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• When I taught at Wake Forest University in 1982, I 
proposed to teach this course on “Prayer in Christian 
History,” which I had taught for the first time At 
Southern Seminary in 1980.  One colleague, a specialist 
in Karl Barth, objected.  “You can’t teach about prayer; 
it’s too subjective.”  That was the view of the early 
Barth.  Douglas told this story of meeting Barth in 1933 
at the great Benedictine monastery of Maria Laach.  
Surprised at seeing Barth there because of his views 
about prayer, Douglas asked Barth why he had come to 
a place devoted to prayer when he considered it too 
subjective.  Barth responded, “To refute them!”
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• Other colleagues came to my defense and voted to approve 

the course.  I did not find it difficult to cite the extensive 
writings on prayer from the desert monks to the widely 
published monks such as Thomas Merton. Student response 
showed that there was a valid reason to offer such a study.

• My aim in this first lecture is to introduce the four basic 
questions that occur over and over in the study.  There are 
four: (1) How does God fit into the picture?  (2) Why pray? 
(3) What is prayer? And (4) What should we expect to 
happen when we pray?  I have drawn the questions from 
Friedrich Heiler’s classic entitled in English translation 
Prayer, although I do not agree with his preference for what 
he calls “prophetic prayer” and negation of the 
contemplative tradition.
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• We have an advantage over Heiler.  He was a new 
convert to the Lutheran Church from Roman 
Catholicism and thence viewed most things Catholic, 
especially monasticism, negatively.  Writing his study of 
prayer in the early 1930s, he did not enjoy the 
tremendous revolution in ecumenism that Pope John 
XXIII (1958-1963) and the Second Vatican Council 
(1962-1965) wrought.  He looked instead to Martin 
Luther and adopted Luther’s “prophetic prayer” as his 
model.  Thankfully this new era has made it possible for 
us to enjoy the vast treasury of insight into prayer 
Christians have experienced through centuries. 
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• I.  The Four Questions
– A.  How Does God Fit into the Picture?

• According to Friedrich Heiler, Prayer, different groups 
answered in different ways on the issue of God’s 
immanence and transcendence.

• 1. Primitive peoples, and many in our day, used an 
anthropomorphic model.  Early Old Testament writings 
shared this.

• 2. More developed religions adopted a more sophisticated 
outlook.  Yet prayer means little in a mechanistic universe 
or if God is a “whatchamacallit.”  Prayer requires an 
understanding of God in personal imagery. 
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– B.  Why Pray?
• Answers to this question cover a wide spectrum. 
• 1. Primitive peoples pray out of need or longing: famine, 

drought, danger to life in storm and lightening, attacks by 
enemies and wild beasts, disease, etc. served as motives.  
They also prayed on account of desire or “altruistic 
sympathy.”

• 2. Philosophers criticized primitive peoples’ motives and 
stressed moral improvement.  Stoics viewed surrender as 
the ideal of prayer.

• 3. Great men and women of prayer retained some of the 
forms found among primitive peoples but rid prayer of 
some of its most self-serving features.



Introduction and Psalms
• 3. Great men and women of prayer conserved the 

personal emphasis of primitive peoples but refined 
their motives.  Heiler differentiated here between 
mystical and prophetic traditions.
– a. The mystics viewed prayer as preparation for union with 

the divine.
– b. The prophets stressed concrete need.  Whereas in mystical 

prayer stress is laid on praise and thanksgiving, in prophetic 
prayer petition and intercession dominate.  Prophetic prayers 
are highly emotional and based on “painful emotions” (Heiler, 
231).

4. Skeptics asked: Why pray at all?  We witnessed such 
skepticism in secular theology in the 1960s.
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– C.  What Is Prayer?

• This question entails two aspects:  What is prayer in 
essence?  What are its forms?  Once again, we can see 
considerable variety.

• 1. According to Heiler, primitive people exhibit the following 
types of prayer:
– Invocation of the divine being.
– Complaint and questioning.
– Petition.
– Intercession.
– Sacrifice, sacrificial formulae, and vows.
– Means of persuasion: appeals to the deity’s personal interest, 

sympathy, etc.
– Expression of the feelings of dependence, trust, and resignation.
– Thanksgiving.
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• 2. Philosophers. On the one hand, philosophers 

criticized primitive prayers for anthropomorphic 
presuppositions about God, God’s real presence, God’s 
changeability, and the reality of communion with God. 
On the other hand, they retained certain forms as 
legitimate and considered contemplation a means of 
training in character.

• 3. Great men and women of prayer retained some of 
the forms found among primitive peoples but rid 
prayer of some of its most self-serving features.
– They separated prayer from sacrifice.
– They emphasized the continuous character of prayer, that is, 

made it a life of prayer.
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– They viewed prayer as response to God as the Seeker and the 

Initiator 
– Therefore, they saw it as something to be “consciously and 

intentionally sought, cultivated, practiced.” (Heiler, 110)
– They made God and spiritual salvation and not earthly objects the 

end of prayer.
– They did not see petition and persuasion as the chief element.
– They were not limited by a “place of prayer.”  God is present 

everywhere.
• 4. Mystics (notably Hugo of St. Victor) developed a 

threefold pattern. 
– Cogitatio—thinking about God in sensible observation and reason.
– Meditatio—inward reflection upon divine realities.
– Contemplatio—immediate, intuitive apprehension of the divine.
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• 5. Prophets Developed More Spontaneous Forms of 
Primitive Peoples.
– Complaint and question.
– Petition: personal religious values and ethical values.
– Intercession.
– Means of persuasion.
– Expressions of weakness and dependence: confession.
– Expressions of trust.
– Thanksgiving.
– Praise.
– Yearning and vision.
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– D.  What Should We Expect Prayer to Do?
• Various answers have been given to this question, too.
• 1. Primitive peoples believed strongly in direct agency.  

God can rescue or help.
• 2. Philosophers questioned whether prayer does 

anything except to the person who prays.
• 3. Heiler charged that mystics were chiefly interested in 

the experience of union and thus made prayer a means 
to achieve an end.

• 4. Prophets, whom he admired most, shared the 
primitive confidence in the direction action of God.
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• II.  What the Psalms Teach Us about Prayer
– A. The Heart of Hebrew Spirituality: The Covenant

• 1. Covenant is based on God’s Hesed shown in God’s mighty 
acts. “Be mindful of your mercy, O Lord, and of your 
steadfast love, for they have been from of old” (Ps 25:6). 
“This I know, that God is for me” (Ps 56:9).  Psalm 78 gives 
the story of God’s great deeds and chastises the people for 
faithlessness.  “He established a decree in Jacob, and 
appointed a law in Israel, which he commanded our 
ancestors to teach their children; that the next generation 
might know them, the children yet  unborn, and rise up and 
tell hem to their children, so that they should set their hope 
in God” (Ps 78:5-6).
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• 2.  This is a two-sided covenant even if between 
unequals.

• God has chosen, taken initiative.
• God’s people are to respond with praise, thanksgiving, 

confession, but also to expect something from God and 
have a right to question God.

• The relationship is not Master/slave but Lover/beloved, 
as in marriage.  It is not surprising that the Song of 
Songs, a love tryst of newly weds, came to play a 
seminal role in both Jewish and Christian spirituality.
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– B.  The Challenge: How to Sustain the Covenant
• 1.  The Psalms are a prayer book and a hymnbook. The 

old critical approach of establishing origin, date, and 
place has been abandoned. Scholars now classify by 
“types.”
– Laments or complaints
– Penitential psalms
– Thanksgiving psalms
– Hymns of praise
– Festival songs and liturgies
– Songs of trust and meditation
– Narrative psalms
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• 2.  The goal is intimacy with God.  What is required to 
achieve that?
– Transparency is essential.
– The psalmists do not paper over feelings or throw up smoke 

screens.
– The “imprecatory” psalms, which call on God to curse people, 

illustrate this level of candor.
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– C.  A Major Theological Question: Does God Cause 
Everything?
• 1.  The psalmists say yes. “For I know that the Lord is 

great; our Lord is above all gods.  Whatever the Lord 
pleases he does, in heaven and on earth, in the seas 
and all deeps” (Ps 135:5f.).  Yet they were perplexed as 
to why God did not do better by them but permitted 
evil things both to them as persons and as the covenant 
people.

• 2.  Is there an explanation in the fact that they had a 
much simpler worldview than we do?
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• Theirs: A flat earth with a firmament above like a cup.  
The sun comes out of a tent in the East in the morning, 
travels across the sky, and goes back into a tent in the 
West in the evening.  The moon and other heavenly 
bodies hang from the firmament.  God opens the 
windows of heaven to let rain water the earth.

• Ours. Planet Earth revolves around our sun.  Our sun is 
one of millions of suns in our galaxy.  Our galaxy is one 
of more than 150 billion galaxies in our universe.  Our 
universe came into being with Big Bang billions and 
billions of years ago.
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• 2. Our view of the universe probably makes it more 
difficult to explain why God doesn’t seem to answer 
prayers.  Yet even the simpler view they held left the 
psalmists with plenty of doubts. The psalmists wanted 
to know as Job did why bad things happen to good 
people. Some sensed that God shares human 
helplessness in regard to what happens.  So Psalm 139: 
“. . . Even if I make my bed in Sheol, Thou art there.”  
Along that line, Elie Wiesel points to the double tragedy 
at Auschwitz, of the believer and of the Creator.  We 
can hardly reach any other conclusion than that God is 
our Fellow Sufferer.
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• 3. This conviction led Teilhard de Chardin to this 
conclusion: “God, in all that is most living and incarnate 
in him, is not far away from us, . . . “  And so, he 
reasons, “We must overcome death by finding God in 
it.” (Divine Milieu, 82.)  Surely it helps to know that 
God, too, is vulnerable and sometimes has to suffer 
with us. 
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• As prayers, The Psalms teach us
– The importance of remembering.
– That it’s okay to whine.
– That intimacy requires confession and repentance.
– That praise and thanksgiving should arise spontaneously.
– That our goal is childlike trust.
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– D. Prayer as Remembering
• 1. Remembering is a central feature of the covenant 

between God and the people of God. Deut 6:8 prescribed 
the phylactery as a reminder of the covenant.  The psalms 
reiterate the point: God “is mindful of his covenant forever” 
(Ps 105:8).  “For their sake he remembered his covenant” 
(106:45).

• 2. The psalmists call attention to remembering. Is there 
another way to inspire praise and thanks except by 
remembering? Remembering--anamnesis in the NT--brings 
us again into relationship with the acts of “the God who 
acts.” Remembering strengthens and deepens our 
relationship with God.  Elie Wiesel has declared, “Memory is 
everything.”
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• 3. The psalmists give these counsels about prayer as 
remembering:
– Remember both corporately and individually.  Worship is 

basically an exercise in remembering as narrative psalms 
attest.

– Remember enough to see the hopeful as well as the 
despairing moments.  To quote Elie Wiesel again, “For a Jew, 
who bears 4000 years of memory, to despair is blasphemy.”  
Circumstances may not look hopeful now as they have often 
looked, but remember!

– Remember often.
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– E. Prayer as Whining (Lamentation)
• Here are some essentials of communion with God as 

seen in the Psalms:
• 1.Taking God Seriously Enough to Make a Case. 
• The lament pattern was as follows:

– Get God’s attention.
– Review God’s past help.
– Put forth a petition.
– Suggest how God can respond.
– Vow to praise God anyway.  See Psalms 22 and 44.
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• 2. What Do You Pray For?
• Individual laments include petitions for

– Deliverance from personal enemies.
– Deliverance from mortal illness.
– Healing in preparation for a pilgrimage to Jerusalem.
– Deliverance from personal troubles.

• Community laments include petitions for
– Deliverance from national enemies.
– Deliverance from national adversity.
– Deliverance from evil persons
– Victory in war



Introduction and Psalms

• 3. Transparency is the most essential quality in our 
relationship with God, as with other persons.  We have 
to “let our hair down” and show real trust, as children.

• 4.  What do we do when God is Silent or absent? 
People who take God most seriously are the ones most 
likely to experience God’s silence or absence.  So Job 
and Jesus.  The experience raises the question of 
innocent suffering.
– There will always be a mystery about evil.  As Paul in 2 Cor 12:7, it seems to 

be “Satan’s messenger.”
– Is there some help in the answer Paul received about his “thorn in the flesh”?  

“My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is perfected in weakness.” (2 Cor 
12:9)

– We may learn like a swimmer to let down into the water to trust the 
buoyancy.  As Psalm 27:14, “Wait for the Lord, be strong, and let your heart 
take courage.”
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– C. Confession and Repentance
• 1. Repentance and confession—learning humility—are 

keys to opening the door to God. 
– Jesus used Psalms 51 and 32 in the Parable of the Loving 

Father (Luke 15:11-32) and in the Parable of the Pharisee and 
the Tax Collector (Luke 18:9-14).  He based the beatitude 
“Blessed are the meek” on Psalm 37:11.

– Contemplatives used text-plots from the Psalms.  According to 
the Rule of Benedict, the first phase of spiritual formation is to 
climb the ladder of humility.

• 2. According to Psalms 51 and 32, confession and 
repentance are God’s work. What we can do is to 
expose the heart to God’s transforming love.
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•  “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and 
right spirit within me” (Ps 51:10).  God must restore the 
relationship and forgive and heal.  “Then I 
acknowledged my sin to you, . . . And you forgave the 
guilt of my sin” (32:5).  Note GUILT!  We have to 
acknowledge our human limitations in cleansing our 
consciences.  God has to do that.

• 3. Soren Kierkegaard called remorse, repentance, and 
confession “Eternity’s emissaries.”  “The prayer does 
not change God,” he said, “but it changes the one who 
offers it.”  (Purity of Heart, 51)
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– D. Praise and Thanksgiving
• 1. How do we praise and thank God? According to the psalmists:

– Spontaneously as an overflow.
– Joyfully as a habit of the heart.
– Hopefully as a trusting child.
– Practically as a self-offering.

• 2. For what do we offer praise and thanks?
• Corporately, the Psalms offer them for

– A good harvest (65, 67).
– God’s mighty acts (75, 136).
– Pilgrims (107).
– National deliverance (124).
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• Individually, they offer them for
– Victory in battle (18, 21).
– Healing (30, 32, 103, 116).
– Deliverance from trouble (34, 138).
– Deliverance from personal enemies (92)
– Deliverance in battle (118).

• 2. Hymns of praise offer a variation in psalmody 
directed to
– God as Israel’s Redeemer (66:1-21, 100, 111, 114, 149).
– God as Creator of the world (8, 19:1-6), 95:1-7a, 104, 148).
– God as Creator and Lord of History (33, 103, 113, 117, 145, 

147, 150).
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– E. Trust
• 1. The psalmists acknowledge that it is hard to trust. 

They struggled to trust just as you and I do in an age when 
humans had less control over their lives.  Many things in the 20th 
century undermined human confidence.
– Two devastating world wars in quick succession.
– Turning of wonderful advances in science and technology to threatening 

purposes.
– Continuing inhumanity to fellow human beings.
– Wasting of earth’s precious resources and upsetting nature’s delicate 

balances.
– Violence.
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• 2. Where is hope to come from? Jane Goodall, Reason 
for Hope, cited four reasons:
– The human brain.
– Nature’s incredible recuperative powers.
– Energy and enthusiasm for good among youth.
– The indomitable human spirit.
I find those hopeful, too, but human experience, particularly the 

brutal war in Ukraine and our own American political situation  
leaves me with mixed feelings about their adequacy.
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• Do the psalmists help us with their open acknowledgement of 
vulnerability and their trust in God?
– “For God alone my soul waits in silence” (62:1, 5).
– “Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I fear no evil; for you 

are with me; your rod and your staff--they comfort me” (23:4).
– “The Lord is in his holy Temple; the Lords throne is in heaven.  His 

eyes behold, his gaze examines humankind” (11:4).
• The Apostle Paul, deeply dependent on the Psalms, would second 

them.  Hope is God’s gift poured into our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit whom God has given us (Rom 5:5).  This hope arises out of 
suffering (5:1-5).  


