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| Introduction |

Everyone prays.

We might not notice it. We might not do it well. But we all pray, even the atheists among us.

Please. Help. Thanks. Sorry. I love you. They’re our most basic human expressions. Sometimes, they’re bare, stripped down, raw. Other times, they’re nuanced and robust. Mostly, they’re barely mumbled.

We have souls and a sense of there being More to reality than food and sleep and shelter. It’s become common to refer to this transcendent More as the Universe, as in “the Universe wants you to succeed.” Others use the generic term God. But the Scriptures offer more than a neutral Force or a vague God. The Scriptures offer us a named God: Yahweh, Jesus. The Bible offers us a God who speaks to us, listens to us, engages actively with us. The Scriptures teach us and remind us that what we’ve got going on here is a true interpersonal relationship. Because of that, we don’t just wish upward, we pray.

But if you’re like me, you need some help in your praying.

If you’re like me, your prayers end up sounding pretty much the same (and I’m not just talking about at meal times). I pray about the same things and in the same way and with the same words more often than not. I’m pretty comfortable on these well-worn pathways of prayer, and that’s a good thing for the most part. That’s all territory in need of prayer. But by sticking to those pathways, I leave a lot of territory unprayed. And with my eyes on my feet, I don’t even know what I’m missing.

That’s where the Psalms come in. These ancient Hebrew prayers are trustworthy guides, leading us not just on the wide and well-traveled highways of praise and wisdom, but into the dark and trackless wilds of anger and fear and hate, teaching us how to pray it all.

Our culture is in love with the idea of authenticity and the Psalms teach us how to pray with emotional integrity, not leaving out any of our emotions. The dark and the light and everything in between is included, is prayed. But the Psalms do better than authenticity. The Psalms teach us congruence.

Congruence has to do with agreement, harmony. And by teaching us how to pray, the Psalms lead us not only into congruence with ourselves (the goal of authenticity), but into congruence with God (the goal of wisdom). And so, scattered throughout this collection of prayers and praises that arise from human hearts, there are Psalms 1 and 19 and 119 and other wisdom psalms which speak God’s words to us.

It’s so important that our words in prayer aren’t the only words. They’re important words. But the psalmists always remind us that our words to God exist within this wider context of God’s words to us. We’re not railing against the darkness. We’re not left with an amorphous puddle of feelings. God speaks and gives shape to us and the world around us. He gives laws and commands and wise advice which validate our feelings without letting them take over our lives. God’s words always bring order and meaning and truth into our mess.

As we speak our words from the deep-seated emotions within us and as we listen to God’s wise and life-shaping words to us, congruence is formed in us. We move toward wholeness. It’s never perfect in this life. The Psalms themselves attest to that, sometimes praying out of venomous anger and hate that is obviously at cross-purposes with God’s reconciling work in the world. But in the praying, these bitter emotions are acknowledged instead of ignored and the poison is drained from them as they are turned over to God.

The Psalms also point to a day when this internal mess of emotions and this external mess of injustice will be finally dealt with and praise will take its place as our primary form of speech with God. We see this in numerous psalms, where the poet spends the majority of the psalm complaining about what’s wrong in his life and the world around him and then comes to an abrupt shift, saying, “But I will praise you.” Praise isn’t taking place yet, because the mess is still quite messy. But there’s a moment of clarity where the poet sees the current circumstance within the larger story of what God is doing in the world and hope is restored.

With emotional intelligence and resiliency at an all-time low, we need these Psalms to help us make new trails through this wild landscape of internal emotions and external injustices.

The problem is that many of us don’t find the Psalms particularly accessible. King David, one of the primary poets of the Psalms, lived roughly 3,000 years ago and in a time and land and culture and language vastly different from ours. There’s a strangeness here.

But there’s also a familiarity that can be even more difficult to bridge. When we come across a word like “righteous,” many of us have heard it too many times to count. But what does it mean? One strand within Christianity would hear that word as personal moral integrity: God is righteous and doesn’t bend from his personal moral integrity and we are righteous when we mirror God in this. But there is another strand within Christianity which would hear that word as relational integrity that seeks justice and equity for the vulnerable: God is righteous and brings justice to an unjust world and we are righteous when we mirror God in this. So, one group of Christians looks inward when they hear the word “righteous” and the other group looks outward. But here’s the thing: It means both. Therefore, both groups are missing out on half of the word’s meaning.

Now, I use the word “righteous” as an example, because it’s a common word in the Psalms. And most translations simply insert it when coming across the Hebrew word tsadiq, not knowing or caring that most people are either going to ignore the word or miss out on half of its meaning. So, depending on the context within each poem, I have rendered that one word in numerous different ways, trying to pull out the meaning the psalmist seems to have in mind in that particular poem. That’s a long way of saying, “All translation is interpretation.” That is why this book isn’t called a translation. Rather, it’s a collection of renderings of the Psalms in 21st century American English by a guy in Bend, Oregon. That doesn’t mean they’re sloppy or haphazard. What it means is they’re done in a way that hopefully communicates both the ideas and the feelings the psalmists intended when they first wrote these incredible poems. I apologize for the places where I have failed to do this well.

I am grateful to those who have read and prayed along with these renderings over the past year, particularly Dr. Lynel Zogbo, Rev. Dr. Dean Pinter, and Dave Haley. I am grateful for Eugene Peterson’s mentoring throughout almost 25 years and am grieved by his loss and that he will not hold this collection in his hands. But I am most grateful for my wife Charlene and our four children (Emett, Lydia, Josiah, and Matthias) for making space for me to write and for listening to my unasked-for mini-lectures about various psalms and how they shape our praying, worshiping, and living.

My hope for you as you read and pray and praise along with these renderings of the Psalms is the same as it was when I began writing them for a group of teenagers at Lakeside Bible Camp near Seattle. I hope they speak to you in language that resonates with your heart and makes sense to your mind. I hope they become companions in the shaping of a biblical spirituality in you. I hope they lead to congruence, where you speak all of who you are to God and listen to all of what our Lord has to say to you.

Pete Santucci

Ordinary Time 2019




| 1 |

Want to live the Sweet Life?

Here’s how:

 

Don’t drive down Wicked Way.

Don’t visit the residents of Sinners Street.

Don’t buy a house on Mockers Mile.

 

Instead of mocking words,

Fill yourself with God words.

Make them your morning meal,

Your snack, your lunch, your supper,

Your steady diet.

 

You’ll be a tree drinking straight from the river.

You’ll bear sweet fruit for all to enjoy.

You’ll be free from soul-withering disease.

A whole orchard will spring up from your seeds.

 

The wicked life is a small life.

It’s a zero life

Blown away by the barest breeze.

How could that kind of life add up to anything?

The self-centered have no business

With those who give themselves away in love.

 

Yahweh walks with those who love him.

But those who walk away from him

End up in the ditch.

| 2 |

Why all the hubbub?

Why all the plotting, people?

Why all the conniving and complaining?

Celebrities and politicians are parrots and parodies,

Repeating the same talking points,

Rejecting God and his chosen king.

“We want freedom!” they chant.

“Enough of God’s shackles!”

 

God closes his eyes,

Shakes his head,

And sadly chuckles.

They are silly in their stupidity.

But mirthless laughter

Is replaced by a spark of anger.

Their stupidity isn’t funny, it’s dangerous.

 

“Hey!” he roars.

“I picked my king

And set him on Zion’s throne.

There’s no negotiating here.”

He looks on his king, and smiling says,

“Happy birthday, my son!

Everything I have is yours.

Nations, earth — it’s all yours.

Rule them with an iron scepter.

Crush their pretensions like pottery.”

 

Leaders of the land, wise up!

Consider this your warning.

Ally yourselves with Yahweh, not against him.

His rule is to be celebrated, not rejected.

Kiss the son!

Befriend God’s chosen king.

Rejection is destruction.

To refuse him is to refuse your own life.

To embrace him is to embrace life to the fullest.

| 3 |

(A David psalm, from when his son Absalom had him on the run.)

 

Things are bad, Yahweh,

Real bad.

There’s a whole crowd out to get me.

Even more stand on the sidelines

Shaking their heads.

“God won’t help him. He’s hopeless.”

 

(Sigh.)

 

They may have numbers on their side,

But they don’t have the truth of things,

For you, Yahweh, are on my side.

My protection and purpose are wrapped up in you.

 

When I call to Yahweh, he answers.

Worship isn’t just a one-way affair.

 

(Just let that sink in.)

 

I’m so secure, I slip into sleep.

Nothing disturbs my slumber.

There is real rest with our God.

Even with ten thousand guns pointed at me,

I’d sleep like a baby.

 

Get up, God! And get going!

Erase my enemies.

Wipe them from the table.

Sweep them out with the trash.

 

Yahweh holds it all together.

The God-life is the good life.

 

(Breathe that in.)

| 4 |

(A David psalm. Musicians: It’s a ballad, not a rocker)

 

Listen up, please, God.

You’re good, even though my life isn’t.

I’m so wound up I can’t sleep.

Can you help me out?

Kindly hear my restless prayer.

 

“Hold on a moment,” says Yahweh,

“How long are you going to hedge your bets,

Seeking security from lies instead of from me?

It’s a damn shame.”

 

(Pause. Consider the contradiction.)

 

I should know this by now.

Yahweh listens to me.

He really does.

He takes care of his servants.

 

In the empty time between lying down and sleeping,

Let the silence go deep,

Sounding out and searching your heart.

In the darkness of night

Reject the darkness within.

 

(Pause. Let the silence go deep.)

 

The heart turned from me-sized dreams to

Dreams of God ﻿—

Worshiping, trusting.

 

Those who trust themselves,

Worship themselves.

They say, “The economy is in the tank.

Who’s going to fix it?

Who’ll guarantee my piece of the pie?”

 

God, beam your best smile on us.

I know joy when I feel your joy.

That’s when all of the pieces of my life

Come together.

 

Satisfied and at peace,

I go back to bed

Ready to sleep at last.

Rested.

Content.

Safe.

| 5 |

(Worship leader: Use a soulful sax on this David psalm.)

 

I need you to hear me, Yahweh.

I need you to hear me out.

You’re my King,

So hear my plea for help.

You’re my God,

So hear my pleading prayer.

 

The first thing I do each day

Is fill your ears with my voice, Yahweh.

I lay out my requests on the table

And watch,

Waiting to see what you’ll do with them.

 

I know you’re not happy

With the tearing down and tearing apart

People do to each other.

“Not in my house,” you say.

Those who smirk at their sins

Get ushered out of your throne room.

The way they hurt others

Has you knotted up with fury;

Their lies

Deserve a fist in the mouth.

Their violence and deceit

Make you want to puke, Yahweh.

 

But your immense love

Draws me in,

Making me at home in your house.

In praise,

I orient my whole life toward you.

My compass needle points to your temple,

For you are my True North.

 

So, lead me, Yahweh.

Send me down the right road.

With enemies on either side,

Let me pass right through them

On your straight and narrow path.

I can’t trust them.

Their malicious hearts

Make for horror movie mouths,

Sucking people into open graves

With their lies.

Slam the gavel down!

Render a guilty verdict, God,

For they’ve been caught

In a web of their own weaving.

Kick them out for good

For persistently rejecting your kingship.

 

But let there be brimming hearts

And never-stopping songs of joy

Among all who turn toward you,

Among all who find a safe place in you.

Shield them.

They love to hear your name,

For you are the Source of their great joy.

 

I can count on this:

You, Yahweh, guarantee goodness

To those who pattern their lives after you.

They stand in the very center

Of your heart,

Loved at every angle.

| 6 |

(Worship leader: Use melancholy strings for this David psalm.)

 

Take it easy, Yahweh.

I know you’re angry,

But I can’t handle much more.

Your frown is getting me down.

I need your kindness, Yahweh,

Because I’m falling apart.

I need your healing,

Because I ache to my very bones.

My soul groans under the crushing weight of it.

When will it end, Yahweh?

How much more of this must I endure?

I need to see your face again.

Turn toward me and help me.

Save me because you love me.

 

Cemeteries make lousy choirs.

Bones don’t sing your name, do they?

But I’m next to dead.

Everything I say comes out in groans.

I just can’t stop crying.

I soak my sheets with tears each night.

Bloodshot and blurry-faced,

My eyes can’t handle the sun anymore.

With all the people out to get me,

I’m glad my vision is failing.

 

Get away from me, you good-for-nothings!

You speak evil.

But Yahweh listens to my weeping.

Yahweh heard my crying,

My begging for mercy.

My prayer got Yahweh’s attention.

 

The tables are about to be turned.

The ones trying to chase me down

Will get run over themselves.

Their shame will finally catch up

To them.

They’ll slink away

With their tails between their legs.

| 7 |

(A song David sang to Yahweh when he was dealing with Cush the Benjamite.)

 

Here I am, knocking at your door,

Yahweh my God.

Let me in!

I need a safe place.

I need rescuing.

If you don’t open the door,

My pursuers will catch me,

Pull the trigger and smoke me.

They’ll rip me to shreds so small

No one will be able piece them together.

 

I know it’s my fault.

Yahweh my God, I’m not hiding

My dirty hands.

But I haven’t betrayed

My faithful friends, have I?

I haven’t even cheated

My opponents, have I?

If I had, I’d deserve to be

Chased down,

Beaten down,

Left for dead.

 

(Pause, as personal responsibility intersects with persecution.)

 

So, get busy, Yahweh!

Get up and get mad!

Get going and get them.

Match their anger with yours,

And then some.

Get out of bed and get to work,

Your Judge work.

 

Fill your court with people

And sit on your throne of justice.

Loft your gavel, Yahweh.

Consider the case of each person,

O Judge.

Declare me Not Guilty

Once you’ve weighed the facts.

They have no case against me, Yahweh.

My integrity is rock solid.

 

May your verdict end their violence

And bring security to those who do what’s right.

You’re the God who brings justice,

Because only you get the evidence first hand,

Directly from our hearts and minds,

Which you read like a book.

 

God the Greatest has my back.

He saves those whose hearts

Mirror the goodness and justice in his own.

As the Judge, God is good and just,

Handing out the hard necessities of judgment

Every day.

 

If he didn’t restrain himself,

God would go to war against us.

His sword is sharp.

His gun is loaded.

His weapons are ready and waiting.

 

When people get pregnant

With evil,

Their sin-children are conceived

From a desire to make mischief

And birthed through deception.

They’re like the man who dug a hole

To trap his neighbor

Only to fall in it himself.

Their trouble boomerangs on themselves.

The violence they toss in the air

Lands on their own heads.

 

I’m so thankful Yahweh is just and good.

I feel a song coming on

To honor the name Yahweh.

No one is greater than he.

| 8 |

(Worship leader: Play this David psalm on the instrument he brought back from Gath.)

 

Lord Yahweh,

Yours is the most kingly name

In all creation!

 

If I were to explore the vastness

Of space,

Your glory would still be beyond reach.

And yet it’s through baby babble

That you silence

The violence of the vengeful.

 

When I lie back and look up at the night sky,

I see your good work on display ﻿—

The moon and stars in the orbits

You set them spinning in.

And when I think on the immense ocean

Of space,

I wonder that you give humanity

Any attention at all.

How is it that you actually care for each of us

Children of men?

 

But here we are,

Just a small step lower than the angels,

And yet royalty all the same.

For you have given us glory and honor

Which should only be yours.

You’ve made the creation a kingdom

And given us the authority to rule it,

With all things as our servants:

The domesticated animals

And the wild ones, too;

The birds that soar the heavens

And the fish that dive the depths,

Even the mysterious ones we never see.

 

Lord Yahweh,

Yours is the most kingly name

In all creation!

| 9 |

(Worship leader: Play this David psalm to the tune of “When my son died.”)

 

I’m holding nothing back.

Every beat of my heart says,

“Thank you, Yahweh!”

Every beat counts out one more

Wonderful thing you’ve done.

My future is full of happiness,

For I will keep growing in joy,

Spilling over in song

As I praise your name, Yahweh the Greatest.

 

My haters beat a hasty retreat,

Stumbling over themselves

In panic as they perished.

I went to court,

And your verdict was in my favor,

For you are the Just Judge upon your throne.

Your decree put twisted nations and people in their place.

You scratched out their names

As if they’d never existed.

You have so thoroughly wiped them out,

No trace,

No artifact,

No memory

Of them remains.

 

They’re gone like the breeze,

But Yahweh remains forever.

He sits on his throne as the Judge-King.

He rules the world with goodness and justice.

All people can trust he will judge them fairly.

Victims find protection in Yahweh.

He’s a safe house from their trouble.

 

To know you is to trust you, Yahweh.

You don’t walk away from those who run to you.

 

Yahweh’s throne is in Zion,

The perfect place to sing his praises.

People everywhere need to hear

How good he’s been.

He doesn’t forget the bereaved.

He doesn’t shrug off the heart-cries

Of the victimized.

 

I’m surrounded by haters.

They’ve pushed me to death’s door.

Be moved by your affection for me.

Then I’ll stand at Zion’s door,

Singing your praises,

Rejoicing in your rescue.

 

The trap set by the nations

Has sprung shut on them.

The web they spun

Snared them.

Yahweh has revealed himself

As Judge,

Executing justice.

Trouble-makers get trapped

By their own tricks.

 

(Pause. Consider what should follow.)

 

The grave will welcome them,

These people who live

As if God doesn’t exist.

 

They may forget God,

But the needy won’t be forgotten.

The vulnerable

Won’t be preyed on forever.

 

Arise, Yahweh,

Don’t let those guys get away with it.

All rise

Before the Judge of all people.

Let them come to grips

With their mortality.

Yahweh, let that leave them

Trembling in their boots.

 

(OK. That was good. Cool down now.)

| 10 |

Why are you so far away, Yahweh?

Why this disappearing act?

 

Smug and satisfied sinners

Plow down the poor.

Let their schemes backfire,

Mangled by their own mischief.

Their gluttonous hearts have endless appetites,

Greedy for gain,

Living as if Yahweh doesn’t exist.

They hear of God and smirk.

Their thoughts are so full of themselves,

There’s no room for God.

But it doesn’t seem to affect their always-full bank accounts.

God’s laws are gibberish to them.

They yawn at their competitors.

“I’m unshakable,” they say,

“Absolutely invincible.”

 

Lies and threats

Are their native language.

Mischief and mayhem

Are their favorite topics of conversation.

They’re sneaky,

Ambushing and killing the innocent.

They’re always looking for the next victim,

Like a cat at a bird feeder.

The poor don’t have a chance

Against such plotters.

They sit on the vulnerable,

Pinning them to the floor,

Crushing them under their weight.

“God is a blind old fool,” they say,

“Worse than useless,

He’s an empty hope.”

 

Get busy, Yahweh!

Get ready to fight!

Keep the victims

In the front of your mind.

Why should the wicked

Roll their eyes at you?

Why should they say,

“We can ignore that do-nothing God”?

I know you’re paying attention

And taking notes.

I know you’re making plans.

The beaten-up are counting on you.

You’re there for kids

Who have no dads to lean on.

Break the arms of bullies and abusers,

Ending their secret abuse.

 

Yahweh will never stop being King,

While people come and go before him.

 

You, Yahweh, hear the heart-cry of every victim.

You listen to them,

Encourage them.

You side with the kids raised without dads.

You ensure justice for the bullied.

You make sure they never have to be afraid

Again.

| 11 |

(Worship leader. A David psalm.)

 

There’s no safer place than with Yahweh.

Never has been.

Never will be.

 

But I hear the so-called faithful whimper,

Longing for the good old days.

“Run for the hills,” they urge.

“These are bad days to be a good person,” they sigh.

“There are secret and sinister plots to take us down,” they whisper.

“Our morals are being bulldozed,” they moan.

 

Hold on a moment!

Have you forgotten God in your fear?

The one we worship is sitting on his throne.

He hasn’t stopped being King.

He’s not blind.

He sees what’s going on.

Nothing and no one escapes his watchful eye.

He notices every kind and caring deed.

He glares at every destructive and dirty deed.

 

God will go nuclear,

Obliterating the works of wickedness.

But those who work to make broken lives whole

Will see his face

Lit up with the happiest of smiles.

| 12 |

(Worship leader: A David psalm, very minor on quiet keys.)

 

I can’t take it anymore, Yahweh!

I look for true people and can’t find them.

They simply can’t be found anymore ﻿—

Vanished from the human race like a magician’s rabbit.

 

I’m surrounded by compulsive liars.

Their mouths are filled with sweet-sounding flattery

But their hearts are filled with daggers.

 

Shut them up, please, Yahweh.

Sew tight their flattering lips.

Lop off their bragging tongues.

They turn words into weapons,

Counting on their verbal violence

To win the world.

 

But I hear another voice at last:

God’s Voice.

“You’ve gone too far!

Pick-pocketing the poor and mistreating the miserable

Have kicked the hornets’ nest of my wrath.

Feel my sting

As I protect the poor from your death words.”

 

In a world of cut-glass imposters,

Yahweh’s words are flawless diamonds.

His 24-carat words

Expose their fine speeches as fool’s gold.

 

Yahweh’s real words are matched by real action,

Protecting us from the twisted words

Of the twisted-hearted,

These posing and preening word benders

Who bow to the applause of their adoring fans.

| 13 |

(Worship leader: A David psalm.)

 

Hello? Um, Yahweh?

Are you busy? Or have you just forgotten me?

Because I’ve been waiting for, like, forever!

Why won’t you even look over here?

Why won’t you give me the time of day?

 

I can’t get away from these ugly thoughts.

They just keep circling around in my head,

Driving me deeper into myself

And this dark, dark mood.

 

That guy out to get me:

He’s going to win.

 

So, stop what you’re doing and look at me!

Say something or I die.

 

That guy out to get me:

He’s planning his victory party.

“So much for that loser,” he’ll say.

 

There’s only one good thought left

And I cling to it for dear life:

You don’t quit on those you love.

 

And just like that,

Right in the middle of my funk,

My heart wakes up again

And starts singing a salvation song,

For you have been good

And you are being good

And you will always be good

To me.

| 14 |

(Worship leader: A David psalm.)

 

The mantra of an empty life:

“God doesn’t exist.”

Their atheism is an excuse

For doing whatever they want,

Hurting whomever they want.

Empty your life of God

And your goodness leaks out too.

 

But there is a God.

And when he looks around,

Peering into human hearts,

Guess what he sees?

People seeking God?

Sadly, no. None.

 

Everyone turns from God.

They all turn in on themselves.

They spoil and go bad.

They start to stink.

No God is no good.

Don’t they realize how stupid they’re being?

 

They toss people aside like so much trash,

Not even worth recycling.

They’re as interested in talking to God

As in getting a root canal.

So when life spins out of control on them,

They panic.

No God means no help.

 

But God is here, present

In the middle of those who love him.

Though the godless pull the rug out

From under the poor,

God sets the vulnerable back

On their feet again.

 

Worship is where salvation begins;

It’s also where salvation ends.

Worshiping eyes see a God-filled world,

Restoring our hope,

Restoring our hearts,

Restoring our lives,

Looping us back into worship again.

| 15 |

(A David psalm.)

 

Who gets to stay at your house, Yahweh?

Who gets to make Zion their home?

 

The one at whom no one can point a blaming finger;

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
"
S

-
T

a

"

UAGE

RAYERS

wh =

o "
1
»

Y LANG

VERYDA

3
.

1ENT P

“ANCIE

1IN
-

E

v
. -

- *
. " %
-
'. L - -
% 2 "
* > --
~.. " -
. » . . »
F . s o\
‘ot . v .‘

A

¢

ER'SANTUCCI

)

)

-

-

PET

£

»






OEBPS/image0.jpg
EVERYDAY PSALMS

ANCIENT PRAYERS IN EVERYDAY LANGUAGE

PETER SANTUCCI

N2
2>
APOCRYPIILE





