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Before you begin

There are days when praying is the last thing you can manage and the

thing you most need.

These are forty prayers for those days. They are short on purpose. Find the

one that matches where you are, say it out loud if you can, and let it stand

in for the words you cannot find.

Nothing here has to be read in order. Nothing here has to be read at all.
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How this book is arr anged

It goes roughly the way these things go. Part one is the day it happens. Part

two is the waiting rooms. Part three is the nights, which are their own

country. Part four is what becomes of your faith somewhere in the middle

of all that. Part five is for the people you are carrying while you are carrying

this. Part six is for the morning you notice something has eased, and it will

keep if that morning has not come.

You do not have to go in order. Most people won't.
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How to pr ay when you can't

Nobody is good at this. The people who look good at it are using words

they learned somewhere, which is all this book is.

If you want a pattern, here is the oldest one. Say what happened. Say what

you want. Stay.

That is it. Say what happened, not what you think you ought to feel about

it. Say what you want, plainly, without deciding first whether you are al‐

lowed to want it. Then stay, which is the only part that is hard.

The psalms of lament do those three things in that order, and a good many

of them stop before anything gets better. You do not have to end well. You

do not have to end at all.
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What the verse is for

There is a line of Scripture above each prayer. It is not the answer to the

prayer and it is not there to cheer you up.

It is there so you know somebody got here first and somebody wrote it

down. Some of them are complaints. Psalm 13 asks God how long he in‐

tends to keep this up. Job says he is not going to keep his mouth shut.

Those are in the Bible on purpose.
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Change the words

Say these the way they fit your life. Where a prayer says they, say the name.

Where it says my child, say whoever it is. If a sentence is not true for you to‐

day, leave it out.

Where it says Father, say God. Where it says Lord, or Lord Jesus, say it or

don't. Say whatever you call God, or nothing at all.

Nobody is marking this.
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If somebody handed you this book

Then somebody was thinking about you. Maybe they were worried and did

not know how to say it. Maybe they just wanted you to have it. Either way

you do not owe anybody a report. Start anywhere.
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If tonight is heavier than you can hold

In the United States you can call or text 988 any time, or chat at

988lifeline.org. It is free and confidential, and somebody is there at every

hour, not only at night.

If you have already done something to hurt yourself, or you cannot keep

yourself safe for the next hour, call 911.

You can call if you are worried about somebody else too. That is what it is

there for.
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Other ways to reach it

E n  e s pa ñ o l

llama al 988 y marca 2, o envía AYUDA al 988.

V e t e r a n s  a n d  s e rv i c e  m e m b e r s

call 988 and press 1.

D e a f  o r  h a r d  o f  h e a r i n g

ASL users can dial 988 on a videophone. You can also text 988, chat at
988lifeline.org, use your relay service, or dial 711 and then 988.

I n  C a n a d a

call or text 9-8-8, any hour.

A n y w h e r e  e l s e

findahelpline.com lists crisis lines in more than 175 countries.
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P A R T  O N E

When the ground gives way

For the hour after the thing you were not ready for.
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When you hear it

“Be merciful to me, O LORD, for I am in distress; my eyes fail from sorrow,
my soul and body as well.”

P S A L M  3 1 : 9

Iheard the words, God. I haven't caught up to them yet. Part of me is
still standing in the minute before. I finished what I was doing first.

I don't know why I finished it. Don't leave while the rest of me gets
here.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y

13



14



2

When you can't stop shaking

“I will strengthen you; I will surely help you; I will uphold you with My
righteous right hand.”

I S A I A H  4 1 : 1 0

Iput my hands under my legs to make them stop. They're still going.
Nothing is even happening right now. I can't tell you what I'm

afraid of. That's the part nobody can help with. Give me the next five
minutes. I'll come back for the five after when I've done these.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y
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The morning after you were told

“His mercies never fail. They are new every morning; great is Your
faithfulness!”

L A M E N TAT I O N S  3 : 2 2 - 2 3

Iwoke up and had a few seconds before I remembered. Those sec‐
onds are the best part of my day now, Lord. The first hour is the

one I need help with. Tomorrow is not my job yet.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y
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The first days after

“I am not at ease or quiet; I have no rest, for trouble has come.”

J O B  3 : 2 6

I've carried the same folder around for two days and still haven't
opened it. I gave somebody the wrong date this morning and apol‐

ogized after they'd already hung up. I'm in no hurry to finish this list,
God. I'll find more of it tomorrow.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y
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When the job is gone

“You are the God who sees me,”

H A G A R ,  I N  G E N E S I S  1 6 : 1 3

Idid the math again, God. I do it at night, when doing it can't help.
I'm not explaining it to you again tonight. You were here the last

time. Get me through the waiting and the asking without taking it out
on somebody who didn't do this to me.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y

21



22



6

The money isn't there

“But I am poor and needy; may the Lord think of me.”

P S A L M  4 0 : 1 7

Icounted it twice, as if it would come to more the second time. I
know exactly how much I have and I'm not going to say it out loud,

even here, even to you. I know where I could go and ask. I haven't
gone. Get me through that door before the week is out.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y
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When someone you trusted lied

“But it is you, a man like myself, my companion and close friend.”

P S A L M  5 5 : 1 3

Father, I've been rewriting the same conversation for days, looking
for the place where it started. In my version I say the thing that

would have ended them. I've said it out loud to nobody, twice. I'm not
able to be generous today and I'm not trying to be. Keep me from say‐
ing it a third time.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y
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When they said they're leaving

“Look to my right and see; no one attends to me. There is no refuge for me.”

P S A L M  1 4 2 : 4

I've picked things up and put them back exactly where they were. I
was polite all day, Lord, and I'm done being polite. I'm supposed

to want what's best for both of us. I don't.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y
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When you had to tell the children

“He gathers the lambs in His arms and carries them close to His heart.”

I S A I A H  4 0 : 1 1

God, the first thing they asked was whether we were still going on
Saturday, and I said yes, because I couldn't think fast enough to

say anything else. Be with them tonight after I've said everything I can
think of.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y
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“Lead me to the rock that is higher than I.”

P S A L M  6 1 : 2
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When you have to go back to work anyway

“O LORD, You have searched me and known me. You know when I sit and
when I rise.”

P S A L M  1 3 9 : 1 - 2

Isat outside for as long as I could without being late, Father.
Nobody in there knows what happened. Give me a face. I've already

practiced the answer for when somebody asks how I am.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  G R O U N D  G I V E S  W A Y
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P A R T  T W O

In the hospital and the waiting

For the hours you spend in a chair you didn't choose.
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In a waiting room

“I wait for the LORD; my soul does wait, and in His word I put my hope.”

P S A L M  1 3 0 : 5

I've been in this room since they took them in. I've run out of
things to think about, God. The coffee is bad and I keep drinking

it. When somebody finally comes through those doors, don't let me
hear it alone.

Amen.

I N  T H E  H O S P I T A L  A N D  T H E  W A I T I N G
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Before the surgery

“My times are in Your hands.”

P S A L M  3 1 : 1 5

They'll come for me in a few minutes, Lord. My clothes are in a
bag with my name written on it in marker. I've said my own date

of birth to four different people since seven this morning. Be with the
hands that do the work today. Let me wake up.

Amen.

I N  T H E  H O S P I T A L  A N D  T H E  W A I T I N G
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When you are the one in the bed

“My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of my heart and my
portion forever.”

P S A L M  7 3 : 2 6

Everybody who comes in here calls me strong. What they call
strong is me not pressing the button again. When it goes quiet

tonight, stay. You don't have to say anything.

Amen.

I N  T H E  H O S P I T A L  A N D  T H E  W A I T I N G
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Still waiting on the results

“And now, O Lord, for what do I wait? My hope is in You.”

P S A L M  3 9 : 7

I've had something on in the background for an hour, Father, and I
couldn't tell you one word of it. The phone hasn't been out of

reach since eight. However it comes, be here for the second I know it.

Amen.

I N  T H E  H O S P I T A L  A N D  T H E  W A I T I N G
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An illness with no end in sight

“Three times I pleaded with the Lord to take it away from me. But He said to
me, 'My grace is sufficient for you, for My power is perfected in weakness.'”

2  C O R I N T H I A N S  1 2 : 8 - 9

Ifilled the box for the whole week this morning, Lord, and my hands
did it without me watching. There's no date on this one. Nothing

to count down to. Give me sleep if sleep is available. And something to
look forward to that has nothing to do with getting better. I've
stopped saying next year out loud.

Amen.

I N  T H E  H O S P I T A L  A N D  T H E  W A I T I N G

41



If today was the day they told you

You do not have to hold this alone, and you do not have to be brave about

it. Ask your team about palliative care. It is not the same as giving up, it can

start now, and it runs alongside whatever treatment you are having. A

chaplain will sit with you whatever you believe or don't believe. If tonight

gets heavier than you can hold, call or text 988, any hour. This page is not a

person. Let there be a person too.

42



16

The day they tell you it isn't cur able

“I have called you by your name; you are Mine!”

I S A I A H  4 3 : 1

So now I know, Lord. I've been trying the word out in my head all
afternoon and I can't get to the end of it once. Don't let me spend

whatever this is pretending I've made my peace with it. I'd like some of
it to be real. Don't go anywhere tonight. I'm not asking how long.

Amen.

I N  T H E  H O S P I T A L  A N D  T H E  W A I T I N G
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Sitting up with someone tonight

“Behold, the Protector of Israel will neither slumber nor sleep.”

P S A L M  1 2 1 : 4

They're asleep and I'm counting breaths again. There's nothing
useful left for me to do, so I'm doing this. Stay awake with me as

long as I'm needed. Be the first thing in this room at seven.

Amen.

I N  T H E  H O S P I T A L  A N D  T H E  W A I T I N G
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“I will fear no evil, for You are with me.”

P S A L M  2 3 : 4
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Driving home from the hospital

“Turn to me and be gracious, for I am lonely and afflicted.”

P S A L M  2 5 : 1 6

The radio's off because I can't stand it tonight, God. Nobody's
been in there since this morning. Ride with me. Get me inside.

Amen.

I N  T H E  H O S P I T A L  A N D  T H E  W A I T I N G
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P A R T  T H R E E

In the night

For the hours when the rest of the world is asleep.
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At three in the morning

“You have kept my eyes from closing; I am too troubled to speak.”

P S A L M  7 7 : 4

Igot up for water I didn't want just to have gone somewhere. One
thought keeps coming around. Same one. I've stopped expecting a

different one. I'm too tired to pray well. You take it for a few hours. If I
can't sleep, sit up with me.

Amen.

I N  T H E  N I G H T
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Afr aid of tomorrow

“When anxiety overwhelms me, Your consolation delights my soul.”

P S A L M  9 4 : 1 9

I've rehearsed tomorrow all night, God, and most of the versions I
couldn't get through. It's only going to happen once. Wake me for

the one that's real.

Amen.

I N  T H E  N I G H T
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If tonight is heavier than you can hold

In the United States you can call or text 988 any time, or chat at

988lifeline.org. It is free and confidential, and somebody is there at every

hour. En español: llama al 988 y marca 2, o envía AYUDA al 988. Veterans

and service members: call 988 and press 1. If you are Deaf or hard of

hearing: ASL users can dial 988 on a videophone, and you can also text

988, chat, use your relay service, or dial 711 and then 988. In Canada: call

or text 9-8-8. Anywhere else: findahelpline.com. If you have already done

something to hurt yourself, or you cannot keep yourself safe for the next

hour, call 911. This page is not a person. Let there be a person too.
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When you don't want to be here anymore

“Then he lay down under the broom tree and fell asleep. Suddenly an angel
touched him and said, 'Get up and eat.' And he looked around, and there by

his head was a cake of bread baked over hot coals, and a jar of water.”

1  K I N G S  1 9 : 5 - 6

Lord, I don't want to be here anymore, and I mean it the way it
sounds. I've been sitting on the edge of the bed with my shoes still

on since it got dark. I'm telling you because I haven't told anybody
who could do anything about it. Hold on to me. Somebody answers
988 all night and every night. Make me able to call before morning.

Amen.

I N  T H E  N I G H T

9 8 8  ·  C A L L  O R  T E X T  ·  A N Y  H O U R
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When you can't pr ay at all

“For we do not know how we ought to pray, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for
us with groans too deep for words.”

R O M A N S  8 : 2 6

God, I've got nothing tonight. I'm here, and that's all of it.

Amen.

I N  T H E  N I G H T
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“He has not hidden His face from him, but has attended to his

cry for help.”

P S A L M  2 2 : 2 4
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Before you finally fall asleep

“I will lie down and sleep in peace, for You alone, O LORD, make me dwell in
safety.”

P S A L M  4 : 8

Igot into bed with my socks on because bending down felt like too
much. The day is over and I did it badly, Lord, and I don't have it in

me to walk back through it now. Take whatever was good in it and for‐
give what needs forgiving. Keep watch while I sleep.

Amen.

I N  T H E  N I G H T
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P A R T  F O U R

When faith is thin

For the stretch when you are still here and nothing is landing.

These five do not agree with each other. Take the one that is
true tonight.
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When you feel nothing at all

“My spirit grows faint within me; my heart is dismayed inside me.”

P S A L M  1 4 3 : 4

I'm saying this out loud so that at least one of us has heard it.
Nothing answers. Maybe nothing is supposed to, and nobody told

me. I'm going to keep saying it. Stopping would be a decision, and I'm
not making decisions this year.

Amen.

W H E N  F A I T H  I S  T H I N

59



60



25

When you're angry at God

“Therefore I will not restrain my mouth; I will speak in the anguish of my
spirit; I will complain in the bitterness of my soul.”

J O B  7 : 1 1

I'm angry with you, God, and pretending otherwise hasn't got me
anywhere. Here it is. You could have stopped this and you didn't,

and I don't know what to do with somebody who could and didn't.
I've said that out loud before and I haven't taken it back. I'm still here
after saying it, which is more than I expected.

Amen.

W H E N  F A I T H  I S  T H I N
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When you haven't pr ayed in years

“O You who listen to prayer, all people will come to You.”

P S A L M  6 5 : 2

It's been a long time, Father. Or maybe it never really started. I
looked up how to do this and then didn't use any of it. If you're

there, here I am. I'll work the rest out as I go.

Amen.

W H E N  F A I T H  I S  T H I N
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When you can't forgive yourself

“Even if our hearts condemn us, God is greater than our hearts, and He knows
all things.”

1  J O H N  3 : 2 0

Lord Jesus, I know exactly what I did, and I could take you to the
hour it happened. Some of it I can't put right and I never will be

able to. What I can put right, make me go and do it. You carried it to
the cross yourself and said it was finished. It's done whether I can feel it
right now or not. Help me take you at your word until I believe it in
the daytime too.

Amen.

W H E N  F A I T H  I S  T H I N
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“My help comes from the LORD, the Maker of heaven and

earth.”

P S A L M  1 2 1 : 2
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When you've done all of it and nothing has moved

“How long, O LORD? Will You forget me forever? How long will You hide
Your face from me?”

P S A L M  1 3 : 1

I've said the prayers and kept my end of it for years, Father. It's the
same this year as it was the first year. I know it was never a bill I

could hand you. I did it because I wanted you, and I still do. If the an‐
swer is no, give me the grace to take it. If it stays quiet, give me the
grace to stay too.

Amen.

W H E N  F A I T H  I S  T H I N
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P A R T  F I V E

For other people

For the people you pray for instead of yourself.
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For someone who doesn't know you're pr aying

“He is always wrestling in prayer for you, so that you may stand mature and
fully assured in the full will of God.”

C O L O S S I A N S  4 : 1 2

Isaid their name out loud this morning and they'll never know it.
There's no version of this where I'm the one who gets to tell them.

Whatever this afternoon is for them, be in it. I'd rather be the one who
fixes it. You can work on that later.

Amen.

F O R  O T H E R  P E O P L E
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For a child who is struggling

“Can a woman forget her nursing child, or lack compassion for the son of her
womb? Even if she could forget, I will not forget you!”

I S A I A H  4 9 : 1 5

They've stopped telling me things, Lord. I asked one question too
many last night and I heard them decide not to answer it. Go

where I can't follow. Put one person in their day who notices them.
Tomorrow I'll say less than I want to.

Amen.

F O R  O T H E R  P E O P L E
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For someone who walked away

“What man among you, if he has a hundred sheep and loses one of them, does
not leave the ninety-nine in the pasture and go after the one that is lost, until

he finds it?”

L U K E  1 5 : 4

They stopped going, and they say they left you too, and they told
me why. Some of their reasons were good ones. I didn't argue.

Stay near them in the places they wouldn't call yours.

Amen.

F O R  O T H E R  P E O P L E
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If you are not safe

If the person who hurt you is still in your life and you are not safe, the

National Domestic Violence Hotline is free and confidential, any hour: call

1-800-799-7233, text START to 88788, or chat at thehotline.org. If you are

Deaf, the Deaf Hotline videophone is 1-855-812-1001. If what happened

to you was sexual assault, RAINN is free and confidential, any hour: call 1-

800-656-4673, text HOPE to 64673, or chat at rainn.org. If a child is being

hurt, Childhelp is 1-800-422-4453, call or text, any hour. Praying for

somebody is not the same as staying with them.
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For the person who hurt you

“You have taken account of my wanderings. Put my tears in Your bottle— are
they not in Your book?”

P S A L M  5 6 : 8

Father, I'm praying for them because I don't want to become them,
and my heart isn't in it yet. Do whatever it is you do with people

like that. Take the part of me that wants them to suffer and work on it
slowly. Keep me out of their reach while you do. None of this is me
saying it was all right.

Amen.

F O R  O T H E R  P E O P L E
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For someone who is dying

“If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord. So whether we
live or die, we belong to the Lord.”

R O M A N S  1 4 : 8

Lord Jesus, the time is short now and the room has gone quiet. Let
whoever needs to be here get here, and if nobody can, don't let

that be the thing anyone carries. Let yours be the first face they know.
I'm not going anywhere.

Amen.

F O R  O T H E R  P E O P L E
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For the ones who stay

“For God is not unjust. He will not forget your work and the love you have
shown for His name.”

H E B R E W S  6 : 1 0

Bless the one who came back a second time tonight without being
asked. Bless whoever left something where I'd find it and didn't

put their name on it. They're not waiting to be thanked. Fill them
back up without telling them it was you.

Amen.

F O R  O T H E R  P E O P L E
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“The LORD is near to the brokenhearted.”

P S A L M  3 4 : 1 8
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The one holding every thing together

“Surely you and these people with you will wear yourselves out, because the task
is too heavy for you. You cannot handle it alone.”

E X O D U S  1 8 : 1 8

Idid what had to be done today, God, and I resented every minute of
it. I was pleasant to every single person who needed something from

me, and not one of them noticed what it cost. Give me somebody to
say that to who won't repeat it. Then give me enough for tomorrow.

Amen.

F O R  O T H E R  P E O P L E
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P A R T  S I X

When the light returns

For the morning you notice something has eased. If no such

morning has come, these five will keep. Nothing here is behind
schedule.
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The first morning that felt lighter

“Taste and see that the LORD is good.”

P S A L M  3 4 : 8

The sun got to where I was sitting this morning and I stayed in it
until it moved off me. That's the entire thing that happened, and

I noticed it happening. Thank you. When it comes back, and it will,
remind me about the sun.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  L I G H T  R E T U R N S

83



84



37

When you laughed and it surprised you

“Then our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with shouts of joy.”

P S A L M  1 2 6 : 2

Ilaughed out loud at something and then looked around to see
who'd heard me. I felt bad about it for most of an hour, and if that

was you, thank you. I'd like to get faster at not looking around.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  L I G H T  R E T U R N S

85



86



38

Life starting again without them

“Jesus wept.”

J O H N  1 1 : 3 5

Somebody at the counter wished me a good weekend and meant it. I
said it back, Father. I still start the message before I remember.

There are things in the drawer I'm not going to sort this year, and I
don't want to be asked about them. Before long I'll be the one saying it
first.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  L I G H T  R E T U R N S
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When you can help somebody else now

“…so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves
have received from God.”

2  C O R I N T H I A N S  1 : 4

I've got the whole speech ready for somebody who's where I was
not long ago, God, and I've worked out who it's for. Most of this

is going to be me in a chair not saying it.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  L I G H T  R E T U R N S
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“Return to your rest, O my soul, for the LORD has been good to

you.”

P S A L M  1 1 6 : 7
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Before you close this book

“Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path.”

P S A L M  1 1 9 : 1 0 5

Iborrowed somebody else's sentences because I couldn't make my
own. If this ever gets out of my hands, whoever opens it will open it

somewhere in the middle, the way I did. Be on that page, Lord Jesus.

Amen.

W H E N  T H E  L I G H T  R E T U R N S
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Six psalms
to say out loud

When the words have to be older than you are.

B E R E A N  S T A N D A R D  B I B L E
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W h e n  y o u  f e e l  a b a n d o n e d

“My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? Why are You so far
from saving me, so far from my words of groaning?”

P S A L M  2 2 : 1

“For He has not despised or detested the torment of the afflicted. He
has not hidden His face from him, but has attended to his cry for

help.”

P S A L M  2 2 : 2 4

S I X  P S A L M S
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W h e n  y o u  a r e  wa l k i n g  t h r o u g h  i t

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will
fear no evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort

me.”

P S A L M  2 3 : 4

W h e n  y o u  a r e  f a r  f r o m  h o m e

“Hear my cry, O God; attend to my prayer. From the ends of the earth I

call out to You whenever my heart is faint. Lead me to the rock that is
higher than I.”

P S A L M  6 1 : 1 - 2
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W h e n  y o u  n e e d  h e l p

“I lift up my eyes to the hills. From where does my help come? My help
comes from the LORD, the Maker of heaven and earth.”

P S A L M  1 2 1 : 1 - 2

W h e n  n o b o d y  c a n  s e e  i t

“The LORD is near to the brokenhearted; He saves the contrite in
spirit.”

P S A L M  3 4 : 1 8

S I X  P S A L M S
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W h e n  i t  i s  f i n a l l y  o v e r

“O LORD my God, I cried to You for help, and You healed me.
Weeping may stay the night, but joy comes in the morning.”

P S A L M  3 0 : 2 ,  5

96
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This  book is free.

So is everything else at Hope Healing Words. A verse and a few words of

hope go out every morning, and they will always cost nothing.

If one of these pages belongs to somebody you know, print it and give it to

them.

H O P E H E A L I N G W O R D S . C O M
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