Sitting in the Gap Study Guide – March 24, 2019
Psalm 63:1-8
(Click on scripture above to link directly to each passage in the NRSV on biblegateway.com.)

Suggested Study / Prep
1. Read the passage(s) in several different translations and/or paraphrases (e.g. NRSV and
The Message)
2. Read the provided commentary(s) below
3. Visit and explore some of the additional resources links (and/or explore your own
commentaries, resources, etc)
4. Reflect on the provided questions
5. Generate your own questions and “wonderings”

Commentary on Psalm 63:1-8

(From Jane Strohl, workingpreacher.org; March 7, 2010)

In a recent gathering, one of my students led a guided meditation.
She asked us all to close our eyes and remember a situation in which we felt truly loved and secure. We were to
focus there for a while and then envelop that place in a circle of radiant pink light. (The pink didn't work so well for
me; I felt off and on like I was bouncing around in a bubble of Bazooka gum. But I imagine you could use a different
color without making a hash of the exercise.) Resting comfortably in this place, we awaited whoever passed through
the light to enter in. And we greeted them, enemy and friend, family and stranger. It was amazing who showed up,
the memories stirred, and the unfinished business that no longer stayed buried. Here from this point of safety we
explored the possibility of receiving each visitor with love and compassion.
In these verses from Psalm 63, the psalmist takes refuge in the place where he feels truly loved and secure -- in the
shadow of the wings of God. There is intense longing: "O God, you are my God, I seek you/my soul thirsts for
you/my flesh faints for you/as in a dry and weary land where there is no water" (verse 1). There is also ecstatic
fulfillment: "Because your steadfast love is better than life/my lips will praise you" (verse 3). The psalmist encircles
this place of desire and delight not with light but with song, a song of trust and thanksgiving powerful enough to
sustain him through threatening danger.
The lectionary does us a disservice by editing what we sing as the psalmody in worship. Psalm 63 is actually eleven
verses long, not eight, and the last three show the psalmist exulting over his enemies, who shall die by the sword
and become food for jackals. He is sure that the God who upholds him will certainly do this. This is hardly
welcoming them into a beneficent place, to share with them the peace of your holy realm.
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It is important not to impose a kind of political correctness on these honest and fierce declarations. Many people
recoil from them as decidedly un-Christlike: hold the jackals and turn the other cheek, lest living by the sword you
die by the sword. Indeed, some Christian communities sought to embody Christ's "new law" strictly, even to the
point of estranging themselves from the world around them. In their view it was all too easy to justify compromises
with the world that would accumulate to the point that the salt lost its savor. But the contrasting view of discipleship
held that Christians lived in the world to uphold justice and keep the ever threatening flood of evil at bay. They gave
their lives for it, and they took lives as well, and when the mouths of liars were stopped (verse 11), they rejoiced in
the Lord.
Some years ago, I was a delegate to an assembly of the Lutheran World Federation. The folks responsible for
ecumenical and inter-religious studies made an encouraging presentation about the number of dialogues either
progressing or initiated. During the question and answer period, a delegate from an African nation with an
overwhelming Muslim majority stood up and asked the assembly to consider a different point of view. In his land,
Christians were being forced out of government positions and feared their children would soon be barred from the
schools. He heard talk of nothing but dialogue, but in his homeland the religious majority had no interest in talking or
sharing power. The Christian community was afraid and anticipated increasing persecution. He asked the delegates,
"If it comes to bloodshed, will you stand by us?" It is a reminder that the last three verses of this psalm could echo
meaningfully from the lips of some of our Christian brothers and sisters around the world.
It is not always easy to see the hand of God at work in our lives or to claim God's steadfast love for oneself. Saint
Augustine in his Confessions looked back over the early years of his life and in hindsight could see God at work,
accomplishing God's purposes for him in unlikely circumstances. This remembrance of things past, of God's care for
us in often unexpected ways, becomes the safe place at the center of our lives and the assurance that God will
continue to be with us in the years ahead.
"My soul is satisfied as with a rich feast,
and my mouth praises you with joyful lips,
when I think of you on my bed,
and meditate on you in the watches of the night;
for you have been my help,
and in the shadow of your wings I sing for joy.
My soul clings to you;
your right hand upholds me" (verses 5-8).
Here we must come when hostility threatens, when loss and grief leave us feeling abandoned. For here God's love
claims us. In the shadow of God's wings, we will sing for joy.

Additional Resources




The Text this Week – a huge archive of commentaries, blogs, sermons, etc. Note – this site collects
resources related to ALL of the lectionary texts for a given week…not all will relate to the passage(s)
being studied, but many will. You will have to sift!
Check out other commentaries available for these texts (and others!) at WorkingPreacher.org.
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Reflection Questions on Psalm 63:1-8
1.

Can you honestly say that you “long” for God? If you can, how would you describe this longing in your
own words and metaphors? If you cannot, how do you relate to this Psalm of longing?

2.

From Amanda Benckhuysen, workingpreacher.org (March 24, 2019): Psalm 63 functions as a counterliturgy to the liturgy of consumer capitalism, schooling our hearts in the things of God so that what we
long for, what we seek, what we desire is not more of the world, but more of God. While the whole
book of Psalms is meant to disciple us in an alternative set of values, expectations, and practices that
reflect God’s heart for the world, this psalm is the most explicit about directing our desire away from
the things of the world and toward the things of God. Do you see the counter liturgy in this Psalm? Are
there things other than “consumer capitalism” from which this Psalm calls us away?

3.

Read the rest of Psalm 63 (vv. 9-11), not included in the Revised Common Lectionary reading. (It is
fairly obvious to see why it was not included!) How do these additional verses hold together with the
first 8 verses of the Psalm? How do you make sense of such a dramatic turn of tone? After such a
soaring beginning, why do you think the Psalmist ended the Psalm in such a mood?

What questions do you have?

What do you “wonder” about when reading these passages?

