Prayer in a World Gone Mad
Matthew 3:13–17
Last Sunday, I received the following question in the anonymous box: “Dear Pastor, how do you pray when the world is going mad?” In light of the tragedies of last week, this became such a pressing question that I wanted to preach about it.
I want to begin by claiming that the world is a place of breathtaking beauty, compassion, music, poetry, new members, potlucks, Caleb Wilson’s slam dunks, and my mom’s cherry pie.
But the world is also going mad. The world is a place of lies, unspeakable terror, and brutal tragedy. The American citizen killed by an ICE agent in Minneapolis was not a “paid agitator,” but rather a 37-year-old poet and stay-at-home mom. She was not stalking agents but rather returning home after taking her youngest child to a nearby elementary school. While the agents refused to allow medical assistance, she bled out from multiple gunshot wounds next to a glove box crammed with stuffed animals. This is madness. Madness of policy, madness of dehumanization, and madness that powerful portions of our society condone and even justify this.
The first question of prayer is to start exactly where you are in your truest feelings. Not where you think you should be. Not where someone else says you should be, including those gaslighting voices who live rent-free in your head.[footnoteRef:1] Prayer begins with your feelings—all your feelings. [1:  This phrase “rent-free in your head” was taught to me by Rev. Dr. Taylor Lewis Guthrie Hartman, my colleague and friend.] 

The question to me was specifically about praying in a world “going mad,” which I take to refer to chaos, carnage, and confusion. But anger is also something to notice. “Being mad” or angry can put you in touch with your deeper feelings. The prayer book of the Bible, known as the Psalms, contains many prayers of sound and fury. And Jesus raged many times! Anger can shake Prayers can include four-letter words besides amen! I have felt rage not only at injustice but from godawful patronization of being lied to and made to feel powerless for knowing the truth.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Devin Kelly articulated this wording in his Substack, Ordinary Plots, on January 11, 2026.] 

Anger can also lead to negative actions. There are no bad feelings, yet unprocessed or unexamined emotions can lead to impulsive reactions and mistakes. The goal is not to deny emotions but to process them safely. A meaningful prayer life can help. I pay attention to the injustices in the world and dig within myself to root out the sharp splinters of violence within my own heart. Prayer is part of that process.
In a world gone mad, the disciples asked Jesus to teach them how to pray (Luke 11:1). He responded with what we know as the Lord’s Prayer. The petition for “daily bread” refers to all the necessities of life. The Lord of the cosmos cares all about us, including all of our feelings.
A lightheartedness in the midst of madness from this past week was when my sister-in-law sent me a column from the New Yorker, “Prayers for Everyday Life,” which listed such pleas as “Dear God, may I not have thrown away the top to the sour cream” and “Almighty and All-Merciful, how do you get these tear-off produce bags to open?”[footnoteRef:3] Give us our daily bread, including at the grocery store. But this spoof is also a wry commentary on the human propensity to put ourselves at the center of the world.  [3:  By Ian Frazier, March 17, 2026] 

In a world going mad, healthy humor can be just as clarifying as righteous anger. Humor also has the power to shake our assumptions. Sometimes what happens after prayer is, at first glance, seems to be the opposite of what I had asked for. My God, you would think that I’m not the one in charge! Ah-ha, that’s the point…
Jesus also taught us to pray for “God’s will to be done on earth as it is in heaven.” This request rightfully centers God, not humans. We might think of an egotistic or narcissistic person as “full of himself,” but the truth is that such behavior betrays a deep anxiety of not being enough. Someone who is “full of himself” is constantly trying to fill himself with awards, honors, and praises and surround himself with “yes” men. As scripture teaches, “All is vanity.” The flower fades, the grass withers, nations rise and fall, and the longest human life is short in the scope of history. The truth of mortality can cause us to attempt to fill ourselves with the wrong things, or it can be an invitation to pray to the one who is in charge. It is a chance to remember, as Anne Lamott claims, that we are not empty and hungry for what we are not getting, but for what we are not giving.
Prayer is about your feelings but also about thinking outside of yourself. The Lord’s Prayer is also known as the “Our Father” because we pray it together in community. We pray in church on Sunday morning and, as Rabbi Abraham Joshua Heschel declared during the Civil Rights movement, we pray in peaceful protest in the streets: “When I marched in Selma, my legs were praying.” This man of great faith lived through brutal violence by police against citizens.
In contrast to this mad world, the baptism of Jesus sounds like such a beautiful, peaceful scene with the dovelike Holy Spirit and the voice of God. It was also very brief. Immediately after his baptism, without even a potluck reception, Jesus was driven into the wilderness to endure temptation. Most of the time, our world does not resemble a slice of heaven but the wilderness. While I am angered by current events and political fallout, I feel, deep down, a sense of sorrow. Sorrow for a world gone mad. My sorrow is the recognition of gap between our world as it is and our world as God intends for it to be. Such sorrow. Take it from renowned poet Langston Hughes.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Both this Hughes poem and the Breton prayer that follows were introduced to me by Padraig O Tauma.] 

Wave of sorrow,
Do not drown me now:
I see the island
Still ahead somehow.
I see the island
And its sands are fair:
Wave of sorrow,
Take me there.
Prayer begins with these waves of sorrow for the world, for the sick, for the dead, and for the death of truth. And (not “but”) prayer can also move us to imagine that island of peace that surpasses understanding. Prayer is not a guarantee of success or a shield from sorrow. We are baptized “into the death of Christ.” In this truth is our hope: Jesus rides the waves of sorrow with us. O Lord, hear our prayers.
Thinking of baptism as riding this wave of sorrow, I want to close with a prayer you might have heard me mention it before. It was written over 500 years ago by an anonymous person in Breton, a Gaelic-speaking part of France on the coast. “God help me,” the prayer begins, “Thy sea is so great. My boat is so small.” There are times when I find this prayer comical. There are times when it sounds angry. At its depth, this prayer rightly asserts my true and humble place, yet it also acknowledges the hope that I have a vessel, a boat. Instead of being full of myself, this prayer expresses hope that I am buoyed.
How do you pray in a world going mad? As you float in a great sea of uncertainty and ride the raging waters through the waves of sorrow, keep asking and hoping for help. May you nudge into other boats and reach out to clasp someone else’s hand. And, paradoxically, as you reach out, may you feel that you are already held in the love of God, which is deeper than the ocean and wider than the sea. Amen.
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