
Feelings and Prayer 

Feelings are the scourge of prayer. To pray by feelings is to be at the 

mercy of glands and weather and digestion. And there is no mercy in 

any of them. Feelings lie. Feelings deceive. Feelings seduce. Because 

they are so emphatically there, and so incontrovertibly interior, it is 

almost inevitable that we take our feelings seriously as reputable guides 

to the reality that is deep within us-our hearts before God. 

But feelings are no more spiritual than muscles. They are entirely 

physical. They are real, and they are important. But they are real and 

important in the same way that our fingernails and noses are 

important—we would not want to live without them (although we 

could if we had to), but their length and shape and color tell us nothing 

about our life with God. To suppose that our emotions in any way give 

us reliable evidence of the nature or quality of our life with God is to 

misinterpret them. They are wonderful and necessary and glorious. 

They are part of the rich and stunning complexity of the human being 

in the image of God. We must value and develop and share them. But 

they are not prayer. All the spiritual masters are careful to guide us in a 

detachment from our feelings as a means for discerning grace or guiding 

prayer. St. John of the Cross, as passionate and earthy a man as ever 

lived, had little patience with people who indulged. their "spiritual 

sweet tooth" and then lapsed into "spiritual gluttony." 

But how do we both affirm our feelings and detach ourselves from 

them? Through liturgy. We pray not when we feel like it but when 

someone, the pastor, the priest, the "choirmaster"! says, "Let us pray." 

We lose nothing of our emotions except their tyranny. The gamut of 

emotions experienced in our human condition is given full expression 

in the Psalms. We pray through each psalm and hit every note, sound 

every tone of feeling that we are capable of and learn to be at home with 

all of them before God. But the feelings do not have the first and 

controlling word. God does. The feelings are incorporated in the 

prayers, not the prayers in the feelings. Liturgical prayer misses not a 

single heartbeat of our emotions, but refuses even a hint of direction 

from them. (87-88) 

From Answering God: The Psalms as Tools for Prayer 

Eugene H. Peterson 

For starters… 

What emotions do you associate with 

the Psalms? 

 

 

Naming the Need 

We need help with our emotions 

because… 

1. Our feelings are 

___________________ by 

_____________ 

 

How does the brokenness of our 
emotions manifest itself? 
 

 

 
 

  

ARE YOU  

WELL? 

FEELING 

NAMING 

We all need help 

managing our 

emotions.  

The book of Psalms 

helps us name the 

problem and name 

our experience.  



2. Our feelings are _______________ by ____________________ 

Social psychologist James Averill concludes that ‘what we call emotions 
are essentially cultural performances, learned and enacted on appropriate 
occasions. We are not driven by forces bottled up within us, rather we 
perform emotions much as we would act a part on stage.”  

Kenneth Gergen, The Saturated Self, 165. 

 

What are the forces or mechanisms that shape our emotional lives (or 

the emotional lives of our young people)? 

 

 

 

 

 

Naming, the Need 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I have been accustomed to call this book, I think not inappropriately, 

 ‘An Anatomy of all the Parts of the Soul;’  

for there is not an emotion of which any one can be conscious  

that is not here represented as in a mirror.  

Or rather, the Holy Spirit has here drawn to the light 

 all the griefs, sorrows, fears, doubts, hopes, cares, perplexities, 

 in short, all the distracting emotions  

with which the minds of men are wont to be agitated.” 

Jean Calvin, Commentary on the Psalms 

Psalms 31 and 102 

List the emotions the psalmist names 

 

 

 

 

Name the emotions the psalm evokes 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

"What, if anything, makes us laugh, sing, dance, shout for joy? This question is 

awesomely important in the late twentieth century, when the common 'mode of 

existence' among us is either boredom or disappointment."  

J. Clinton McCann, A Theological Introduction to the Book of Psalms, 54 

 

Psalms and emotional well-being 

"Those who can articulate the movements of their inner lives, 

who can give names to their varied experiences, need no longer 

be victims of themselves, but are able slowly and consistently to 

remove the obstacles that prevent the spirit from entering. They 

are able to create space for the Spirit whose heart is greater than 

their own, whose eyes see more than their own, and whose hands 

can heal more than their own."  

Henry Nouwen, Wounded Healer 


