Will we perfectly serve the Lord, our friends and neighbors, the orphan, the widow, the poor, the differently abled, the mentally troubled, the marginalized, the victimized, and the oppressed? No, we won’t. We may foot fault on our serve (something rare in tennis). Maybe our service crosses a line into unfamiliar places. But there is always the “second serve,” and perhaps the next time we will get it right. “But there is forgiveness with you, so that you may be revered,” says the Psalmist (Ps. 130:4). Should we “double fault,” we move on to our next serving opportunity. In tennis and life, it is not over until we face “match point.”

Obstacles Abound. Tennis is a contest. One challenge is the opponent across the net. But your opponent may be the least of your concerns. All the opposing player aims to do is return the ball back over the net. Yes, your opponent wants to win, but they are playing by the same rules, and, like you, are facing an opponent. There are other obstacles like a boisterous crowd, sweltering heat, dehydration, a delineated court, the surface of the court (clay, grass, or hardcourt) and, of course, the net. When all those obstacles come together, it can be a tough match for any player. 

The parallels to life are obvious. Sometimes, we get aggravated by people, an irritation made worse if we view them as an enemy. We are always better off assuming good intentions and trying to make our enemy into a friend. Still, some people are just plain ornery, mean-spirited, and crooked as a dog’s hind leg. Putting up with such people day is maddening. There are other issues, too, like a hostile work environment, adverse weather conditions, unrealistic demands on our work and home life. Somehow, we must find a way to rise above these obstacles, to get beyond them, to push past them. 

Clearly, the psalmist was in a fix. “Out of the depths I cry to you, O LORD. LORD, hear my voice!” (vv.1-2). David’s reference to “depths” explains why this psalm is sometimes known as De Profundis, “from the depths.” De Profundis is also the title of a letter written by the brilliant humorist and playwright, Oscar Wilde, from a prison cell. To be in the pits, at the bottom of a dungeon, in the depths of the abyss is a dismal, dark experience. King David, Oscar Wilde, and many of us know what that feels like. When we hit rock bottom, we feel that all is lost; but as we will see, there is always hope.

The Unforced Error. The most serious issue a tennis player faces is the unforced error. This kind of blunder will absolutely wreck your game. An “unforced error” is “a mistake in play that is attributed to one’s own failure rather than to the skill or effort of one’s opponent…a careless or foolish mistake.” According to tennis.com, “the late Leo Levin created the term ‘unforced error’ 40 years ago. Levin defined an unforced error as “a situation [where] you are completely in control, and you make the mistake.”
Unforced errors are inexplicable screwups that cannot be attributed to the difficulty of the shot or the opponent’s incredible volley to your backhand in the baseline corner. An unforced error is your best “kill shot” that goes right into the net; it’s your easy forehand that careens into the stands; it’s a return that goes 10 feet beyond your opponent’s baseline. An unforced error is an embarrassing lapse in skill and judgment. No one, player or spectator, understands how it could happen. 

Did you ever have an “unforced error” in your day? The psalmist did. “Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice! Let your ears be attentive to the voice of my supplications!” David is in trouble, just like we are when we do something that goes against everything we believe. Maybe we betray confidence or break a promise. Maybe we speak unkindly or say something hurtful without thinking. Maybe it was a paycheck squandered on betting apps or alcohol or shoes. Maybe it is a wayward email, or a text sent to the wrong person. Your family and friends don’t know how you can be so thoughtless, careless, and stupid. You cannot understand it yourself.

When unforced errors happen, we must take responsibility for them. David does that. He knows the score, and he is behind 40-Love. So, David does the only thing he can do to get his life back on track: He seeks a fresh start with God. “There is forgiveness with you, so that you may be revered. I wait for the LORD, my soul waits, and in [God’s] word I hope; my soul waits for the LORD more than those who watch for the morning” (vv. 4-6). This is quite a remarkable change of perspective for a person who just prayed out of the depths of despair. David experienced God’s forgiveness many times and it put fresh perspective on his life. He would later be described as a “man after God’s own heart” (1 Samuel 13:14; Acts 13:22). He became a better man for owning his mistakes and learning from them.

The late Swiss psychiatrist, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, known for her seminal work, On Death and Dying, makes an interesting point about those who hit rock bottom. “The most beautiful people we have known are those who have known defeat, known suffering, known struggle, known loss, and have found their way out of the depths. These persons have an appreciation, a sensitivity, and an understanding of life that fills them with compassion, gentleness, and a deep loving concern. Beautiful people do not just happen.” Kübler-Ross observes that people who go through adversity often emerge changed for the better; and they, then, can help others out of the depths.

The late Henri Nouwen calls such people “wounded healers.” Such people use their experience to help others in crisis. Actor Hank Azaria, who struggled with alcoholism, talked about hitting bottom and how his friend, the late-Matthew Perry, helped him: 
“[Matthew] took me to my first A.A. meeting, in 2005. Matthew quit booze a few years before. He struggled with it, for sure. I didn’t need rehab, but I knew I had a very serious problem, so I called Matthew and asked him to take me to a meeting.

We went to this very big gathering in Brentwood, California. We walked in, and I swear it seemed there were a thousand people in there. He knew the look on my face — daunted. Beyond daunted: demoralized. It’s very hard to imagine how going into a room like that is somehow going to make you want to stop drinking or make you feel better. And he looked at me and said in his Matthew, half-joking, very loving way: “It’s something, isn’t it? God is a bunch of drunks together in a room.”

At the time, I didn’t know what he meant. I’ve since learned. He meant that as bad as we feel, as low as we go, we tend to feel we’re alone in it, whether our problem is alcoholism, a bad marriage, illness, depression, strife. We feel that we are the only one who has ever gone through it; in recovery we call it terminal uniqueness.

And it’s by going into a room with a few or a lot of other people and sharing, saying out loud what it is that’s upsetting us and hearing that from others that we feel, well, maybe we’re not alone. In fact, in time, what we become sure of is that the most unfortunate, terrible things we face are actually our greatest strength, as they connect us with others.”

The bad news about being human is that we will make mistakes. The good news is that we do not have to be defined by those mistakes. There is always someone who struggles with the same thing we do; and we have a God who knows our weaknesses and loves us anyway. In the game of life, there will always be unforced errors; but unlike tennis, our errors can be overruled and overturned by God’s forgiveness. In Jesus Christ, God gives us a second serve…a second chance…and it’s a beautiful thing. “O Israel, hope in the LORD! For with the LORD there is steadfast love, and with him is great power to redeem. It is [God] who will redeem Israel from all its iniquities” (vv. 7-8).

Prayer: Thank You, Compassionate God, for sending Jesus to pay the shocking price for my unforced errors, His own life’s blood shed for me. Thank You that in Jesus, I have forgiveness of sins and life everlasting. I offer this prayer of thanks and praise to you in the name of Jesus Christ, my God and Savior. Nothing in my hand I bring, simply to Thy Cross I cling. Amen.
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The All-England Lawn Tennis and Croquet Club in London hosts what many consider to be the most prestigious tennis championship in the world: Wimbledon. Think of strawberries and cream. Think of white tennis uniforms. Think of Princess Kate in the royal box. The mid-summer Wimbledon tournament attracts players from all over the world for an event which is especially challenging because matches are played on outdoor grass courts. I’m not a tennis player myself, but a quick look at the game of tennis offers some remarkable parallels to the game of life. 

You Gotta Serve Somebody. All tennis matches begin with a serve. Without the serve, the game never gets going. Tennis is all about serving. Generally, the better the serve, the better the game. Likewise, without the serve, the game of life is not going to amount to much. Life, especially the Christian life, is all about serving. In life as in tennis, it is not a question of whether serving is going to happen; it is only a question of whom we are going to serve and how well it will be done.

For Christians, serving others is not really an issue. It’s just something we do. Jesus often stressed the importance of serving and the need to excel at it. “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all” (Mark 9:35). “Whoever wishes to become great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be first among you must be slave of all. For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve” (Mark 10:43-45). “I was hungry and you gave me food… thirsty and you gave me something to drink… a stranger and you welcomed me…was naked and you gave me clothing… was sick and you took care of me… was in prison and you visited me… just as you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me” (Matt. 25:35-36, 40).

If Jesus’ words are not enough, the mass of evidence in sacred Scripture reminds us how important it is to serve others. “Do not withhold good from those to whom it is due, when it is in your power to do it” (Prov. 3:27). “Serve each other through love. All the Law is fulfilled in a single statement: Love your neighbor as yourself” (Gal. 5:13-14). “So then, whenever we have an opportunity, let us work for the good of all” (Gal. 6:10). “Serve each other according to the gift each person has received, as good managers of God’s diverse gifts.…Whoever serves should do so from the strength that God furnishes” (1 Pet. 4:10-11).

