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In 1993 I attended my very first rock 
concert. Or concerts, I should say. In the early 
90’s Lollapalooza was a budding 4-day 
outdoor music festival touring the U.S. with 
top billing bands like Sonic Youth, the 
Breeders and Green Day. I was thirteen years 
old, still in middle school, and really had no 
business being there, but I had some older 
high school friends who invited me to go, with 
their mom chaperoning in the background of 
course.  

It was hot and humid that day, as is always 
the case in Atlanta in July. I had been 
chugging water all afternoon to stay hydrated, 
and soon needed to use the bathroom. 
Between bands, I took my friend Nori with me 
as we headed out on a thirty-minute journey 
across the field, weaving a bobbing through 
20,000 sweaty, sunburned Gen-Xers.  

We made it to the bathroom finally, and 
were delighted that the next band had not yet 
gone on stage, we didn’t miss out on anything. 
So we headed back across the field to our 
area where the rest of our friends were. But, 
somewhere in the middle of our journey, Nori 
and I lost one another. I looked around but 



couldn’t find her, and at this same time, 
another band started to play, so I stopped 
where I was to listen. This band was 
unfamiliar to me, a band called Rage Against 
the Machine. 

At first I didn’t notice the group of 20-
something shirtless men gathering around me. 
And when I did, it was too late. I was trapped 
in their circle. They were muddy and drunk, 
with flared nostrils and snarling lips. My first 
thought was that I was going to be attacked, 
but they didn’t seem to notice I was even 
there.   

Soon they started into a sort of dance of 
jumping and shoving. Then, running and 
shoving. Then, full-on bulldozing into one 
another. I got slammed into, knocked down in 
the mud. A good Samaritan picked me up by 
the elbow and carried me out of the chaos. 
Terrified of what I had just experienced, I 
quickly made my way back to my friends. 

Unbeknownst to me, my 90-pound 13-
year-old-self had been standing in the middle 
of a mosh pit. For those of you who missed 
out on rock concerts in the early 90’s, 
moshing is “a style of dance in which 



participants push or slam into each other, 
typically performed in “aggressive” live 
music.”1  Bands like Nine Inch Nails, Jane’s 
Addiction, and especially Rage Against the 
Machine, incited many a young man to 
violently flail their bodies into one another 
back in the day.  

Somehow this expression of anger, 
however strange, was helping a generation 
cope with a chaotic and quickly changing 
world. The AIDS epidemic, the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, the rise of new, unfamiliar 
technology like the internet, all seemed to 
leave this generation of young people with 
the weight of the future of the world on their 
ill-equipped shoulders. So they danced. They 
jumped. They slammed into one another. It 
was the best thing they could do with the 
energy of their Reality Bites teenage angst.   

Twenty-five years later, Gen-Xers, along 
with every other catchy-titled generation live 
in a world that is vastly different from 
America in the 1990’s, yet the rage inducing 
events still surround us. It’s like we are caught 
in the pandemonium of our current world’s 
                                                        
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moshing, accessed 7/31/19. 
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mosh pit. Political corruption, poverty, racism, 
human rights violations, escalated gun 
violence, threats of nuclear war, the abuse 
and trafficking of children and women, the 
looming climate crisis – all of this chaos 
swirling around us, slamming into us, all the 
time, enticing us to join in the violence, to 
push and shove until we are the last person 
standing. 

Many of us, especially women, have been 
taught from a young age that anger is a bad 
emotion to feel. A child has a tantrum, and the 
parent’s response is, “calm down, take a deep 
breath.”  We are taught to not yell, not hit, not 
slam doors, which are good things, but we 
were never given other options of what to do 
with our angry feelings. So we learned the art 
of ignoring and stuffing. A co-worker makes 
you mad? Clench your jaw and move on. A 
friend betrays your trust? Stuff the 
disappointment and pretend everything is ok.  

Unfortunately, this practice of ignoring 
and stuffing only works for so long until we 
are so full of anger that we explode in 
moments of anxiety, depression or rage that 
seem to come out of nowhere. In the words 



of Mark Twain, “Anger is an acid that can do 
more harm to the vessel in which it is stored 
than to anything on which it is poured.”  

All of us could use some good rage 
anthems to help us cope with the chaos of our 
world.  We need a healthy way to get out our 
angst and aggression without slamming into 
and toppling over the people around us. 

This is why God gave us the imprecatory 
Psalms.  

Imprecatory Psalms are a sub-genre of the 
Psalms of Lament, or songs of complaint, 
which make up the largest part of the Psalter 
collection.  Lament Psalms focus on the 
psalmist’s personal troubles caused by his 
own actions, a complaint against the actions 
of others, or express the psalmist’s frustration 
with God.  

The Imprecatory Psalms, like Psalm 69, not 
only focus on a chief complaint, but also 
invoke curses against enemies. Imprecatory 
Psalms are angry, raw and very uncomfortable 
for nice, well-behaved Christians to read in 
church. These Psalms shock us with their 
inappropriate words of hate, making us want 
to tear them out of the canon altogether.  



 
But as Eugene Peterson explains, “The 

Psalms in Hebrew are earthy and rough. They 
are not genteel. They are not the prayers of 
nice people, couched in cultured language.”2  

In the Imprecatory Psalms, we are meeting 
people of faith at their lowest moments in life. 
Reality has dragged them kicking and 
screaming across the rocky ground and 
thrown them into the pit all alone. “It’s just 
you and me, now God,” they shout at the sky. 
“And here’s how I feel about it.” 

In Genesis, when Hagar and her young son 
Ishmael are unjustly cast away into the 
wilderness by Abraham and Sarah, Hagar lifts 
up her voice to God. Having no words to put 
to her despair and rage, she just weeps.   

Prayers unfiltered. Imagine praying to God 
with every emotion inside us, even the 
emotions we keep hidden from the world: our 
despair, our heartache, our shame, our anger. 
How far with our words would we get until 
we started hitting the breaks, easing off into a 
more appropriate presentation of self?  

                                                        
2 Peterson, Eugene. Answering God: The Psalms as a Tool for Prayer. Harper and Row, 1989, p. 6. 



Tremper Longman, author of How to Read 
the Psalms, says: 

 

As we study the laments, we are continually 
reminded of the frank way in which the psalmist 
speaks to God. He tells God how he is feeling and 
what he is thinking in no uncertain terms. Some 
Christians tend to pray to God as if we can hide 
from God what’s really on our minds. We should 
be honest with God if we are impatient…or 
angry…or disappointed. We certainly won’t fool 
him if we bottle it up inside ourselves.3 

 

Psalm 69 gives us an example of how to 
express the raw, messy truth of our feelings 
to God. Its spiritual usefulness was not lost on 
early Christians as it is the most quoted Psalm 
in the New Testament. Here, we hear the 
words of David, praying desperately to God, 
asking for help. We don’t know much about 
the backstory, other than David had acquired 
some enemies (an easy thing to do as a king), 
and now they seek to kill him, and he is alone 
and afraid. After pleading for salvation, David 
then goes into a tirade of curses, asking God 
to bring punishment to these bad people.  
                                                        
3 Longman, Tremper. How to Read the Psalms. Inter-Varsity Press, 1988, p. 135. 



Here is the part that decent, upright, godly 
people like to skip over: 

 

Let their table be a trap for them, 
 a snare for their allies. 
Let their eyes be darkened so that they 

cannot see, 
 and make their loins tremble 

continually. (Psalm 69:22-23) 
 

These are harsh and graphic images for 
our puritan eyes. Yet, they are there for us to 
look at and use in worship. What does Psalm 
69 teach us about prayer? 

First, we can know that God doesn’t 
answer our every demand. And in this case, 
we can be glad. God did not wipe out all of 
David’s enemies in the end. No one’s loins 
were continually trembling. God proved not to 
be a God that gives into our angry whims. 
God is not moved into violent retribution 
because of our hurt feelings. 

And second, we learn that God has a place 
for our anger. We no longer have to bottle it 
up until we explode. Nor do we need to 
unleash on those around us. We can take all 



of our feelings, even the unacceptable ones to 
God. 

The more we practice being honest before 
God in prayer, the more we might realize that 
God will take this chaotic energy of pain, fear, 
and rage, and transform it into a useful 
antidote to heal ourselves and our world.   

Katy Stenta writes, “Whenever there is 
anger in a system, be it a church or a school or 
the government, that means there is energy, 
and when named and processed that energy 
can be used for change.”4 

In an NPR interview earlier this year, 
Bernice King tells the story of when her 
father, Martin Luther King, Jr. was in high 
school. He has just won an oratorical contest 
and was riding on the bus with his teacher. 
When two white passengers got on the bus, 
the bus driver ordered King and his teacher to 
give up their seats. King wanted to defiantly 
remain seated, but his teacher told him they 
needed to follow the law. They ended up 
standing in the aisle on the bus for the entire 
90-minute trip back to Atlanta. Years later, 

                                                        
4 Stenta, Katy. “How to Change the World” from https://katyandtheword.wordpress.com/2015/06/09/many-
waters-love-lament-psalm-69/, accessed 7/22/19. 
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King confessed in an interview, that it was the 
angriest he had ever felt his entire life. 

King’s daughter shared that from that 
event her father “came dangerously close to 
hating all white people.”5 

But when King went to college and 
seminary, he learned how to channel his anger 
into positive forms of protest. Clarence Jones, 
a speechwriter for King, explains: “From Dr. 
King’s standpoint, anger is part of a process 
that includes, anger, forgiveness, redemption 
and love…If you only have anger, the anger 
will paralyze you. You cannot do anything 
constructive.”6 

Anger has a distinct purpose. Anger 
reveals where there is injustice. Anger points 
to our deeper pain of loss and sadness. Anger 
calls attention to all that is wrong in our 
world. But we can’t stay there in that anger. 
We can’t stay in that miserable pit slamming 
into the next person that disappoints us.  

What makes you angry? What makes you 
want to throw things, punch pillows and 
scream to the top of your lungs? What makes 
                                                        
5 Greenfieldboyce, Nell. “The Power of Martin Luther King Jr.’s Anger” from 
https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2019/02/20/691298594/the-power-of-martin-luther-king-jr-s-anger, 
accessed 8/1/19.  
6 Ibid. 

https://www.npr.org/sections/codeswitch/2019/02/20/691298594/the-power-of-martin-luther-king-jr-s-anger


your face flush, your jaw clench and your 
stomach hurt? What deeper pain, what 
injustice is this anger pointing to? 

In prayer, we must cry out to God. We 
must tell God the truth, no matter how bitter 
or enraged we feel in that moment. And God, 
being a God of redemptive love, will grab us 
by the elbow, pull us out of the pit, and give 
us renewed strength to continue on the way 
of faith.    
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