I 

notice, while aware that I am walking with the Creator of these 

woods. Prayer covers a wide territory in my view. All that is required 

is that I am conscious of God’s presence in whatever activity I 

engage. Ignatius of Loyola is known for wanting to find God in all 

things—that is, to be able to do all things while, at the same time, 

being conscious of God’s presence. In other words, he wanted to be 

prayerful all the time. A tall order, you might say, but Ignatius 

believed that a person could come close to this with the help of God 

and by the regular practice of paying attention to what happens in 

daily life. He could hope for such a state because of his Christian 

belief that God, the creator of the universe, is never absent from 

any part of this universe. Hence, whether we are aware of it or not, 

we are always in God’s presence no matter what we are doing. 

Prayer, as conscious relationship, is the royal road to finding God in 

all things and to a deeper friendship with God. That’s what this book 

is about. We grow in friendship with another human being by 

becoming more and more transparent with each other, as we will 

see in a little more detail in chapter 2. What I mean by truth telling 

is covered by the word transparency, but I want to spell out in the 

book what this means concretely for you. Here I want to mention 

some of the recent experiences that have inspired me to write 

about this topic. For Lent of 2010 I decided to ask God every day: 

“What do you want for our friendship?” Almost as soon as I began 

to focus on this question, I felt God’s love for me, and then 

experienced some tangible examples of that love both in prayer and 

in daily life. I took these experiences as God’s response. Then my 

prayer took its usual route of distractions about worries or things to 

do; when I noticed this and turned back to God, I said something 

like this, “There I go again.” God seemed to reply, “Why don’t you 

talk to me about these distractions.” When I did, I noticed how the 

concerns evaporated; moreover, I often knew how to approach, in a 

more positive and less self-absorbed way, what I was going to do or 

the people I was concerned about. When I began to talk to God 

about my distractions, they were no longer distractions; they 

became openings to dialogue and greater transparency with God. A 

woman whom I see for spiritual direction told me about her 

frustrations with a work 

situation. I asked her if she had spoken to God about these 

frustrations. She said she had, but it hadn’t helped; she just got 

more frustrated and angry. I asked her how God responded to her 

frustrations. She answered, “I know that he listens and that he will 



be present.” I said, “I didn’t ask what you think, but how God 

responded.” She pondered and realized that she didn’t know for 

sure; she presumed God’s response. Again I noted that we were not 

talking about her presumptions but about God’s actual response. As 

our conversation continued, she became aware of the difference 

between dialogue and monologue and of how much better she felt 

when she spoke the truth to someone, including God, and felt 

heard, even if there were no immediate solutions to her worries 

and concerns. A rather scrupulous man in spiritual direction 

continually brought up his concerns about others’ anger or possible 

anger at him. He often went to great lengths to avoid people who 

might get angry with him. Prayer was often a time to mull over 

these situations and people and to ask God to help him cope with 

them. Finally one day it seemed to click that he could just tell God 

how he felt about these people and situations and see how God 

responded. At that point he told me that he felt at home with an 

imagined scene of Jesus with Martha and Mary and that he could 

tell them more of the truth of what he was experiencing. There 

were tears of relief in his eyes. A final example came from another 

spiritual-direction session around the same time. A professional 

social worker was dealing with a very painful illness in his family, an 

illness that seemed to be getting worse by the day. Until recently he 

had been able to cope and had felt the consolation of God’s abiding 

presence with him and his family. But this week he had felt very 

angry at the person who was sick and angry and despairing about 

their situation. Instead of telling God how he felt, he went out and 

had a few drinks to relieve the tension. Later when he reflected on 

what had happened, he realized that this crisis had brought him to a 

point where he discovered another facet of himself to reveal to 

God, namely his anger and despair. So he resolved to open this side 

of himself to God. These experiences catalyzed some ideas that had 

been percolating for a few years about the psalms as prayer and 

about how we grow in friendship. I had thought of writing a book 

using the Psalms, or selected psalms, as examples of transparency, 

or truth telling, before God. The psalmists “let it all hang out” in 

prayer. They often speak the unspeakable to God, and yet 

throughout the centuries the book of Psalms has been considered a 

model for prayer—a model not often followed in practice. So I 

intend to engage in a conversation with you about what it might 

mean for your prayer life to engage in a friendship with God, a 

friendship God wants very much. To grow in that friendship, you 

and God will have to become more and more transparent with each 

other; you and God will have to tell the truth to each other. In the 

process, I believe, you will find yourself slowly transformed. 

  



2 Prayer and Friendship 

Let’s look at how friendships grow. I invite you to think of a good 

friend and keep that friend in mind as you ponder the following 

paragraphs. 

Honesty: The Bedrock of Friendship 

In Richard Russo’s novel That Old Cape Magic Jack Griffin and his old 

friend Tommy are back together again in Hollywood after Jack’s 

separation from his wife. After a paragraph describing how careful 

they were with each other, each avoiding noise or questions that 

might disturb the other, Russo writes: “They were, that is, careful, 

as if consideration and not honesty was the bedrock of friendship.”2 

Russo gets it right. Honesty is the bedrock of friendship. Whenever 

we sense that we are walking on eggshells with a friend, we know 

that the friendship is in trouble because we are skirting some 

sensitive issue that makes it difficult to be honest with each other. 

Friendship develops through mutual honesty, through truth-telling 

or transparency, doesn’t it? I’m convinced that the friendship God 

wants of us and offers to us develops similarly. At the Last Supper in 

John’s Gospel, Jesus says to his disciples and to us: 

You are my friends if you do what I command you. I do not call you 

servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the 

master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made 

known to you everything that I have heard from my Father. You did 

not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to go and bear 

fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever 

you ask him in my name. I am giving you these commands so that 

you may love one another. 

—John 15:14–17 

Notice that Jesus says, “I have called you friends, because I have 

made known to you everything 

that I have heard from my Father.” He has gone all out in truth 

telling with them and us. He is hoping that we will reciprocate that 

honesty. Does this make sense to you? Are you intrigued? Then 

read on. 

Job Placement Is Not God’s Primary Interest 

In the introduction I mentioned my 2010 Lenten practice of asking 

what God wanted in our relationship. One day God seemed to be 

telling me, “Most of the time when you ask me what I want from 

you, you’re looking for something to do for me. I don’t want you to 

do anything for me; I want you to be my friend, to let me reveal 

myself to you and for you to reveal yourself to me. The things-to-do 

will take care of themselves.” In my usual distracted way, I went off 

on tangents such as how this would be interesting for the book, but 

God kept coming back to the same theme. At one point I was 

reminded that I had written of God’s vulnerability; God seemed to 

say, “This is an example of my vulnerability. You and so many others 

continue to talk to yourselves about what I’m like, but you don’t 

give me a chance to reveal myself to you. So you often get me 

wrong.” I am trying to put into words what came to me in this 

period of prayer. I did not hear a voice saying what I put between 

quotation marks; I am presenting the gist of what I gleaned from 

the conversation. As I reflected on it, it seemed to ring true to God. I 

do not believe that I was deluding myself. Have you ever 

experienced something like this? Perhaps you were talking to God 

about something important to you, say your sick child, and felt that 

you were not alone in your concerns, that God was also concerned 

about your child and about you. It’s that kind of feeling that I refer 

to when I say that God responded. Once a man I know was very 



angry at God because of the loss of his parents at an early age, and 

he told God, in no uncertain terms, how angry he was about that. I 

asked him how he felt after that angry prayer. He said that he felt 

better, that he had been heard and accepted. These are the kinds of 

experiences I refer to when I talk about listening for God’s response. 

Later we will discuss how to decide whether what you experience is 

really from God or not. 

What Is Prayer? 

Let’s reflect on my “conversation.” God really does seem much 

more interested in a real friendship than in job placement. In other 

words, God is not so much interested in giving me marching orders 

as in our friendship. In addition, I draw from this “conversation” 

that for God friendship seems to come down to mutual self-

revelation, to telling the truth about ourselves to 

each other. How do you understand prayer? Take some time to 

reflect on what you do when you pray. What I do too often is say 

prayers, such as the “Our Father” or “Hail Mary.” I’ll say a prayer 

without much attention and at the end hardly know what I have 

said or that I was talking to anyone. Or I tell God how sorry I am for 

what I have done, but the words are almost by rote, without much 

emotion or attention. Or I start to tell God about things that 

concern me but then begin to think of solutions to the problems or 

make up dialogues with the people I’m concerned about or upset 

with. I realize that most of my “prayers” are really monologues; I’m 

talking to myself and figuring out what God’s response might be. 

Does this description of “prayer” ring a bell with you? You’ll have 

noticed that God “said” to me, “You and so many others continue to 

talk to yourselves about what I’m like, but you don’t give me a 

chance to reveal myself to you.” God is not all that interested in 

monologues or in requests for a job description; God wants a 

conversation between friends, a conversation that includes listening 

as well as talking on both sides. So, for God, prayer is a dialogue, not 

a monologue. 

Getting Started 

How do we get started in this dialogue with God? Well, here’s what 

I do now. I look for some place where I won’t be too distracted. 

Most times it’s our house chapel. But you can try your kitchen table 

as you have your morning coffee, your living room if no one else is 

there, or a nearby church or chapel. You could also take a walk in 

the woods or in a park. After I’m settled in the place, I recall that 

God is waiting for me to pay attention, is looking at me, as Ignatius 

of Loyola wrote in his Spiritual Exercises (n. 75 ).3 I ask God to help 

me pay attention, to pull me out of my self-absorption. Then I ask 

God for what I want; for example, in the 2010 Lenten period I asked 

God to let me know what he wants of our relationship. After this, I 

try to focus my attention on God—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—and 

let things unfold. Sometimes I find myself having the kind of 

dialogue that I described earlier, but not in just that way. It seems 

as though these thoughts come to me, and I know what I am 

experiencing is different from when I am talking to myself. I 

mentioned asking God for what I want during this time of prayer. It 

helps focus a conversation to know why you want to be with the 

other person. So pay attention to what you want from God each 

time you begin to pray. Imagine Jesus saying to you what he said to 

the two disciples of John the Baptist when they approached him, 

“What are you looking for?” (John 1:38). What is your spontaneous 

response? Start with that desire until some other desire arises. 

Notice that Jesus is asking them a personal question, “What do you 

want?” They can answer 



only if they are honest. In the story they blurt out, “Rabbi, where 

are you staying?” It’s kind of superficial, but Jesus invites them to 

come and see. Thus begins their journey of friendship with Jesus. 

Perhaps you want to know that Jesus cares about you. Well, tell him 

that directly and wait to see what happens. Prayer is a rather simple 

thing when you get down to it. It’s just two friends hanging out with 

each other, sharing thoughts and feelings, asking and giving 

forgiveness, asking and giving advice. Prayer is what happens when 

two friends are together and are aware of each other’s presence. 

You probably already know a lot about it. My suggestions may just 

encourage you to trust what you are already doing for prayer. 

The Art of Listening 

It’s not easy to listen to another. When the other person starts 

talking, we begin to think of how we will respond. Conversation for 

many of us consists of keeping the ball in the air, not in really paying 

attention to the mind and heart of the one speaking. If I enter the 

conversation with the idea that I have to do my part to keep the 

conversation going, then I may be using at least half my mind and 

heart trying to work out my next conversational move. I am not 

listening well. Also our own self-concerns get in the way of listening 

well. For example, my friend starts talking about her backache; I 

start thinking of my own back pain and tell her, “I know how that is” 

and begin to talk about my bouts of back pain. Or I may tell her 

what helped me or someone I know and advise her to do the same. 

She may not get the chance to talk about how much this pain has 

changed her life and her mood. Sometimes, too, a friend starts 

telling me about some deep pain and sadness, which reminds me of 

my own unwelcome moods or of my occasional feelings that there 

is no light at the end of the tunnel. I want to get off this topic as 

soon as possible. So I try to encourage my friend, telling him that 

these moods are only passing. Thus, I prevent my friend from telling 

me his whole truth. Perhaps he only wants to be heard. The art of 

listening well is not learned easily, even by those whose profession 

requires it. It was difficult for me to learn to listen when I was a 

fledging psychologist and later a beginning spiritual director. In both 

cases I was often too concerned about how I would respond to the 

other person to listen well and, as a result, often missed the deeper 

emotional impact of what the other person was trying to tell me. 

We so much want to help that we are unable to listen well. What 

helped me was supervision as both a psychologist and as a spiritual 

director; I discovered how my own anxieties got in the way and 

gradually I was weaned from needing to know the right responses. 

One day I found myself really listening to the other person, felt 

captivated, even honored, by what was being communicated and 

the trust the other person was showing, and then 

was able to communicate that I was in tune with the other. And I 

did this without trying hard. After that I was able, generally, to give 

up my need to have answers or even conversational gambits to 

keep the conversation going. However, the need to solve problems 

dies hard. To this day I can feel ill at ease if someone leaves a 

session of spiritual direction without a solution to some deep 

problem. Where have I failed? lurks in my psyche. Our culture 

seems to believe that every problem is solvable with enough 

ingenuity and good will. So if someone presents a problem to us, we 

may feel that we have not done our job by just listening to that 

person with compassion. I have come to believe that just listening 

with empathy and compassion is a much needed capacity in our 

world, one in much too short supply. Yet, I have come to believe 

that this capacity is God’s greatest power and one that God wants 

us to emulate for the sake of the world. In spite of what we often 

are led to believe, God is not a problem solver, a Mr. Fixit. God has 



promised us nothing more than friendship, and on my better days 

this is enough for me. 

Listening to God 

Now insofar as we have problems listening to another human being, 

we will have problems listening to God. After all, according to Jesus, 

the love of God shows itself in our love of our neighbor. And 

listening to our neighbor without concern for ourselves is one sign 

that we truly love that neighbor. So if we cannot do this with our 

neighbor, we cannot do it with God. I have found that learning to 

listen to others well has gone hand-in-glove with being able to listen 

well to God. Throughout the book you will find examples of how 

God has communicated with me and with others. In every case 

those who have “heard” God communicating have, at least for that 

moment, been able to be in the present and to forget their own 

concerns. For example, a man wrote to me that he would be 

“walking and talking to God, telling God how hard it is still with my 

father’s death, and noting the consolation that comes almost 

immediately.” In the present he tells God what he is feeling and 

experiences healing. A woman who is a hospital chaplain had had a 

very hard day, as had the doctors and nurses in her unit, because of 

the deaths of five young patients. She got a call to come to the unit 

to help the staff talk about the pain they had just endured. She felt 

overwhelmed and angry. As she walked toward the unit, she started 

yelling at God, telling him how angry she was and that everyone was 

asking too much of her. As she walked into the unit, one of the 

nurses said, “Here’s D, a breath of fresh air.” Recently she had read 

an article that compared compassion to oxygen. She felt 

overwhelmed with the presence of God and very grateful that God 

had let her embody compassion for this staff. This woman was 

present to her own pain and her anger and told God about it and 

almost immediately felt God’s response 

through the nurse’s comment on seeing her. A young priest told me 

that one time he was in a chapel and felt a strong love for God and 

told God, “I love you.” Almost immediately he felt God saying, “I 

love you too.” In that moment he felt overwhelmed with joy, 

gratitude, and a feeling of great well-being. Almost as immediately, 

however, the thought came, How do I know this is God? I could be 

kidding myself. When he first told me of hearing God’s response, he 

only recalled being afraid and asking the question. Only when I 

asked him to recall the experience did he realize that the question 

had driven out the memory of his joy, gratitude, and feeling of well-

being. In the moment of telling God, “I love you,” he was totally 

present and thus was able to experience God’s response. But in a 

split second he lost that sense of the present and began to doubt 

what had just happened, and, of course, he lost contact with God. 

We listen to God, I believe, when we are caught up in present 

reality, not worried about the past or the future. In that reality we 

encounter more than what is present before our eyes; we also 

sense a Presence that quickens our hearts and gives us hope and 

courage. And this sense of God’s presence in present reality can 

come in odd and even horrible events. When she and everyone else 

sensed that she was dying, Julian of Norwich heard these words: 

“All shall be well and all manner of thing shall be well.”4 

How Do I Know I’m Hearing God? 

“How I can be sure that what I hear is really from God?” That’s what 

this young priest asked me. I, too, had asked that question about my 

own prayer experience. Here’s how I decided. After that period of 

prayer, I reflected on what had happened. I noticed that during the 

times I later wrote out as God’s response I was focused and could 

easily recall afterward what had happened and what God seemed to 

be revealing. Moreover, I was rather excited by what was 

happening. I felt that God and I were really present to each other 



and that I was being led toward a deeper relationship with God. And 

what I “heard” rang true to what I already deeply knew about God 

and myself. These times of prayer felt something like the experience 

of reading a novel or poem or even a book on prayer and thinking, 

That’s right on the money; it rings true to life. In addition, I felt 

eager to return to prayer the next day. In contrast, I noticed that 

when I was off on tangents, I was talking to myself or engaging in 

imagined conversations with others or with a reader, and it was 

hard to remember what had just happened in the preceding few 

seconds or minutes. I was also unfocused, my mind wandering all 

over the place, and when I came to, as it were, I realized that I was 

not conversing with, or listening to, God. It was something like how I 

have felt after reading a boring novel, a poor poem, or a theoretical 

book on prayer; it didn’t ring true to life. And I was not eager to 

continue 

such prayer. Because of these different experiences I concluded that 

the parts of the prayer that ended up in quotation marks were from 

God, the others not. Because of such experiences I have a fairly 

good antenna for knowing when my prayer is real and when it is 

not. Does that make sense to you? When I helped the young priest 

decide whether what he had heard was from God, I pointed out the 

same criteria. I asked him what would happen if he had continued 

to enjoy the experience of God’s love. He realized that he would be 

focused on God and not on himself or on questions, and that he 

would have what he most deeply wanted: closeness to God. The 

doubts and questions pulled him away from God, not toward God. 

And these doubts and questions were not seriously looking for 

answers. Their whole purpose, it seemed, was to keep him self-

absorbed and in doubt, a sure sign that the one Ignatius of Loyola 

calls the enemy of human nature is up to his usual tricks (Spiritual 

Exercises, n. 10). God wants our friendship, and this friendship is like 

our human friendships, which thrive on mutual trust and honesty. 

God wants to reveal as much as possible to us and asks the same 

from us. We deepen our friendship with God by opening ourselves 

more and more honestly to God in prayer. The ideal is to be totally 

transparent with each other. Ignatius of Loyola, at the end of his 

Spiritual Exercises, expresses this ideal in the “Contemplation for 

Attaining Love.” 

Point 1. This is to bring to memory the benefits received—creation, 

redemption, and particular gifts—pondering with great affection 

how much God Our Lord has done for me, and how much He has 

given me of what He has; and further, how according to His divine 

plan, it is the Lord’s wish, as far as He is able, to give me Himself; 

then to reflect and consider within myself what, in all reason and 

justice, I ought for my part to offer and give to His Divine Majesty, 

that is to say, everything I have, and myself as well, saying as one 

making a gift with great love:  “Take, Lord, and receive all my liberty, 

my memory, my understanding, and my entire will, all that I have 

and possess. You gave it all to me; to you Lord I give it all back. All is 

yours, dispose of it entirely according to your will. Give me the grace 

to love you, for that is enough for me.” 

—Spiritual Exercises, n. 234 

It’s rather poignant, isn’t it? God wants to share everything with us 

but cannot, both because we are not God and because we resist 

receiving God’s self-revelation. And God wants us to share 

everything we are, to be totally transparent and trusting. The prayer 

“Take, Lord, and receive . . .” expresses that ideal. I hope that we 

can together move toward this ideal as I write this book and as you 

engage in this friendship into which God invites you.  

  



Chapter 4: Telling God About Your Attractions 

The first movement toward friendship happens when I am attracted 

to another person and take the chance of showing that attraction in 

some way. It is a moment of vulnerability, but it’s a necessary one if 

any friendship is to get off the ground. The person making that 

initial move is vulnerable because there’s the chance that the other 

person will not be interested in pursuing the friendship. We know 

that God has already taken the first step in vulnerability; God 

created us for friendship, and we can reject the offer. We make our 

first step when we find ourselves attracted to God and express that 

attraction. Have you ever told God that you are attracted, that you 

want this relationship? What would it be like to do so? 

Are You Attracted to God? 

I believe that all of us are attracted to God. In any person there is a 

welling up, every so often, of a sense of great well-being and a 

desire for “we know not what.” It can come upon us at the oddest 

times, but most often it happens when we are momentarily caught 

off guard and then really pay attention to something that faces us. I 

have found instances of such desire in novels and detective stories, 

in autobiographies—even of agnostics—in poetry, and in 

conversations with ordinary people. Once I was staying alone in a 

house on the seashore. At dinner time I was stunned to see the full 

harvest moon rise from the sea. I went outside after dinner and 

walked along the beach. The moon was so bright that I could see my 

shadow as I walked. Then I noticed how the moon silvered the 

waves as they quietly broke on the beach. Lines of silver came and 

went as I walked along. I felt a surge of great well-being and desire. 

The desire was not only to continue to see the beauty before my 

eyes, but for something much more. I felt immensely grateful to 

God for this moment. Later the English Benedictine Sebastian 

Moore gave me the words to describe the desire I felt; it was the 

“desire for I knew not what,” for the Mystery we call God.5 The 

beauty of that evening had captivated me enough that I forgot my 

petty concerns for a while and realized how much I was attracted to 

God who creates this lovely world and gave me a glimpse of his 

artistry. I believe that God’s desire creates us and keeps us in 

existence. God is always trying to draw us into a deeper friendship. 

When we are surprised by something like that moonlit evening, we 

feel this desire of God and our own deepest desire to respond to 

God’s desire. Perhaps you recall such experiences in your own life. 

“My Soul Thirsts for You” 

A number of psalms express a deep desire for God, for example: “As 

a deer longs for flowing streams, / so my soul longs for you, O God” 

(Psalm 42:1). Psalm 63 is even stronger: 

O God, you are my God, I seek you,     my soul thirsts for you; my 

flesh faints for you,     as in a dry and weary land where there is no 

water. 

—Psalm 63:1 

The psalmist’s heart is an open book before God; he does not 

hesitate to express his deep 

attraction to God. He knows the thirst of a person caught in the 

desert and compares his desire for God to that thirst. Later he 

describes the satisfaction of his desire for God as a rich feast. His 

desire is so great that he never wants to forget God. So we are 

encouraged to let God know how attracted we are, and we can do it 

in whatever way seems most true to our experience. For the 

psalmist, desert thirst seemed most like his desire for God. You can 

express your desire for God in your own words. If we realize that 

our very existence depends on God’s desire for us, it makes it easier 



to respond in kind. Our desire for God is only a pale reflection of 

God’s desire for us. As you try to express your attraction to God, 

you might be helped by this prayer of my friend John Carmody, 

written a few weeks before his death from multiple myeloma: 

You give us two commands and let them merge into one. We are to 

love you with all our heart and to love our neighbors as ourselves. . . 

. I love you, God, and have for all my adult life. I love you badly, 

distractedly, impurely, but from the first I knew what your name 

meant, first received the slightest inkling, I knew you were all I 

needed or wanted and my life gained purpose and order. What shall 

I return to you for all the favors that loving you has brought me? I 

shall dwell in the thought of you, the hope for you, the trust in your 

care for me, and the love that you pour forth in my heart all the 

days of my life and all your heaven to come.6 

What an honest, heartbreaking expression of longing for God from a 

dying man! “I love you, God, and have for all my adult life. I love you 

badly, distractedly, impurely, but . . . I knew you were all I needed or 

wanted.” Each of us can say that, if we love God at all, it is badly, 

distractedly, and impurely. John Carmody told God the truth, both 

about his attraction and his ambivalence. We can do the same. 



Chapter 5: Telling God about Your Fears 

It’s hard to admit, even to friends, that we are afraid of something. 

This may be truer for men than for women, but if it’s true of you, 

this chapter may help. When you are with a friend and are riddled 

with fear, what else do you have to talk about that’s important? If 

you don’t talk about what’s uppermost in your mind—the fear—you 

probably have little of substance to say. Also, you won’t be fully 

attentive to what your friend is saying to you. This is just one more 

way that honesty—or the lack of it—affects our relationships. If you 

open up about your fears, chances are, your friend will listen and 

sympathize. Once this happens, you feel a great change. Now you’re 

not so alone. And you’re relieved to have spoken aloud about the 

fear. Often it feels as if a burden has been lifted—and this happens 

when we’re honest about our fears to another human being! It has 

been my experience—and I have witnessed this in other people, 

too—that opening up to God about our fears leads to great relief. 

Stories of Fearful Prayer 

You would not expect to hear a warrior king express fear, but in 

Psalm 55 the great King David does tell God his fears and in detail. 

My heart is in anguish within me,     the terrors of death have fallen 

upon me. Fear and trembling come upon me,     and horror 

overwhelms me. And I say, “O that I had wings like a dove!     I 

would fly away and be at rest; truly, I would flee far away;     I would 

lodge in the wilderness; I would hurry to find a shelter for myself     

from the raging wind and tempest.” 

—Psalm 55:4–8 

David trusts God enough to say that he wants to run away and 

hide—and would if he could. Later he becomes more specific about 

the source of his anguish and fear. He says that he could bear the 

taunts of his enemies, but what terrifies him now is the treachery of 

a friend. Often we find that telling one truth or part of the truth 

leads to further truth telling. Then finally he can say: 

Cast your burden on the Lord,     and he will sustain you; he will 

never permit     the righteous to be moved. 

—Psalm 55:22–23 

As a result of this outpouring of fear and anguish, David seems to 

have derived comfort. If you are filled with fear, you can take David 

as an example and tell God what you fear and tell it in detail. As you 

do this, you might find that you are more able to face your fears 

honestly and in the process become less fearful. Once I was quite 

anxious and not even sure what I was anxious about, and I could not 

get to sleep. I tried my usual techniques to get quiet, to no avail. 

Finally, I took my own advice to others and began to tell God how I 

was feeling. It soon became clear that I was afraid of losing a friend 

because of a misunderstanding. As I continued to talk to God, I 

realized that I was overreacting to the situation; my anxiety 

lessened, and I fell asleep. On one occasion Jesus and his disciples, 

some of whom were seasoned fishermen, were in a boat on the Sea 

of Galilee when a sudden storm arose. 

On that day, when evening had come, he said to them, “Let us go 

across to the other side.” And leaving the crowd behind, they took 

him with them in the boat, just as he was. Other boats were with 

him. A great windstorm arose, and the waves beat into the boat, so 

that the boat was already being swamped. But he was in the stern, 

asleep on the cushion; and they woke him up and said to him, 

“Teacher, do you not care that we are perishing?” He woke up and 

rebuked the wind, and said to the sea, “Peace! Be still!” Then the 

wind ceased, and there was a dead calm. He said to them, “Why are 

you afraid? Have you still no faith?” And they were filled with great 



awe and said to one another, “Who then is this, that even the wind 

and the sea obey him?” 

—Mark 4:35–41 

If ever you feel really terrified, remember this scene. You are not 

alone. Just call out to Jesus and see what happens. 

God’s Response 

A friend of mine told me of a brutal confrontation he had with a 

supervisor, a confrontation that left him frightened, practically 

cowering afterward. He began to tell Jesus how he was feeling, and 

after a time he had an image of Jesus standing behind his 

supervisor, telling my friend that he could learn something from this 

event. As he reflected on the encounter and this prayer experience, 

he did learn something about himself that gave him consolation. On 

another occasion, the same man was overwhelmed with fear after a 

very hard meeting with his employer that threatened his job, his 

livelihood, and even his identity. He felt totally alone and helpless. 

Again he began to pray for help, overwhelmed by a sense of total 

loss. As he prayed, he felt that he was in a whirlwind and that 

everything he held dear was being torn away from him. It was 

terrifying until, finally, in the darkness and loneliness he sensed a 

light and felt comforted by the presence of God, a God who would 

never abandon him no matter what else he lost. Whenever we are 

afraid, we can turn to God in deep trust, describing in detail what 

troubles us. Recall the words of Jesus, “So I say to you, ‘Ask, and it 

will be given you, search, and you will find; knock, and the door will 

be opened for you. For everyone who asks receives, and everyone 

who searches finds, and for everyone who knocks, the door will be 

opened’” (Luke 11:9–10). 

Fear of God 

Some people are more afraid of, than attracted to, God. How can 

they proceed? It’s too easy to say, “Tell God you’re afraid.” You can 

tell a friend you’re afraid of her only if you have some trust that she 

will not bite your head off. After all, to tell a friend you’re afraid of 

her makes you even more vulnerable. So, if you are afraid of God, 

you might first take some time to reflect on a time or times when 

you trusted God, when you felt safe in God’s presence. If you can 

recall such a time, you can then tell God that you wish you still had 

such trust, still felt safe. Then you might be able to tell God why you 

are afraid. I gave a talk once at a university, about prayer as 

personal relationship. Afterward a professor said, “I want to have a 

closer relationship with God, but I know that if I do get close, God 

will ask something of me and I’m afraid of that request.” I blurted 

out, “You can tell God exactly what you just said.” He said, “Can I 

tell God that?” to which I responded, “It’s a relationship; so you can 

tell God anything that you’re feeling.” No matter what it is that 

makes you afraid of God, you can say it, trusting that God will be 

pleased that you are telling the truth. In Mark’s Gospel the rich man 

who could not give up his 

wealth went away sad. But he could have just told Jesus, “I can’t do 

that; can I still hang around with you?” The sad thing is that he 

walked away rather than admit his fear of losing his riches (cf. Mark 

10:17–22). Whenever you feel afraid of God, remember Jesus’ 

encouraging words: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are 

carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon 

you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and 

you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden 

is light” (Matthew 11:28–30). God has come close to us in Jesus; 

there is nothing to fear from him. 

  



Chapter 6: Telling God About Your Successes 

Usually when something good happens to us, we want to tell a 

friend, unless, of course, we are inhibited for some reason. How 

often do we think of telling God? Not often, at least if I take myself 

as normative. But perhaps this could be one of our first thoughts if 

we took friendship with God seriously. Let’s look at the story of the 

seventy disciples who were sent out on mission by Jesus (Luke 10:1–

24). When their mission was over, the “seventy returned with joy, 

saying ‘Lord, in your name even the demons submit to us!’” (v. 17). 

Notice that, though they give Jesus himself credit, they still are 

eager to tell Jesus what they have done: “the demons submit to us.” 

They know that it was in Jesus’ name that they cast out demons, but 

this knowledge does not remove the joy they have that the demons 

submitted to them. Jesus, it seems, wants to underline both aspects 

of their joy because he replies, 

“I watched Satan fall from heaven like a flash of lightning. See, I 

have given you authority to tread on snakes and scorpions, and over 

all the power of the enemy; and nothing will hurt you. Nevertheless, 

do not rejoice at this, that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that 

your names are written in heaven.” 

—vv. 18–20 

The Mutuality of Friendship 

To exist at all, let alone to do anything good or useful, we depend at 

every moment on the creative and sustaining desire of God. For the 

disciples this meant that it was by the power of God that they had 

overpowered the demons. But this truth does not remove another, 

namely that the disciples did act with power over the enemy. 

Clearly, for Jesus, the disciples and he are in the mission together; 

the disciples, too, are necessary for the success of the mission. Luke 

goes on to describe Jesus’ joy and exultation. 

At that same hour Jesus rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, “I thank 

you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden 

these things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed 

them to infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. All 

things have been handed over to me by my Father; and no one 

knows who the Son is except the Father, or who the Father is except 

the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”  Then 

turning to the disciples, Jesus said to them privately, “Blessed are 

the eyes that see what you see! For I tell you that many prophets 

and kings desired to see what you see, but did not see it, and to 

hear what you hear, but did not hear it.” 

—vv. 21–24 

If the disciples had felt inhibited in telling Jesus how happy they 

were about their successful mission, they might not have had this 

chance to hear Jesus’ own joy at what they had done in his name. 

Inhibitions 

But often we are inhibited from talking about our successes, even 

with friends. Sometimes we hesitate because we are afraid that the 

friend will become jealous of our success or will feel inferior to us. 

Or perhaps he or she will dismiss the success as not that important 

or meaningful. Sometimes we fear seeming proud of our 

accomplishments. Sometimes we are held back by the memories of 

past hurts, situations in which we tried to talk about our successes 

but received cold, critical, or angry responses. For example, you got 

a raise at work and told a friend, who said, “It’s not much of a 

raise.” So there are a number of possible sources for hesitation to 

tell a friend about your successes. We may hesitate to talk about 



success because we live in a competitive world where often enough 

my gain can seem to be your loss. One of the presumptions seems 

to be that there is not 

enough to go around. Even success seems to be measured out. 

There is only one valedictorian at most graduations, one P.G.A. 

winner; one Super Bowl winner. It can seem as though if I win, you 

must lose. Success for one person must mean failure for another. 

But this is not God’s economy. Because of God’s generosity there is 

room for every human being to do well, to succeed, to enjoy 

abundant life. The more we act in light of God’s great generosity, 

the more we live under the assumption that there’s enough for 

everyone, the freer we will be to talk about success—and the more 

we will free others to do so. There is no reason to hold back on 

telling God about our joys, our excitement, our successes in life. We 

are not in competition with God. God does not look upon us as 

rivals. In fact, by telling Jesus about their joy, the disciples gave 

Jesus a chance to rejoice with them and to teach them something 

about his relationship with his Father and about God’s economy. 

An Example from the Psalms 

Some of the psalms are occasioned by joy or success either of the 

psalmist or of the people. For example, Psalm 87 glories in the city 

of Jerusalem (Zion). Perhaps it was sung at a civic celebration of 

Jerusalem as God’s city. Of course, the psalmist attributes the 

successes of the city and of its people to God, but obviously he is 

also pleased with the glory of the city itself as a sign of the people’s 

success. 

On the holy mount stands the city he founded;     the Lord loves the 

gates of Zion     more than all the dwellings of Jacob. Glorious things 

are spoken of you,     O city of God. . . . 

And of Zion it shall be said,     This one and that one were born in it”;     

for the Most High himself will establish it. The Lord records, as he 

registers the peoples,     This one was born there.” 

Singers and dancers alike say,     All my springs are in you.” 

—Psalm 87:1–3, 5–7 

Clearly the psalmist is proud of Jerusalem. He is proud that people 

talk of the illustrious people born there, that the city is renowned in 

surrounding, even enemy, lands. As he recounts these glories, he 

does not forget that God’s favor has made them possible. Perhaps 

telling God of his pride in his city has kept him aware of the truth 

that all depends on God. But he still tells God of his pride. Is there 

anything comparable in your life? Maybe you just received the 

alumni/ae magazine from your old school and read that one of your 

classmates won a Pulitzer Prize in journalism and another was 

honored by the state for her work with the homeless. You feel 

proud to be from this school. You could tell God how you feel and 

note how God responds to you. Your own success at some venture 

could be a topic, or the joy you have in the success of a friend or 

family member. It’s another way, and a rather easy one, to tell the 

truth to God. Such prayer keeps us grounded in reality, namely in 

our utter dependence on God, and thus leads easily into a prayer of 

gratitude. 

  



Chapter 7: Telling God about Your Sadness 

Telling God about our joys and successes is rather easy. It’s another 

matter to tell the truth about our sad moments. All of us get down 

at times. Think of some time when you have felt down in the 

dumps, ill at ease, sad, even depressed. Did you try to tell a friend 

how you were feeling? If so, what happened? If your friend listened 

with sympathy and compassion, you were fortunate indeed. Often 

when we try to tell others, even friends, how sad we are, they want 

to give advice, remind us that others are worse off, or tell us their 

own troubles. Many people, I believe, are poor listeners, like a 

bishop who, in a homily to his priests, admitted that as soon as 

someone began to tell him some problem, he started to think of 

solutions. It’s not easy to find someone who really listens. 

Sometimes we have to tell our friends that we just want them to 

listen, not to offer advice right away. And sometimes our friends 

need to remind us to do the same. 

Telling a Friend 

Part of the distress of sadness comes from the feeling that no one 

understands or wants to understand. The fact that most people in 

our culture seem unable to listen with sympathy to those who are 

struggling often reinforces this feeling. Sadness, especially deep 

sadness, is often accompanied by the feeling of being alone in a 

black hole from which there is no escape. The friend who listens 

with sympathy shows that he or she is not afraid of being sucked 

into that hole. Having some company gives us hope. The psalmists 

must have found that God was such a listening friend. Take, for 

example, Psalm 6. 

O Lord, do not rebuke me in your anger,     or discipline me in your 

wrath. Be gracious to me, O Lord, for I am languishing;     O Lord, 

heal me, for my bones are shaking with terror. My soul also is struck 

with terror,     while you, O Lord—how long? . . . 

I am weary with my moaning;     every night I flood my bed with 

tears;     I drench my couch with my weeping. My eyes waste away 

because of grief;     they grow weak because of all my foes. 

—Psalm 6:1–3, 6 

This is a lament about a grave illness and a prayer for recovery. The 

psalmist seems to believe that God has let him suffer this illness to 

discipline him. He begs God to be gracious instead. No matter his 

belief about the source of his illness, he still tells God how he is 

feeling, and in concrete details: “my bones are shaking with terror.” 

He is not afraid to take God to task, “while you, O Lord—how long?” 

“Turn, O Lord, save my life; deliver me for the sake of your steadfast 

love” (v. 4). In other words, he asks God to be true to their 

friendship. He tells God about his night terrors in some detail and 

with strong emotional language. And finally, it seems, he feels heard 

and vindicated. 

Depart from me, all you workers of evil,     for the Lord has heard 

the sound of my weeping. The Lord has heard my supplication; 

     the Lord accepts my prayer. 

—vv. 8–9 

Psalm 13 is another example. 

How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?     How long will you 

hide your face from me? How long must I bear pain in my soul,     

and have sorrow in my heart all day long? How long shall my enemy 

be exalted over me? 



Consider and answer me, O Lord my God!     Give light to my eyes, 

or I will sleep the sleep of death, and my enemy will say, “I have 

prevailed”;     my foes will rejoice because I am shaken. 

But I trusted in your steadfast love;     my heart shall rejoice in your 

salvation. I will sing to the Lord,     because he has dealt bountifully 

with me. 

The psalmist laments God’s absence while under attack from 

enemies. Four times, in quick succession, he cries out, “How long?” 

and demands some relief from his pain. In effect, he says that it is 

unacceptable for God to forget him and leave him to the mercy of 

his enemies. And, just as in Psalm 6, the psalmist seems to find relief 

as a result of his prayer of lament. 

But God Knows Everything—Why Do I Have to Tell Him? 

These are good examples of how to let God know of your sadness. 

And don’t let the thought that God already knows how you feel get 

in the way. The psalmist is aware of God’s knowledge. It’s not a 

question of knowledge but of friendship. A friend may well know 

that you are sad, but she will feel trusted if you tell her about it. And 

you will feel a lot better. Friendship with God operates much the 

same way. God is interested in your willingness to entrust how you 

are feeling. So when you are sad or depressed, take a moment to 

become aware of God’s presence, of God looking at you. Then tell 

your story in detail. Don’t be afraid to let it all spill out, even your 

anger at God for letting things happen to bring you to this state. 

Gerard Manley Hopkins, the great Jesuit poet of the nineteenth 

century, was no stranger to 

sadness and deep depression. He had studied theology and knew 

that God is all-knowing. Yet he not only took the time to tell God in 

detail what he was going through but also spent even more time 

working out his lament in this poem. 

I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day. What hours, O what black 

hours we have spent This night! what sights you, heart, saw; ways 

you went! And more must, in yet longer light’s delay. 

With witness I speak this. But where I say Hours I mean years, mean 

life. And my lament Is cries countless, cries like dead letters sent To 

dearest him that lives alas! away. 

I am gall, I am heartburn. God’s most deep decree Bitter would have 

me taste: my taste was me; Bones built in me, flesh filled, blood 

brined the curse. 

Selfyeast of spirit a dull dough sours. I see The lost are like this, and 

their scourge to be As I am mine, their sweating selves; but worse. 

On June 25, 1883, six years before his death of typhoid, Hopkins 

wrote to his friend Robert Dixon: “I see no grounded prospect of my 

ever doing much not only in poetry but in anything at all. At times I 

do feel this sadly and bitterly, but it is God’s will. . . .” None of 

Hopkins’ poems saw the light of day during his lifetime, and during 

his last years, which he spent as a teacher in Dublin, he suffered not 

only from the weather and the obtuseness of his students but also 

from being away from his family and his beloved England. At times 

he also felt the absence of God, as evidenced by the lines “cries like 

dead letters sent/ To dearest him that lives alas! away.” Hopkins did 

not shy away from telling the truth to God. In this and other poems 

he let God know the deepest secrets and agonies of his heart, even 

his near despair. And he could complain, as in another dark sonnet, 

to God and to Mary, “Comforter, where, where is your comforting?/ 

Mary, mother of us, where is your relief?”7 We do not have to 

hedge our bets with God; we can say everything to “dearest him” 



even though God may seem to live far away. It seems that Hopkins 

found some solace through communicating to God his deep 

anguish. But that solace was no cheap grace, as we know from his 

poems of lament and darkness. 

God’s Comforting Presence 

In my experience, people who can tell God their sadness and 

distress usually sense that God is listening with compassion and 

understanding. In chapter 3 I mentioned a man who wrote how he 

often was “walking and talking to God, telling God how hard it is still 

with my father’s death and noting the consolation that comes 

almost immediately.” He realizes that God cannot change the reality 

of his father’s death, but the fact that he feels heard with 

compassion and love gives consolation and hope. People who talk 

to God this way are enabled to go on, as Hopkins was. It is, 

however, a hard lesson to learn because we have to give up an 

image of God as Mr. Fixit. Those who have been willing to speak to 

God the truth of their darkness, sadness, and near despair find that 

the deeper friendship they now enjoy is ample reward for giving up 

that false image. An example of such honesty with God comes from 

the diaries kept by Etty Hillesum, the Dutch Jewish writer, during 

her last years in Amsterdam before being deported to Auschwitz 

where she was executed in a gas chamber. Published as An 

Interrupted Life: The Diaries, 1941– 43, the writings show how she 

developed a profound relationship with God in those dark times. 

Repeatedly she tells God what is going on in her heart and mind, 

honestly revealing her weaknesses as well as her strengths. In one 

entry she tells God how anxious she is and ends with these words: “I 

am beginning to feel a little more peaceful, God, thanks to this 

conversation with You.”8 Like Hopkins, she seems able, because of 

her honesty with God, to laugh and enjoy life in spite of the hellish 

darkness that surrounds and eventually kills her. I am not 

advocating that prayer take the place of other means of dealing 

with deep sadness and depression. They may also require the help 

of a physician or a counselor. Friends are also a help, if they are 

willing to listen with a compassionate heart. I do want to emphasize 

that talking with God as friend to friend can be greatly consoling 

and life-giving. I hope that I have given you some ways of 

approaching God as a friend when you do experience dark times. 

  



Chapter 8 Telling God about Your Pettiness 

If you have never felt envious of others, you are lucky indeed. Most 

of us can’t say that. Much of the advertising industry seems 

predicated on the belief that envy is everywhere. We are presented 

with people who are better looking, more prosperous, and happier 

than we are in order to entice us to buy the products that have 

made them so superior. Envy fuels much of our economy. And one 

influential theory about violence argues that we learn to desire 

things through imitating others; because they want something, we 

want it and will even resort to violence to get it. Envy may be 

something that affects you. Are you willing to admit that to God? 

It’s not easy. None of us likes to admit that we are envious of 

others. It makes us feel smallminded and selfish. “I should be happy, 

not envious, that others, especially my friends, are happy. What 

would my best friend think of me if I told her that I was envious of 

her?” We don’t want to seem petty and selfish in others’ eyes. 

However, if we are truthful, we would have to say that we often are 

petty and envious of others. Can we tell God? 

Psalm 73 

The psalmist has had a serious realization. 

Truly God is good to the upright,     to those who are pure in heart. 

But as for me, my feet had almost stumbled;     my steps had nearly 

slipped. For I was envious of the arrogant;     I saw the prosperity of 

the wicked. 

For they have no pain;     their bodies are sound and sleek. They are 

not in trouble as others are;     they are not plagued like other 

people. 

—vv. 1–5 

You could almost imagine that he’s been watching American 

television’s exaltation of the wellto-do. Do you recognize yourself as 

you read these lines? If you were feeling this way, would you start 

to pray as he has done? After this beginning he goes on to tell God 

how arrogant and violent these people are, and yet they prosper 

and enjoy a good reputation. Then he says: 

All in vain I have kept my heart clean     and washed my hands in 

innocence. 

For all day long I have been plagued,     and am punished every 

morning. 

—vv. 13–14 

Have you ever felt like this—that you have done all the right things 

but have nothing to show for it? Well, the psalmist is willing to tell 

God the truth of what he is feeling, in effect saying, “I do everything 

right and get nothing but pain for it.” Now notice what happens, 

seemingly as a result of his honesty. 

When my soul was embittered,     when I was pricked in heart, I was 

stupid and ignorant;     I was like a brute beast towards you. 

Nevertheless I am continually with you;     you hold my right hand. 

You guide me with your counsel,     and afterwards you will receive 

me with honor. Whom have I in heaven but you?     And there is 

nothing on earth that I desire other than you. My flesh and my heart 

may fail,     but God is the strength of my heart and my portion 

forever. 

—vv. 21–26 

He seems to have come to some peace with his situation as a result 

of his honesty with God. He realizes that God is with him, and that’s 



enough. His envy seems to vanish in the course of this very honest 

prayer. 

Go and Do Likewise 

Envy is only one of the many less than pretty features of our inner 

landscape. We are also spiteful, self-absorbed, and self-pitying. We 

can become angry with a sick spouse or friend just for being sick—

angry when a spouse who is terminally ill and in great pain wants to 

die or when a friend with Alzheimer’s disease keeps repeating the 

same question. When we become aware of such pettiness, we don’t 

like ourselves. But how often does such dislike lead to a change of 

heart? Not often, as far as I can see. Mostly, when I bemoan my 

failures to be the kind of person I would like to be, it leads only to 

self-flagellation, not to a change of heart. These features of my 

inner landscape remain entrenched. And the self-flagellation keeps 

me self-absorbed. Even 

though I am now attacking myself, the focus is still on me. The 

enemy of human nature could not be more pleased. Nothing 

changes, and the focus stays on me, not on God. Does this ring true 

for you? We could learn a lot from imitating the psalmist. He told 

God the truth: he was envious of the wicked because they seemed 

to prosper while he did not. When he turned his pettiness into 

prayer, something positive happened; his focus shifted from himself 

to God. As a result, he came to some peace and, we presume, a 

change of his inner landscape. I have found that telling God the 

truth about such feelings and asking for help to move beyond them 

changes my focus from myself to God and, in the process, leads to 

inner transformation. By the grace of God I become less envious, 

less petty, less full of self-pity. Over and over again we discover that 

telling God the truth, no matter how unsavory that truth is, pulls us 

out of self-absorption and folly and moves us toward becoming the 

images of God we are created to be. 

  



Chapter 9 Telling God about Your Anger and Rage 

Have you ever felt that you were being put upon by life or by other 

people undeservedly? You got cancer even though you took care of 

your health, watched what you ate, never smoked. You were falsely 

accused of something and could not convince people of your 

innocence. Your spouse died suddenly, and you are left alone to 

take care of the children and all the details of life. Why me? you 

might quite reasonably have felt. Did you think of telling God how 

upset you were? 

“Why Do You Sleep, O Lord?” 

The psalmists told God that what happened to them wasn’t fair. 

Psalm 44 is a fine example. In it the psalmist expresses his own and 

the nation’s lament after they had suffered a terrible defeat. In the 

first stanza the psalmist tells God what the people have heard of 

God’s past deeds on their behalf. In the second stanza he notes that 

they had always boasted that God had enabled them to 

defeat their enemies. Then the psalm takes a turn toward 

complaint. 

Yet you have rejected us and abased us,     and have not gone out 

with our armies. You made us turn back from the foe,     and our 

enemies have gotten spoil. You have made us like sheep for 

slaughter,     and have scattered us among the nations. You have 

sold your people for a trifle,     demanding no high price for them. 

—Psalm 44:9–12 

Just as earlier he had ascribed the victories of Israel to God’s hand, 

now he says that it’s God’s fault that they suffer so grievously. One 

might expect that he will now go on to say that Israel has lost God’s 

favor because of their sins, but that’s not the way it goes at all. He 

tells God how undeserved their fate is. 

All this has come upon us,     yet we have not forgotten you,     or 

been false to your covenant. Our heart has not turned back,     nor 

have our steps departed from your way, yet you have broken us in 

the haunt of jackals,     and covered us with deep darkness. . . . 

Because of you we are being killed all day long,     and accounted as 

sheep for the slaughter. 

—vv. 17–19, 22 

Then he seems to yell at God: 

Rouse yourself! Why do you sleep, O Lord?     Awake, do not cast us 

off for ever! Why do you hide your face?     Why do you forget our 

affliction and oppression? For we sink down to the dust;     our 

bodies cling to the ground. 

Rise up, come to our help.     Redeem us for the sake of your 

steadfast love. 

—vv. 23–26 

The psalmist insists that they do not deserve what has happened to 

them; they have been true to their covenant with God. In fact, they 

are suffering because of their fidelity to God. God is the one who 

has reneged on the covenant. And so the psalmist calls upon God to 

wake up and come to their rescue and reminds God of the 

“steadfast love” that has been God’s hallmark in the covenant 

relationship with Israel. If you ever feel that you have been unfairly 

treated by life, that you did all the right things and still had nothing 

to show for it, you can use this psalm as a model of how to tell God. 

You may, however, feel inhibited about doing so. Sometimes we are 



hindered from expressing our resentment at life’s hurts and 

disappointments, saying to ourselves that others have suffered 

worse or that God knows best. But, in fact, we do feel the 

resentment. It may show itself in a low-grade depression; I always 

seem to see the dark side of things and don’t expect that things will 

ever get better. It may show in a resentment at others who have it 

better than I do; I can often come across as rather angry. And it may 

show up as a physical illness, such as an ulcer. I may continue to 

carry on my daily tasks and be a regular churchgoer, but I don’t have 

much relish in my life. I may never take the time to tell God how I 

am feeling and find out that I am really resentful at the cards I have 

been dealt by life. The psalmist gives us license to tell God exactly 

how we feel, even if we may cringe at expressing it so directly to 

God. It is a way of clearing the air between God and ourselves when 

such feelings arise. And it shows an enormous trust in God, our 

friend. 

“You Are Like a Deceitful Brook” 

When Jeremiah heard God’s call to be a prophet, he said, “Ah, Lord 

God! Truly I do not know how to speak, for I am only a boy” 

(Jeremiah 1:6). Jeremiah told God the truth; he did not feel up to 

this call. God would have none of this, and Jeremiah accepted the 

call. Jeremiah did speak God’s word to kings and religious leaders 

and was vilified, imprisoned, and threatened with death for doing 

so. He did not have a happy life. Some of his complaints to God are 

wrenching. I give two samples. 

You will be in the right, O Lord,     when I lay charges against you; 

     but let me put my case to you. Why does the way of the guilty 

prosper?     Why do all who are treacherous thrive? You plant them, 

and they take root;     they grow and bring forth fruit; you are near 

in their mouths     yet far from their hearts. But you, O Lord, know 

me;     You see me and test me—my heart is with you. 

—Jeremiah 12:1–3 

Jeremiah tells God how angry he is that the wicked prosper while he 

suffers. Many innocent people have suffered terribly. They have in 

Jeremiah a model of how to tell God of their anger and bitterness. 

In this text, Gerard Manley Hopkins heard complaints that enabled 

him to express his own anguish that none of his poems ever saw the 

light of day. 

Thou art indeed just, Lord, if I contend With thee; but, sir, so what I 

plead is just. Why do sinners’ ways prosper? and why must 

Disappointment all I endeavour end? 

Wert thou my enemy, O thou my friend, How wouldst thou worse, I 

wonder, than thou dost Defeat, thwart me? Oh, the sots and thralls 

of lust Do in spare hours more thrive than I that spend, 

Sir, life upon thy cause. See, banks and brakes Now leavéd how 

thick! lacéd they are again With fretty chervil, look, and fresh wind 

shakes 

Them; birds build—but not I build; no, but strain, Time’s eunuch, 

and not breed one work that wakes. Mine, O thou lord of life, send 

my roots rain.9 

Modeling himself on Jeremiah, Hopkins tells God “I’ve spent my life 

for you, and you have treated me worse than an enemy would, 

though you are my friend.” Have you ever felt this way? Could you 

speak to God this honestly? You might try it the next time you are 

feeling this angry. 

Here is the second example from Jeremiah. 



Your words were found, and I ate them,     and your words became 

to me a joy     and the delight of my heart; for I am called by your 

name,     O Lord, God of hosts. I did not sit in the company of 

merrymakers,     nor did I rejoice; under the weight of your hand I 

sat alone,     for you had filled me with indignation. Why is my pain 

unceasing,     my wound incurable,     refusing to be healed? Truly, 

you are to me like a deceitful brook,     like waters that fail. 

—Jeremiah 15:16–18 

Jeremiah calls God a deceitful brook who makes fine promises but 

does not come through. Clearly Jeremiah was an angry man who 

railed against his persecutors and did not spare God from his anger 

and resentment. How do you react to these prayers? Many cringe at 

the thought of saying things like this to God. But I believe that such 

prayers are examples of a close relationship. No matter how much 

the psalmist or Jeremiah rail against God, they never lose their trust 

and love of God. And, it seems, they felt God’s love and trust in 

them. 

Praying against Those Who Hurt Us 

Have you ever been so angry at others that you wanted to hurt 

them in some way? If you can remember such a time, ask yourself 

whether you dared to tell God what you wanted. When I have felt 

such anger, prayer was the last thing on my mind or heart. I have 

yelled and cursed either aloud or in my thoughts, but I have not 

made such yelling and cursing into a prayer. Yet that’s what 

Jeremiah and the psalmists do. They scream and curse in prayer 

about their enemies and sometimes they rage at God. Reflection on 

these prayers has led me to wonder about my own way of dealing 

with anger. While my mind knows that anger is an emotion that 

comes upon me without my consent, my 

feelings don’t agree. I feel ashamed when I have gotten angry and 

expressed it to another person, even when the anger is not directed 

at this person. My image of myself seems tarnished; I feel that 

others now see me in an unfavorable light and that I have sinned. 

My family upbringing had a lot to do with my reactions to anger and 

was abetted by a catechesis that made anger a sin to be confessed, 

especially anger at my sisters or my mother or father. So I have not 

been comfortable with the direct expression of anger to another, 

nor even with telling a friend how angry I am at someone else. Mind 

you, I do express anger, but I have never felt justified at being angry, 

even when there was good reason for the anger. I can confess past 

anger to God, but I find it very difficult to tell God how angry I am 

while I am feeling that way. Many of you may be in the same boat. 

But I am learning in my old age; so there is hope for us all. 

Letting God Transform Us 

Anger and aggression are part of our nature; we are created with 

fight-or-flight reactions to danger. Aggression, fueled by anger, is a 

gift of God that enables us to face danger. Hence our aggressive 

drive is among the things that God saw as “good” in creation. 

Moreover, anger at injustice can fuel efforts to right the wrongs. So 

my feeling reactions of shame and embarrassment about my anger 

are not in line with treasuring God’s good gifts. Anger is not, in 

itself, evil or sinful. But anger and aggression can lead to 

consequences that are not good for me or for others. I can hurt 

others, including the innocent, by outbursts of anger. I still cringe 

when I recall how in a fit of rage that welled up seemingly out of 

nowhere, I said some awful and hurtful things to a close friend. The 

shame and embarrassment that have kept me from letting God in 

on my anger have clearly not led me to a completely healthy use of 

anger and aggression. Perhaps writing this chapter is leading to 

some wisdom that might be helpful to all of us. What has helped me 



is to tell God some of my angry thoughts and my resentments. For 

example, when driving, I can get quite angry at drivers who seem 

overly aggressive. I have gradually begun to let God know about 

these outbursts and to engage in such conversation closer and 

closer to the actual outburst. Often enough I do this with humor, 

“There I go again, as though I have never been aggressive,” but 

nonetheless with honesty. I have noticed a gradual shift in my 

reactions as I drive; I seem to be getting less angry and aggressive. I 

have also told God about the kinds of behavior that get me angry, 

again with a gradual lessening of the anger, and sometimes with a 

different attitude toward the people who make me angry. So talking 

with God about anger, even with my inhibitions about showing 

anger, has had a positive effect. I have not been able to tell God 

that I wanted people who have injured me to suffer. Yet, if the truth 

be known, I have wanted to hurt those who have hurt me. Jeremiah 

was able to tell God to 

take destructive action against his enemies. The psalmists, too, are 

able to tell God to do awful things to their enemies. The worst, for 

me, comes in the lovely Psalm 137 that begins: 

By the rivers of Babylon—     there we sat down and there we wept     

when we remembered Zion. 

—v. 1 

It ends with these frightful lines: 

O daughter Babylon, you devastator!     Happy shall they be who pay 

you back     what you have done to us! Happy shall they be who take 

your little ones     and dash them against the rock! 

—vv. 8–9 

The whole psalm is a lovely lament of a people in exile who feel 

unable to sing their songs in a foreign land, even though their 

Babylonian captors ask them to do so. Most of us, however, cringe 

at the last lines of this psalm. In the Liturgy of the Hours, when this 

psalm is used, the last stanza is removed, an indication of how 

uncomfortable the ending makes people. We have qualms, but 

clearly the psalmist had no qualms about saying what he felt to 

God. I wonder what happened after he said these last lines to God. 

Notice that the psalmist tells God to take vengeance. Perhaps that 

prayer kept him from taking matters into his own hands and acting 

violently against his enemies. Another answer can be gleaned from 

Psalm 13. The psalmist complains angrily to God, demanding to 

know how long he must suffer, but then ends with these words: 

“But I trusted in your steadfast love; / my heart shall rejoice in your 

salvation. / I will sing to the Lord, / because he has dealt bountifully 

with me” (Psalm 13:5–6). Apparently telling God how angry he is 

has been helpful and led him to greater trust in God. 

Stories of Angry Prayer 

I recall a young woman, whose beloved father had died suddenly 

when the woman was a teenager, preparing for her wedding 

ceremony. (I have changed details to preserve anonymity but still 

give the gist of what happened.) One day, as she passed the church 

where the wedding would take place, she thought of the ceremony 

and of how her father would not be there to walk 

her down the aisle. Rage boiled up in her suddenly, and she began 

to rail against God for taking her father. She told God that she 

would walk down the aisle alone so that everyone would see how 

cruel he had been to take her father so early. She was surprised at 

how angry she was and at how straightforwardly she spoke to God. 

Afterward she noticed that she felt better. When I asked her how 



God seemed during this tirade, she said, “He listened; I knew that 

he was listening with sympathy. I felt that I had been heard.” After 

that, she no longer seemed so interested in showing up God at the 

ceremony. A few years ago Fr. Stephen Yavorsky, SJ, wrote an article 

about his difficulty in forgiving some Rwandans who had befriended 

him, he felt, in order to defraud the spirituality center in Kigali 

where he worked of large sums of money. When he realized that he 

had been cheated, he felt a murderous rage against these men, 

even thinking of ways to have them killed. One day he was praying 

and found himself in imagination on a cross next to Jesus on his 

cross. Jesus was about to forgive the people who had put him on 

the cross and who were jeering at him, when Yavorsky noticed that 

among the crowd were the men who had cheated him. He yelled at 

Jesus to stop, that these people did not deserve forgiveness. He 

found himself now among the crowd in front of Jesus. Jesus longed 

that everyone in that crowd join him on the cross of forgiveness, 

but Yavorsky could not do it. Then he was back beside Jesus; Jesus 

was begging him to join him in forgiving, but he could not do it. 

Finally, he was able to say to Jesus, “I’ll look at you; you look at 

them.” With that tiny admission he felt his heart begin to thaw. It 

took time, but gradually he was able to forgive the men who had 

cheated the center.10 A Jesuit told me that he once was so angry at 

another Jesuit that he wanted to hit him. He imagined Jesus sitting 

across from him and told Jesus how he felt; Jesus said, “Am I your 

best friend?” “Yes, of course.” “Well, Joe is my friend.” With that 

the Jesuit’s attitude toward Joe shifted, even if only slightly at first. 

Another Jesuit told me that he was once so angry at God that he 

said something like this: “You are God and you’re bigger than I am. 

That’s a fact, and you are going to win on this one. But let me tell 

you something: if I were you and you were I, I wouldn’t do this to 

you.” He felt relieved and rather comforted afterwards. These 

stories illustrate what can happen when we speak honestly to God 

about our rage. If we are really engaging in a dialogue with Jesus, 

his attitudes will come through, and we will be faced with our need 

to change or to acknowledge our inability to change and to ask for 

help. I hope that the psalmist who wanted the Babylonians’ babies 

bashed against rocks felt differently after telling God how angry he 

was at his enemies. It would not surprise me that the expression of 

such murderous rage to God and the realization of how God was 

listening would have brought a change of heart, at least over time. If 

we are really talking to God, we can’t help but take on some of 

God’s own attitudes toward 

those who offend us. If I experience God listening to my rage, then 

gradually it will dawn on me that God loves my enemy as much as 

he loves me. Thus praying honestly about our anger and resentment 

seems to be transformative. But we will not be transformed if we do 

not let God know the truth about ourselves. I think that writing this 

chapter has been a help to me to let Jesus in on my anger while it is 

erupting and to ask for help. I hope that it has helped you as well. 

  



Chapter 12: Expressing Disagreement with God 

Sometimes when I am praying or reading a psalm, I react negatively. 

Let me give you an example. At Night Prayer for Sundays, Psalm 91 

is prayed. 

You who live in the shelter of the Most High,     who abide in the 

shadow of the Almighty, will say to the Lord, “My refuge and my 

fortress;     my God, in whom I trust.” For he will deliver you from 

the snare of the fowler     and from the deadly pestilence; he will 

cover you with his pinions,     and under his wings you will find 

refuge;     his faithfulness is a shield and buckler. You will not fear 

the terror of the night,     or the arrow that flies by day, or the 

pestilence that stalks in darkness,     or the destruction that wastes 

at noonday. 

A thousand may fall at your side,     ten thousand at your right hand,     

but it will not come near you. You will only look with your eyes     

and see the punishment of the wicked. 

—Psalm 91:1–8 

Taken at face value these words strike me as untrue. Jesus is a good 

example of a just person who was not protected from the arrows of 

misfortune. Many a good person has been cruelly treated without 

being saved by God from the cruelty. So I tell God that I don’t 

believe this psalm. “I believe that you will save all of us as you did 

Jesus, but I don’t believe that you keep us from all harm, at least as 

we understand harm. Innocent children and adults suffer horribly, 

and you do not intervene. Not only that, but I don’t believe you will 

deflect the arrows from me or anyone else and let them hit 

someone else because you love me or the other person more. I 

don’t believe you work that way. Am I right?” So far I have not 

heard that I am wrong. 

Wrongheaded Prayers 

A prayer that others find very helpful can strike me as 

wrongheaded. For example, years ago a friend gave me a prayer by 

a French Jesuit. It was entitled, Prière de l’amitié, “Prayer for 

Friendship.” In the prayer I was supposed to ask God to grant that I 

might be true to my friends, but without their return of any 

affection or even common courtesy. It seemed to come down to 

this: I would be praying that I could be a good friend to others, but 

that I preferred that they not treat me as a friend; in fact, the prayer 

asked that they treat me badly. I surmised that the prayer was 

based on an understanding of what Ignatius asks for in the “third 

degree of humility,” namely for the gift of being treated as Jesus 

was treated without sin on the part of anyone. Though at first 

intrigued by the prayer, I soon realized that I could not, in good 

conscience, pray it. It seemed to me a wrongheaded understanding 

of Ignatius. I told Jesus that I thought I would be asking for my 

friends to remain spiritual and human children so that I could 

become more like him; I did not think that he prayed like this to his 

Father. Jesus did not seem to tell me I was wrong. One final 

example, and here I tread on delicate ground. I do not want to 

sound disrespectful to Our Lady, but it has to do with the Salve 

Regina (Hail, Holy Queen), the lovely prayer that ends the daily 

prayer of the church. The Latin has been set to a tune which I love 

to sing with others. However, at one time I began to think seriously 

about what I was saying. “Hail Holy Queen, Mother of mercy, our 

life, our sweetness and our hope.” I said to Mary, “Jesus is my life 

and my hope; you are his mother and for that I am profoundly 

grateful to you. I love you a great deal, but you are not my life and 

hope. I hope that I am not offending you.” I did not get the feeling 

that she was offended. I mention these three examples to give you 

a chance to think of how you react when you do not agree with a 



prayer in the liturgy or in a prayer book. I have come to believe that 

these disagreements or discomforts are another facet of ourselves 

that we can reveal to God, fully expecting that God will receive our 

self-revelations with the respect and love of a friend and that 

God can show us we are wrong if we are. 

Feeling That God Has Dealt Us a Bad Hand 

The psalmists can disagree with God. Psalm 44, which we read 

earlier, is a good example. It is a prayer to God in a time of great 

distress for the people. Clearly the psalmist believes that the 

suffering is unjust, and he tells God so and practically demands that 

God act to save them. After telling God in some detail what the 

people had heard about God’s help for the Israelites in the past, he 

begins to berate God for failing to protect the people now and then 

goes on to tell God that what has happened to them is undeserved. 

All this has come upon us,     yet we have not forgotten you,     or 

been false to your covenant. Our heart has not turned back,     nor 

have our steps departed from your way, yet you have broken us in 

the haunt of jackals,     and covered us with deep darkness. 

—Psalm 44:17–19 

Perhaps the prevailing theology of the time took the line that 

suffering and defeat were signs that the people had fallen away 

from their covenant with God. The psalmist will have none of this. 

He says that they suffer precisely because they have been faithful. 

In effect, he accuses God of not being faithful to the covenant. You 

may at times feel that God has dealt you a bad hand. Have you told 

God how you felt? Do you want to try it and see how God responds? 

Telling God How to Be God 

Abraham is known by both Jews and Muslims as a friend of God. No 

doubt one of the stories that led to this characterization is the 

following. God is leaving the meeting place by the oaks of Mamre to 

see whether Sodom and Gomorrah are as evil as reported. “The 

Lord said, ‘Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do?’ . . . 

No, for I have chosen him.” (Genesis 18:17–18). So God tells 

Abraham about the proposed destruction of these cities. Abraham 

approaches God and says: 

Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked? 

Suppose there are fifty 

righteous within the city; will you then sweep away the place and 

not forgive it for the fifty righteous who are in it? Far be it from you 

to do such a thing, to slay the righteous with the wicked, so that the 

righteous fare as the wicked! Far be that from you! Shall not the 

Judge of all the earth do what is just? 

—vv. 23–25 

Abraham tells God how to be God. That’s how cheeky he became in 

his friendship with God. How did God react? Read the rest of the 

story in Genesis and enjoy the humorous exchange that ensues as 

Abraham haggles with God about how many righteous people it 

would take in Sodom and Gomorrah to save the cities. Clearly the 

writer of this story thought that God enjoyed Abraham’s boldness in 

challenging God. What is at stake here again is our willingness to tell 

God the truth as we see it, with the hope that we will be proved 

wrong—if we are wrong. 

Doubts about Faith 

If you are in any way like me, you have doubts about faith. Here, 

too, honesty is the best policy for friendship with God. Sometimes it 

has occurred to me that God may be a creation of my own need. 



We believers are part of this secular age in which, for good or ill, 

faith is no longer taken for granted; we know good and intelligent 

people who do not believe in God. It’s no wonder that we have 

doubts at times, and perhaps often. A young Jesuit was making the 

full thirty-day Spiritual Exercises of St. Ignatius. At one point he 

began to wonder whether all this God talk was just a product of his 

imagination. I asked him if he truly wanted to answer the question. 

It dawned on us that the enemy of human nature was behind this 

question; the purpose was not to arrive at an answer, but to keep 

him ruminating about the question. I said: “If it’s all a product of 

your imagination, then you should just pack up and go home; if it’s 

not, then the smartest thing you can do is to continue to pray.” The 

enemy of human nature could not be more pleased than when we 

keep ruminating and never come to a decision one way or the 

other. Notice, too, that such questions keep us from conversing 

with God. When I have doubts about God’s existence or about some 

of the tenets of religion, I try to be honest with God about them. I 

tell him what I am thinking. What happens is that I realize ever more 

deeply that faith is just that: faith, not evidence. To believe means 

to put my trust in what is not seen. I have always ended such prayer 

with a deeper trust in the Mystery we call God and a sense that the 

Mystery is pleased with my honesty. 

Disagreeing with Teaching Authority 

We may disagree with teaching authority in the church, or at least 

question some of its pronouncements. When we find ourselves 

upset with or in disagreement with a particular teaching, we have 

something else to talk over with our friend. I find that such 

conversations give me some perspective on the matter at hand and 

also help me winnow out the essentials from the nonessentials in 

the teaching in question. Such prayer also helps me engage in 

conversation about such disputed questions with more compassion 

for those who disagree with me. Whatever bothers us can be an 

occasion for prayer. God is interested in everything that troubles us 

and, I believe, enjoys our willingness to engage in frank 

conversation about touchy and controversial issues. Growth in 

friendship with God comes through honesty and truth telling on our 

part. The First Letter of John notes: 

God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God 

abides in them. Love has been perfected among us in this: that we 

may have boldness on the day of judgment, because as he is, so are 

we in this world. There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out 

fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and whoever fears has not 

reached perfection in love. We love because he first loved us. 

—1 John 4:16–19 

I believe that God works overtime to convince us of this truth so 

that we will become the kind of friend Abraham and others became. 

Let’s not be afraid to disagree with God, or least with what we think 

are God’s “mistakes.” 

  



Chapter 13: Thanking God 

Thanking God is another way to tell the truth. Deep feelings of 

gratitude are the clearest proof, along with lack of fear, of our faith 

in God. After all, to believe in God is to believe that only 

God is God and that everything else that exists, myself included, 

exists only because of the generous bounty of God. In addition, 

belief in God entails belief that “all shall be well, and all manner of 

thing shall be well,” as Julian of Norwich wrote centuries ago. 

What’s not to be grateful for, if that’s what we really believe! Of 

course, most of the time we don’t really believe this. We are 

unaware of our absolute dependence on God and thus blithely 

oblivious of the most important reality about us. We act as though 

the advertisements proclaiming that we deserve a good night’s 

sleep, a fat bank account, good health, good abs, and so forth were 

true. When we live out of this kind of fantasy, we are unbelievers 

and out of touch with reality. But when we do become aware of the 

reality of our utter dependence on God’s goodness for every breath 

we take, then we have a chance to acknowledge that reality by 

thanking God. 

Wake-Up Calls 

Sometimes it takes a jolt to make us aware of how dependent we 

are on God’s desire for us. We lose a loved one to illness, face a life-

threatening illness, realize that we are too dependent on some 

substance for our own good and yet cannot give it up, get fired from 

a position upon which our livelihood and identity depend in some 

way. Some crisis forces us to face how precarious is our hold on 

existence. These moments of acute crisis can bring out the best or 

the worst in us; they can be a wake-up call to faith or lead to a 

downward spiral of depression, darkness, despair, or resentment. 

Most of us first go into the downward spiral before hitting some 

bottom and there find God waiting for us to lead us back to sanity. I 

have met many people who overflow with gratitude for such wake-

up calls because they were brought back to God and found peace, 

serenity, and sanity. Some of the psalms show such gratitude after, 

or even in the midst of, great difficulty. In Psalm 40, David tells of 

waiting for salvation and then giving thanks publicly for deliverance: 

I waited patiently for the Lord;     he inclined to me and heard my 

cry. He drew me up from the desolate pit,     out of the miry bog, 

and set my feet upon a rock,     making my steps secure. He put a 

new song in my mouth,     a song of praise to our God. . . . 

I have told the glad news of deliverance     in the great congregation; 

see, I have not restrained my lips,     as you know, O Lord. 

—Psalm 40:1–3, 9 

In our liturgies we often hear people thanking God publicly for 

graces received. It’s a normal thing to thank God when we come 

through trial or tribulation. Through this crisis the psalmist has 

come to realize, perhaps not for the first or last time, that he is 

dependent on God always. Hence he ends the psalm, “I am poor 

and needy, but the Lord takes thought for me” (v. 17). His focus has 

shifted from himself to God. This is often what happens when we 

tell God the truth; something shifts inside, we feel heard and 

understood, and spontaneously we want to say thanks to the One 

who has listened to us. In chapter 2 we met a hospital chaplain who 

felt overwhelmed and angry at the demands placed on her. As she 

was heading toward her unit, she told God how angry and put upon 

she felt; then she walked into the unit and was greeted with hope 

and warmth by the nurses. Her anger turned into great gratitude to 

God for this grace. 

Occasions for Thanking God 



Anniversaries give us a chance to give thanks to God for blessings 

received. As we recall the years of a marriage or of a particular 

occupation, we can be filled with gratitude for all the good that has 

come our way. My eight-day retreat in 2010 gave me the chance to 

reflect on sixty years as a Jesuit. I spent the days of the retreat 

revisiting with Jesus the various parts of those years and was at 

times rendered speechless with gratitude for all that God had done 

for me. Robert Doherty, SJ, one of my friends and a seasoned 

spiritual director, suggests that people who are celebrating 

anniversaries make a psalm of gratitude for their salvation history. 

He points out that a number of the psalms are alphabetic in the 

Hebrew; the first verse or section of verses begins with a word 

starting with aleph, the second with a word starting with beth, and 

so on. (These psalms are 9, 10, 25, 34, 111, 112, 119, and 145.) He 

tells people that they can go through their life thanking God for the 

people and things beginning with a, then b, and so on. You can 

begin by asking God to help you to recall all the important events 

and people in your life or in your career or marriage or whatever it 

is you are celebrating. Then let the memories come, going from A to 

Z, and bless the God who has so abundantly blessed you. Another 

way to give thanks is to use Psalm 136, a psalm of praise and 

thanksgiving with the repeated line “for his steadfast love endures 

forever.” The psalmist goes through all that God has 

done for the people of Israel. Here is a short sample. 

O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good,     for his steadfast love 

endures forever. O give thanks to the God of gods,     for his 

steadfast love endures forever. O give thanks to the Lord of lords,     

for his steadfast love endures forever; 

who alone does great wonders,     for his steadfast love endures 

forever; who by understanding made the heavens,     for his 

steadfast love endures forever; who spread out the earth on the 

waters,     for his steadfast love endures forever; who made the 

great lights,     for his steadfast love endures forever; the sun to rule 

over the day,     for his steadfast love endures forever; the moon 

and stars to rule over the night,     for his steadfast love endures 

forever. 

—Psalm 136:1–9 

You could go through your whole life or a part of it using the refrain 

of this psalm over and over again, expressing thanks to God. 

Does Our Gratitude Make Any Difference to God? 

Does it matter to God that we are grateful? Recall the story of Jesus 

healing ten lepers, and only one, a Samaritan at that, came back to 

thank him. Jesus said on that occasion, “Were not ten made clean? 

But the other nine, where are they? Was none of them found to 

return and give praise to God except this foreigner?” (Luke 17:17–

18). Apparently it matters to Jesus. But it can’t be that Jesus or his 

Father are standing on protocol, demanding gratitude for favors 

granted. I believe that it matters to them because it’s a matter of 

sanity for us. Ingratitude or the inability or unwillingness to say 

thanks flies in the face of the reality of who we are. We exist only by 

the gracious desire of God; so our reality is to be totally dependent 

on God; if we fail to see this 

reality, then we are insane. And God does not want us to live insane 

lives. Such insanity leads to the feeling of entitlement that bedevils 

relationships between people. Such a feeling is the only explanation 

for the behavior of the slave in Jesus’ parable who was forgiven a 

great debt and then went out and refused to forgive a much smaller 

debt owed to him (Matthew 18:23–35). He could act so 

outrageously only if he felt that he was entitled to the forgiveness 



of his great debt. Lack of gratitude leads to a sense that I deserve 

what I have and what I am. We forget that everything we have is 

unearned, and so we easily credit ourselves and fear that we will 

lose what we have to others if we are not careful. Ingratitude too 

easily leads to a dog-eat-dog world in which each person cares for 

him/herself and lives in fear of others. The poet Edward Hirsch was 

moved to “wild gratitude” one evening while playing with his cat 

and was reminded of the eighteenth-century English poet 

Christopher Smart, who spent his life thanking God for all the 

ordinary blessings of his life. Perhaps it will remind you of the 

simple pleasures and blessings of your own life. 

Wild Gratitude 

Tonight when I knelt down next to our cat, Zooey, And put my 

fingers into her clean cat’s mouth, And rubbed her swollen belly 

that will never know kittens, And watched her wiggle onto her side, 

pawing the air, And listened to her solemn little squeals of delight, I 

was thinking about the poet, Christopher Smart, Who wanted to 

kneel down and pray without ceasing In every one of the splintered 

London streets, 

And was locked away in the madhouse at St. Luke’s With his sad 

religious mania, and his wild gratitude, And his grave prayers for the 

other lunatics, And his great love for his speckled cat, Jeoffrey. All 

day today—August 13, 1983—I remembered how Christopher 

Smart blessed this same day in August, 1759, For its calm bravery 

and ordinary good conscience. 

This was the day that he blessed the Postmaster General     And all 

conveyancers of letters” for their warm humanity, And the 

gardeners for their private benevolence 

And intricate knowledge of the language of flowers, And the 

milkmen for their universal human kindness. This morning I 

understood that he loved to hear— As I have heard—the soft clink 

of milk bottles On the rickety stairs in the early morning, 

And how terrible it must have seemed When even this small 

pleasure was denied him. But it wasn’t until tonight when I knelt 

down And slipped my hand into Zooey’s waggling mouth That I 

remembered how he’d called Jeoffry “The servant Of the Living God 

duly and daily serving Him,” And for the first time understood what 

it meant. Because it wasn’t until I saw my own cat Whine and roll 

over on her fluffy back That I realized how gratefully he had 

watched Jeoffry fetch and carry his wooden cork Across the grass in 

the wet garden, patiently Jumping over a high stick, calmly 

sharpening His claws on the woodpile, rubbing his nose Against the 

nose of another cat, stretching, or Slowly stalking his traditional 

enemy, the mouse, A rodent, “a creature of great personal valour,” 

And then dallying so much that his enemy escaped. 

And only then did I understand It is Jeoffry—and every creature like 

him— Who can teach us to praise—purring In their own language, 

Wreathing themselves in the living fire.12 

Hirsch and Christopher Smart paid attention to what was right 

before them long enough to be overcome with wild gratitude for all 

they had received. Hirsch himself, unlike Christopher Smart, may 

not know to whom he is singing praise, but he knows that praise 

and wild gratitude are the signs of a sane person. In addition to the 

fact that God wants us to be sane, we could say that God delights in 

our 

gratitude just as any friend delights in the gratitude of a friend. 

Aren’t you happy when a friend thanks you for something you have 

done for him or her? Doesn’t it make you feel even closer to your 



friend? The mutuality of friendship means a mutuality of gratitude, 

and I believe that such mutuality is what God hopes for with us. So I 

sense that God is grateful to us when we accept the offer of 

friendship and are grateful for it. On one of his annual retreats, a 

Jesuit friend, who has battled many health issues in his life and 

come close to death on more than one occasion, heard God express 

gratitude that he was willing to hang on, to continue to live. In a 

later prayer session, the man said jokingly, “You owe me big time.” 

Almost immediately he thought of Job and humbly said to God, 

“You don’t owe me anything,” and cried. The next day he heard God 

say, “You don’t owe me anything,” and he cried some more. The 

amazing thing about God’s desire for our friendship is that God 

rejoices in and is grateful for our gratitude and happiness. The 

sisters of Notre Dame de Namur recall how their founder was fond 

of saying: Ah! Qu’il est bon, le bon Dieu: “Oh how good the good 

God is!” Amen! 


