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Scripture: Psalm 63 
“In such a place I could only long for the future, for wilderness was all there was, an ordinariness 
that ate my soul and spoke only dry, thirsty words to me, that even as I tried to hold them back, 
deliberately broke through to open dreams of still waters and feasts of plenty, of cups running 
over and a tables set with banquets. Give my soul the longing, Lord, that I might expect a gift 
from you that changes that wilderness moment into a kingdom moment, like water flowing in the 
desert that will quench my thirsty soul with promise and delight, where the ordinary wilderness 
becomes the birthing place of your promises yet to be. Amen.” 
 
This is a beautiful and poetic prayer reflection based on Psalm 63 written by the Anglican priest, 
Roddy Hamilton. It speaks to our prayer lives quite well. At times we experience cups running 
over and at other times we find ourselves in the wilderness with only dry, thirsty words. It sounds 
like Lent. 
 
As we continue into this second week of the season of Lent, what are you longing for? As a 
pilgrim on this journey, where do you find yourself today? During this season, we’re looking 
deeper at the middle section of the Bible known as the Psalms. They are a “school of prayer,” 
teaching us how we can pray. If we are going to be a pilgrim people, seeking God in our lives, 
as Pastor Steve shared last week, then we need to be people of prayer, which is our theme for 
this second Sunday in Lent. 
 
A few of the practices we emphasize during the season of Lent are self-reflection, confession, 
some sort of additional devotion to draw us closer to God and of course prayer. Ronald 
Rohlheiser wrote that “prayer is the desire to be in union with God, especially in union with God’s 
will.” The great spiritual writer Henri Nouwen taught that “prayer is first of all listening to God. It’s 
openness. God is always speaking; God is always doing something.” Prayer is speaking, listening, 
but it’s also aligning our desires with God’s will. We all probably come today with different 
experiences with God in prayer. Whether prayer comes easy for you today or not, we will all 
face desert experiences in prayer one time or another. What do we do when we find that our 
prayer lives have become as dry as a desert? When we can’t find the words to pray or have the 
desire to pray? 
 
There can be periods in life where we feel like we’re in the wilderness, not sure where exactly 
we’re heading, but we search, hoping to fulfill this sense of longing. In fact, during this season we 
follow Jesus who Matthew, Mark, and Luke tell us was driven into the wilderness for forty days 
where was tempted. It’s not unique to feel like you’re in the wilderness or the desert as a pilgrim. 
It reminds me of the 16th C. Spanish mystic, Saint John of the Cross, who wrote about his own 
dark night of the soul experience, which is another way to describe the desert or wilderness. 
While it can be described in different ways, John of the Cross experienced a place where God 
seemed to be absent. He wrote, “The endurance of darkness is the preparation for great light.” 
What he learned and can teach us today is that the dark night in the desert can actually be a 



purification of our souls, where our understanding and experience of God can be expanded. It 
can be a place of growth in places where no growth seems possible. It is found in the desert. 
  
There was another man, long before John of the Cross and even before Jesus, who was fleeing 
into the desert long ago. He was a man after God’s own heart. David fled into the wilderness of 
Judah confessing his longing and desire for God. In the midst of wilderness, in the barrenness 
and unknown of the desert, there David writes of his longing for God as we hear expressed in 
Psalm 63, a psalm full of emotion, desire, and a longing. It’s a psalm created during a desert 
experience. While his circumstances may have been different, he expresses a desire we all 
have, but at times can’t name and we too have desert experiences in prayer. 
 
For me, there have been times when I sense God’s presence, peace, and hope in prayer, but 
there have been periods in my life when all I experienced was a desert, where I was thirsty for 
God, but spoke only dry words. It’s where I can’t find the words to pray, when words just escape 
me or when I don’t hear God speaking back to me. If this has happened to you, then you know 
this sort of experience can be frustrating, challenging and unsettling. It can feel almost like God 
had left you, abandoned you. 
 
There are two responses that I have found to be helpful when these desert experiences happen 
to me. First, I reach for the Psalms. Like David, I can use his words to express my deepest longing 
in prayer, “O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you; my body longs 
for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water.” It’s a seeking for the water of grace in 
the midst of the dryness of the desert. It’s longing for God to speak in the midst of a feeling of 
absence. Yet, David continues, “I have seen you in the sanctuary, and beheld your power and 
your glory.” It’s a statement of confession and reminder. I have seen God’s power and I know 
God’s glory, therefore, I make these words my words, this prayer my prayer, “Because your love 
is better than life, O God, my lips will glorify you,” I just have to remember this while in the desert. 
 
Henri Nouwen teaches that prayer is a threefold process of crying out to God, conversation with 
God, and contemplation. First, when we cry out to God, we offer our full range of human 
emotion in prayer. It’s something we see often in the Psalms. In fact, someone challenged me 
this week to use the end of Psalm 63 in my sermon asking, “What do we do with that?” You know 
that piece of Scripture where David prays that his enemies will be destroyed and will go down to 
the pit. If the Psalms are a “school of prayer,” this teaches us to offer our full range of human 
emotion to God. I’m not suggesting we pray exactly in this manner that our enemies will be 
destroyed, that’s not in line with Jesus’ teaching to love God and love neighbor, but it does 
teach us to pray with our emotions, even our anger. 
 
I can remember one day sitting in my church office when a man, who I had met a few times, 
came barreling in. He was mad, I mean red hot angry. His anger was boiling over at his ex-
girlfriend and he didn’t know what he would do with his anger. I sat next to him and listened at 
his steaming rage, when I asked him, “Have you prayed about your anger?” All of a sudden, I 
could see his rage redirect toward me. His face said it all, “You’re asking me to do what? Why 
would you ask me that?” He eventually calmed down as we continued to talk and we actually 
ended in prayer, where he openly talked with God about what he was feeling. It was literally life 
changing and maybe even lifesaving. I believe that prayer can be life changing and lifesaving. 



Nouwen teaches that prayer is crying out to God and it is having a conversation with God. We 
speak, but we also listen for God. How do we listen? As Nouwen wrote, “Prayer is an attitude of 
an open heart, silently in tune with the Spirit of God. To pray also means to be quiet and listen, 
whether we feel God is speaking to us or not.” 
 
In my own desert experiences, I often reach for the Psalms to find words when I can’t seem to 
find any. Second, I seek God in silence, as Nouwen calls contemplative prayer. It’s living into the 
words of Psalm 131, “I have calmed and quieted my soul.” It’s like Psalm 39, “Be still and know 
that I am God.” In a world full of noise and constant movement and productivity, it’s essential 
that we rest our minds seeking nourishment and refreshment in silent prayer. 
 
You know what the great thing about a desert is? There you can often find silence. In the 
barrenness, in the emptiness of the desert, that may be the place where God can speak to you 
in a profound way. “In the desert is where we come to know what it means to be really thirsty. So 
parched that even water won’t quench the thirst. Here is where the Psalmist writes poetry. Here 
is the place where God might be sought. When all of the well-manicured defenses and 
trappings of existence have been stripped away then the human spirit might be open to sensing 
the breeze of God’s spirit,” writes Paul Myhre from the Wabash Center. Last night, as I heard the 
drops of rain falling, I thought about how nourishing the spring rain is, but I also remembered 
those around the state, and even back home, who are struggling with the flood. It reminded me 
that you can’t stop the power of the river. John of the Cross wrote, “In the dark night of the soul, 
bright flows the river of God,” and our prayer is that river will flow into the desert. 
 
There have been times where my prayer life has been as dry as the desert, like the desert of 
Judah where David fled, like the dark night that John of the Cross endured, like the wilderness of 
temptation that Jesus was driven into, like the wilderness of Lent, and every time this drought of 
prayer came, the Psalms and silence have become the rushing water of grace for me time and 
again. When the rushing water of grace starts flowing, there might be a flood in the desert. May 
we pray, seek, and desire God. May we pray in those desert experiences, “You, God are my 
God, earnestly I seek you; I thirst for you, my whole being longs for you, in a dry and parched 
land where there is no water.” May we find the Psalms and silence to be water for our thirsty 
souls. 
 
Let us pray: 
Give my soul the longing, Lord, that I might expect a gift from you that changes that wilderness 
moment into a kingdom moment, like water flowing in the desert that will quench my thirsty soul 
with promise and delight, where the ordinary wilderness becomes the birthing place of your 
promises yet to be. Amen. 
 


