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Jill Rattle and Ali Herbert write…
Jill: While my husband and I were preparing to move to 
Birmingham, we lodged for 15 months in half a house that 
was joined to the other half by a locked door connecting the 
lounges. We could hear people talking and laughing on the 
other side, but their voices were too muffled to hear what 

was being said. Often, when the laughter rose, we wished we could hear 
clearly and join in! But that was only possible on the occasions when the 
door was opened.

It is through reading God’s word that we hear his voice but, for most of 
us, his voice is sometimes a bit muffled and we wish we could hear him 
better and join in with him more. Our contributors, who prayerfully write 
these notes, want to help ‘open the door’ so that we will encounter him 
more fully and share with him the laughter and the laments of our daily 
life. With each reading, we also need to open the door of our hearts to him 
and be ready to receive what he has for us that day.

Ali: As we head into the (hopefully sunny) summer months, 
it might seem strange to begin with Chris Leonard looking 
at the topic of lament in the Psalms. However, the psalms 
are nothing if not real. While they hit the heights of praise, 
worship and joy, they are never afraid to tackle the darker 

side of life – the despair, anxiety and difficulties that we all face at times. 
They remind us that, when life is difficult, God is still in control and God 
still surrounds us, no matter the circumstance. 

We are really pleased to introduce a new contributor, Caroline Fletcher, 
who explores the parables Jesus tells in Matthew 13. I once heard a 
parable described as a story that keeps you entertained at the front door 
while the truth sneaks in through the back window! So, whether or not 
you are familiar with fishing with nets, baking bread or sowing seed – or 
burying your money in the ground – there are profound truths hidden in 
these stories, offering insights into how God works and opportunities to 
catch a glimpse of his kingly rule on earth.

As we open the door to the scriptures this season, we pray, along 
with Michele D. Morrison, in her notes on hearing God’s voice, that we 
will be encouraged to listen expectantly, alert to his voice and enjoying 
his presence.
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Psalms of lament 
and thanksgiving
Chris Leonard writes:
How are your emotions? No matter what circumstances you find yourself 
in, as a Christian you’ll no doubt be overflowing with love, joy and peace, 
always. Right? Or do the grumps take over sometimes? Self-pity, fear, 
jealousy, desperation, a desire to hurt someone? Surely not!

And yet Psalms, that ancient worship songbook containing hymns 
which soar to the heights with praise addressed to the Lord, also 
expresses misery and even dark desires. The negativity, especially of 
the ‘cursing’ psalms, startles and shocks me. Even within a single psalm, 
emotions can jump all over the place. The psalms are far more real and 
less triumphalist than some of our worship in church. As we’re not offered 
divine protection from woes, don’t we need worship-vehicles through 
which we can tell God that we’re depressed or angry, fearful or frustrated? 
There’s nothing wrong with feeling and expressing emotion – in the 
gospels, we see Jesus laughing, weeping and feeling compassion and 
anger, just as his Father does. And if we tell him in a way that isn’t exactly 
‘Christian’, isn’t that better than not telling him and instead burying our 
feelings, only to have them spring up in another form?

Bear in mind that, unlike much of the rest of the Bible, psalms are not 
always solely ‘words about God’ (which is the root meaning of ‘theology’). 
They are words addressed to him by flawed individuals like us – except 
that they lived centuries before Jesus under a different covenant. And, 
in the absence of a police force, their culture demanded that they them-
selves avenge anyone wronging them or their families.

So what can we learn from a selection from Psalms 90—150, 
drawing on some of the lesser-known songs of lament, as well as of 
thanksgiving? They scream at me, ‘Get real with God!’ Plus, there’s a 
Hebrew word running like a golden thread through most of what we’ll 
be reading together – to be revealed later! Its meaning encompasses how 
remarkably consistent, faithful, strong and loving our God is. Most of the 
psalmists, despite their differing starting points – spiritually, morally and 
emotionally – grasp that thread, follow it and often end up reflecting 
more of his nature themselves. Pray that we might do the same.
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WEDNESDAY 1 MAY PSALM 107

Praise – and doubt

Give thanks to the Lord, for he is good; his love endures for ever. Let 
the redeemed of the Lord tell their story. (NIV)

Rejoice! Isn’t it exciting to hear people’s stories of how the Lord 
has redeemed, healed or gathered them, or released them from 
imprisonment, drug addictions, and so on? He rescues some from natural 
disasters, nourishes the starving and needy, and frees the oppressed. 
You might want to read Luke 4:16–21 for fascinating parallels with Jesus’ 
declared agenda.

As a teenager, reading books like God’s Smuggler (by Brother Andrew, 
1964) and The Cross and the Switchblade (by David Wilkerson, 1970) 
showed me that God continues to work such miracles through ‘ordinary’ 
Christians. That expanded my faith and hope in him and, since then, I’ve 
written many books of encouraging true stories about others. Do spend 
a few moments today thanking God for his saving interventions in your 
own life, and for those true stories that you’ve read in scripture and else-
where. Ask for opportunities to show people more of Jesus with your own 
stories of his goodness.

We celebrate that the Lord is good and that his love doesn’t change – 
but there is a problem. Why aren’t most refugees rescued? People still 
starve, endure modern slavery or rot in prison for their beliefs – and many 
aren’t healed. Some drown in floods or in avalanches of suffering and 
despair. Are Christians in danger of telling only one side of the story, while 
the news media tells the darker side? It’s easy to cherry-pick uplifting pas-
sages from the psalms – they tend to be the most familiar. Other psalms 
challenge me; some I’m surprised to find in the Bible. We’re not going to 
avoid these, but rather explore how they bring a range of human emo-
tions before God. Meanwhile, look particularly at verses 1, 8, 15, 21 and 
31 in this psalm. Each contains that golden thread of a Hebrew word. Can 
you pinpoint it?

Lord, these songs people sang to you millennia ago challenge as well as 
encourage us. But you are our rock and you yourself are truth. Help us grow 
in you as we read and pray.

CHRIS LEONARD
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Lord, it’s so good to give thanks to you, for you are good and powerful, 
creative and loving and you do save us. But when we have questions, help 
us to seek you in honesty and humility.

CHRIS LEONARD

THURSDAY 2 MAY PSALM 136

Gratitude and questionings

Give thanks to the Lord of lords: His love endures for ever. To him who 
alone does great wonders, His love endures for ever. (NIV)

The chaplain read out this psalm to a small group gathered for prayer in 
the prison chapel. He had explained to me about the learning difficulties 
and mental-health issues we might see – underlying reasons why many 
had ended up ‘inside’. Any message we gave needed to be simple; repeat-
ing the refrain ‘His love endures forever’ would help it stick. Most prison-
ers had been used or betrayed by others, so nothing had prepared me for 
the joy that I saw there, and their love, kindness, honesty and inclusive 
spirit. I was so moved when almost all of them went on to pray their own 
specific thanks to God out loud – they had to be experiencing something 
of his transforming love. Afterwards, the chaplain said this had been 
an especially good day. There are setbacks but, even in that challeng-
ing situation, God’s love does endure. All chaplains have to do is not get 
in his way!

Our key Hebrew word – it’s chesed, often translated ‘love’ or ‘loving 
kindness’ – occurs 26 times in Psalm 136, expressing the strong, faithful, 
covenantal love of God.

But I struggle with this: can we thank God for children massacred 
because their obstinate ruler kept oppressing the Israelites (v. 10)? For 
defeating injustice, yes – that’s strong, faithful and loving. But when 
infants and innocents suffer ‘collateral damage’? Is this the psalmist’s 
inadequate understanding of God speaking? We’re told to ‘give thanks in 
all circumstances; for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus’ (1 Thessa-
lonians 5:18). ‘In all circumstances’ may be a fine, if difficult, aim. But ‘for 
all circumstances’? I’m inclined neither to praise nor blame God for all the 
horrors we see on the news, even if those horrors are done for seemingly 
good reasons, such as wars of humanitarian intervention. Rather, I thank 
him that he is always working to bring good out of evil.
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Pray for refugees, exiles and persecuted Christians – many do continue 
to sing the songs of the Lord. Pray for those practising difficult restorative 
justice. Pray that any present or future troubles will draw you closer to God.

CHRIS LEONARD

FRIDAY 3 MAY PSALM 137

Blame someone else?

Our tormentors demanded songs of joy… How can we sing the songs of 
the Lord while in a foreign land? (NIV)

This heart-rending lament, which was set to a strangely jaunty tune by 
Boney M (‘Rivers of Babylon’) and a suitably doleful one by William Wal-
ton (‘Belshazzar’s Feast’), concerns refugees who had been conquered 
and forcibly deported from their land and from their religion’s central 
place of worship – how terrible! No wonder they’re not expressing thanks 
to God. But maybe they should have been. The prophets had warned 
them time and time again what would result from their constant breaking 
of the special agreement, or covenant, between them and God. Finally, 
only this punishment of exile would cause his people to repent, result-
ing in their relationship with him being rekindled to life and health again, 
allowing his chesed (strong, faithful, covenantal love) to flow.

How sad that they seem more upset about the ruin of a place – Jeru-
salem – than the fact that they had wrecked their covenant relationship 
with God! I see no worship here, and no repentance either. The Babyloni-
ans didn’t treat the people badly, as these things go. Prophets called the 
Babylonians God’s agents, yet this psalmist saw them as evil, deserving 
of terrible punishments, such as having their infants seized and dashed 
against the rocks (v. 9). Really? The psalmist is yet to learn that God prac-
tises restorative, not retributive, justice. In this heart-rending psalm, 
surely it’s God’s heart that is rent.

It’s easy to blame others, hurling our anger against them, when some 
dire situation in which we find ourselves is of our own making. We need 
wisdom, humility and obedience to see when God is using this to draw our 
attention back to him. Then he can love us back to life and health again.

But disasters also befall innocent adults and children who are power-
less against the wickedness of their rulers. God’s heart must break to see 
today’s refugees.
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Lord, when we feel aggrieved and angry, help us to be not afraid to talk to 
you honestly and to ask for your help, both with the situation and with our 
own reactions to it.

CHRIS LEONARD

SATURDAY 4 MAY PSALM 109

Cursing

May no one extend kindness to him or take pity on his fatherless 
children. May his descendants be cut off, their names blotted out from 
the next generation. May the iniquity of his fathers… always remain 
before the Lord, that he may blot out their name from the earth. (NIV)

What a quote to read in Bible notes! Is it even in the Bible? Yes, it is, 
though I’ve never seen writing or heard preaching about it. Although 
I may complain that the worship songs we sing lack the emotional range 
of the psalms, I wouldn’t want something like this included. It’s written by 
David – the best king Israel ever had, a ‘man after God’s heart’, often com-
passionate and courageous and a gifted worship leader. Ah, but he had 
his ups and downs, was human, had enemies. Jesus hadn’t yet uttered 
his astounding command that we are to love our enemies and pray for 
those who persecute us (Matthew 5:43–44). Nor had David read Proverbs 
25:21–22 (which Paul also quotes in Romans 12): ‘If your enemy is hungry, 
give him food to eat; if he is thirsty, give him water to drink. In doing this, 
you will heap burning coals on his head, and the Lord will reward you.’

If God doesn’t want us cursing anyone, what’s Psalm 109 doing in 
scripture? Well, David takes his anger to God, rather than blotting out his 
enemy’s family himself. Then, as he talks to God, his attitude changes. 
Although the word chesed appears only in verse 26 – and David wants it 
only for himself – he does acknowledge his desperate need of God’s heal-
ing for his wounded heart.

We’ll see more progress in some of David’s shorter psalms. Meanwhile, 
what can we learn? Perhaps we can learn how important it is to look at 
truth as portrayed in scripture as a whole, rather than taking one passage 
alone. Perhaps we can learn that we should trust God for any revenge and 
vindication. We can say anything to him and can hand him our anger, fear 
and desire for revenge. He can take it and then transform us – but first, 
communicate!
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As you talk to the Lord about those evil things that make you angry or 
fearful, pray with David, ‘Show me the way I should go, for to you I entrust 
my life’ (Psalm 143:8).

CHRIS LEONARD

SUNDAY 5 MAY PSALMS 140; 142; 143

Fear, desperation, betrayal

When my spirit grows faint within me, it is you who watch over my 
way. In the path where I walk people have hidden a snare for me… 
I have no refuge; no one cares for my life. (NIV)

Panic not, these three psalms total only 32 verses of David’s lamentations 
and curses! He was in desperate need; King Saul was trying to have him 
killed. David hid in a cave with a small band of outlaws. He was constantly 
in fear of his life, with no sign of God’s promises being fulfilled, so it is little 
wonder that David wants his arrogant, violent enemies obliterated. But 
soon he’s thirsting for God, even saying, ‘I hide myself in you. Teach me 
to do your will, for you are my God; may your good Spirit lead me on level 
ground’ (143:9–10). (Our word chesed appears in 143:8, 12.)

Of course, David’s enemies were also the Lord’s enemies. God still 
hates arrogance, violence, slander and entrapment but, should he call 
you to join his fight against slavery or people-trafficking, domestic or sex-
ual violence, or violent gang and drug culture, remember it’s not a battle 
against flesh and blood but rather a spiritual battle against evil.

I enjoy the TV series Father Brown, about an amateur detective priest. 
It bears scant resemblance to the G.K. Chesterton stories on which it is 
based, except that, whenever a cornered criminal attacks Father Brown, 
the priest is empowered by being more concerned for the soul of the 
guilty person than for his own life. His declaration of something like ‘God 
made you better than that’ nudges them towards more than justice – 
some characters find repentance and salvation.

It’s instinctive, perhaps, to meet violence with violence, or to respond 
to it by fleeing or cursing – but Jesus prayed, ‘Father, forgive them, for 
they do not know what they are doing’ (Luke 23:34). I was talking to 
someone who prays regularly for persecuted Christians. She said, ‘I’m 
so humbled that they pray for those who take everything from them and 
their families. Jesus’ way is so distinctive!’
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Have you emerged from difficulties into a ‘spacious place’ (v. 5)? Thank him. 
Are you worried or fearful? Speak out your trust in God. Chastened? Reaffirm 
your desire for his ways. Suffering? Ask for new life so you can give him glory.

CHRIS LEONARD

MONDAY 6 MAY PSALM 118

Rooted in steadfast love

The Lord has chastened me severely, but he has not given me over 
to death. Open for me the gates of the righteous; I will enter and give 
thanks to the Lord. (NIV)

Some classify psalms for ‘individual’ or ‘community’ use. This one 
appears to be both, which is fine – in public worship, we often sing ‘I’ 
together, affirming we’re of one mind and voice. I love the way Psalm 118 
starts and ends with that constant which we keep meeting: God is love 
and he is good, always. Hallelujah! It’s bedrock. All ‘tribes’ and individu-
als of faith can declare that as true, no matter how we feel at the time. 
And that’s our key! The word chesed appears in verses 1–4 and 29, its rich 
meaning combining strength, steadfastness and love at the very least; 
then add generosity, grace, goodness, mercy and faithfulness – all of 
which are included in our covenant relationship.

This psalmist has a mature approach: he trusts in God through diffi-
culties and dangers, thirsts for him and for righteousness, knows God’s 
‘chastening’ is for his good, and wills himself to keep following, worship-
ping and proclaiming the Lord’s saving grace to others.

Where do you see Jesus in this psalm? Might he be the ‘gates of the 
righteous’ through which we enter into God’s presence and kingdom 
(vv. 19–21)? He’s certainly the stone which the builders rejected that has 
become the cornerstone (v. 22). The cornerstone of the new temple is 
his body, sacrificed ‘once for all’ (Hebrews 10:10). The temple includes 
you and me as ‘living stones’. Praise him for this new way, this new gate, 
this new covenant and this new people, all bound together in his strong, 
steadfast chesed love.

There is so much in this psalm. What stands out for you? Talk to 
God about it.
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Dear Lord, you bless us daily. Help us not to forget to thank, praise 
and glorify you. Help us also not to treat you as our personal 
wish-granter-cum-emergency-rescue-service.

CHRIS LEONARD

TUESDAY 7 MAY PSALM 138

Being blessed

When I called, you answered me; you greatly emboldened me… Your 
love, Lord, endures for ever – do not abandon the works of your hands. 
(NIV)

I read this paean of praise and thankfulness for God’s faithfulness, then 
thought of the ups and downs of David’s life and went on to read the next 
psalm, Psalm 139, which must be among the best-known and loved of 
all psalms. But Psalm 138 is also a treasure and reminds me of the beati-
tudes. ‘Blessed are the meek’ for the Lord has ‘emboldened’ them. Mat-
thew 5:5 actually says the meek ‘will inherit the earth’; we see an example 
in shepherd-boy David, as, early in his story, he is emboldened to chal-
lenge Goliath and later is raised up to reign in Jerusalem.

Naturally timid, I think other people can do most things much better 
than I can. I’m in need of much divine ‘emboldening’ before the Lord can 
bless others through me. If you’re similar, give him thanks now!

The pure in heart ‘will see God’ says Matthew 5:8. The Lord, though 
‘lofty’ and ‘exalted’, ‘looks kindly on the lowly’, says Psalm 138 – albeit 
‘from afar’. Under the old covenant, most ‘ordinary’ people had a less inti-
mate relationship with God than we enjoy under the new, making David’s 
knowing and being known in Psalm 139 exceptional. Thank God that, 
through what Jesus achieved on the cross, we each can see and know 
so much of God. We have infinitely more to discover when all that now 
obscures him from us is cleared away in the age to come!

Those who are persecuted, slandered or insulted are blessed with the 
kingdom of heaven, says Matthew 5:11–12. David is vindicated, preserved, 
saved and answered by God and his response is thankfulness and praise 
for the faithful love of God towards him (that word chesed again). I  love 
the way David affirms the truth of that, yet doesn’t take it for granted as 
his personal right.
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