Ps139

Background

This psalm, composed in the late post-exilic period, and so one of the “youngest” psalms in the Psalter, is difficult to classify. Though it is easily divided into five stanzas (1-6, 7-12, 13-8, 19-22, 23-24) there is such a difference in tone between the first three and the last two that some scholars thought it might be two psalms instead of one. Such is not the case; it is one psalm. However, the shift in focus (not as abrupt as one might think upon first reading) has prompted many attempts at classification. What this really is a quiet, personal meditation on God (vv. 1-18) and a prayer to God to continue to be so powerfully present to the psalmist that purge him of any “wicked way in me” and lead him in the “everlasting way,” lest he be guilty of the same injustice he sees others doing, even doing against him.

Instead of trying to classify this psalm (Is it a hymn? A lament? A wisdom psalm? A psalm of innocence?) it is best to acknowledge the tradition out of which this psalm flows, i.e. the influences behind the psalm. First, there is the ordeal, an ancient practice of putting a person accused of a crime (apostasy, witchcraft, etc.) through an almost impossible test (like walking on hot coals or being submerged in water tied to a heavy stone). If the person survived then God (or the gods) has declared him or her innocent. In this psalm the speaker has only God as his witness to his innocence and whatever “ordeals” in life he must endure he has confidence that God will not only see to it that he survives but also purge him of any incipient or hidden (hidden from the psalmist not from God) flaws so that he grow (“…lead me…” v. 24) in innocence (“in the ancient paths” v. 24).

The second influence was the cultural situation of the time. Many Jews did not return from exile. Many settled in predominantly Gentile cities, like Alexandria in Egypt. In such places the devout Jew had to endure many beliefs and practices contrary to his/her own. It was a source of pain and a cause to “hate” the enemies of God. The psalmist is not so much defending his own innocence in a specific trial (there is no hint of there being a trial) as he is lamenting the widespread ignorance of the omnipresent, omniscient and provident God by the Gentiles (as so, idolatry) and the widespread defection from Yahweh by the Jews (and so, apostasy). His own reflections on God not only produce awe in him but also disgust at the callous disregard of God by others. Can they not also see what he sees, what is so obvious to him?

The third major influence is, of course, Scripture. This psalm originated in a tradition that included Jeremiah, Deutero-Isaiah, Ps 22 and Wisdom Literature, especially Job, all of which reminded the psalmist of the necessity of long-suffering perseverance against all odds, of absolute trust in God, of seeing with the eyes of faith the love of God stronger than the dark moments of life- a mother’s womb, earthly trials, disappointments, sickness and death. Within each of these “wombs” (seen by those apostates without faith, as “tombs”) he perceived the Lord “knitting” each person together, binding up the wounds, and concluding “How wonderful are thy works, O Lord.”

This is a psalm prayed by an individual. There is nothing cultic or communal about this psalm. It could have been prayed in the Temple, while awaiting trial and judgment for some crime or sin of which the accused was innocent. It could just as well have been prayed at home, in private or anywhere. There are also no explicit references to the Covenant, neither cultic nor covenant language, though it is certainly in the background. Anyone, Jew or non-Jew, could pray this psalm. It takes a phenomenological rather than an historical approach to God, his knowledge and presence and the ethic of the two ways was widely taught by wisdom teacher throughout the Near East. The psalmist is not merely engaging in quiet reverie, but also pleading that justice be done.

Text

Vv. 1-6 The Omniscience of Yahweh

             The psalmist does not reflect on God’s knowledge in the abstract. He experiences being known so intimately by Yahweh that every details of his life, every moment of each day’s routine activities, no matter how seemingly insignificant are seen and known by him, even before they happen. This includes the psalmist’s thoughts yet to be expressed in words, indeed yet to be thought. He concludes this section with ecstatic wonder at how incomparable his own knowledge is next to God’s.

Vv. 7-12 The Omnipresence of Yahweh (External and General)

               The psalmist expands his vision from his personal activities to the entire world and acknowledges that he can never get away from God. Even if he wanted to (which he does not) there is no spot on earth, above it or below it where he could ever hide from God. God can even see in the darkest dark. He psalmist ends on a note of awe: Darkness and light are but one. For all God’s transcendence and distance he is also immanent and close, a feat only God could pull off.

Vv. 13-18 The Omnipresence of Yahweh (Internal and Specific)

                Yahweh not only monitors the psalmist’s activities and not only follows him wherever he goes, he also created him top to bottom, inside and out. Yahweh can see not only over great expanses and then some, he can also see into the human person, his/her bones, mind, heart and soul, the depths of his ebing and conscience. Each human being is “made in secret,” i.e. made specifically by God for a specific predetermined purpose. While a person can be said to have been molded by God, God does not use a pre-made mold to fit humans into. Each “mold” is uniquely made (“in secret,” “in the depths of the earth”) and then the mold is thrown away, never to be used again (“so wonderfully you made me”). It is impossible to count the thoughts of God, though he can count the thoughts of humans. For a human to finish counting God’s thoughts he/she would need to live as long as God has. All the creatures of the earth, including each human being, was a thought of God that, when he spoke it, it came to be.

Vv. 19-22 God’s Enemies are My Enemies

                 The psalmist, after this quiet, contemplative reverie, turns angry when he ponders all those who ignore the presence of Yahweh. He cannot understand how they can do so. They behave as though he is not there, as though they can hide from him, as though they are more powerful than he. The psalmist “hates” them because they “hate’” (and behave in hateful ways, like swearing falsely in his name) Yahweh. To the psalmist evil is no abstract idea anymore than Yahweh is an abstract idea. Evil is embodied in evil people. Yahweh’s enemies are his enemies, because he is Yahweh’s friend. His concern is not with his own psychological emotions, but with the honor of God, his friend and constant companion.

Vv. 23-24 Prayer

                 The psalmist, having disassociated and distanced himself from the wicked, does not claim perfect innocence. He asks God to continue to probe him and search into his being and when Yahweh sees “crooked” ways within him, he asks him to make them straight and to lead him in the right ways.

Reflection

Even though the psalmist recognizes the omniscience of God and particularly God’s intimate and detailed knowledge of the psalmist, he still asks God to probe his inner self and search his heart for any hint of idolatry, apostasy or infidelity. If God already has probed and searched him why is he asking God to do so? The psalmist knows that God knows him whether he asks God to or not. God knows everybody that intimately. The point in asking God to continue to do so is to add “Amen” to that incontrovertible fact, to agree with it. Asking God to continue doing what he always does anyway does not give God any permission he does not need. It simply brings to the surface of the pray-er’s mind that this ongoing process is happening. Saying “Yes, continue, please” means that the pray-er wants to cooperate with and to benefit from that scrutiny. On the one hand, the psalmist knows he is not to be counted among the wicked; yet, on the other hand, he knows he is not totally free from the same impulses, motives and thoughts that make a person wicked. He asks God to find those impulses and to expunge them so that he can praise God all the more authentically.

Yet, even though every human being’s thoughts are an open book to God, God’s are incomprehensible. We only know of God what he has chosen to reveal of himself through his creation, his Word, and, now his Word made flesh. That awareness often (but not always) results in awe, utter admiration of God. It stops us in our tracks and we can only admire. Admiration itself motivates us to celebration, to getting up and walking around this earth again but with a different attitude. The awareness of being constantly known can produce resentment that we cannot ever get away from God. That resentment can impel us to try to hide from God. We know from the story of Adam and Eve that sin causes that impulse to kick in. So, like the people the psalmist is complaining about, we behave as though God is not there or even deny that he is. Our behavior then turns idolatrous. We substitute a god, an idol, to whom we go when we want, but who us not always there. In truth, that substitute is always there- in the form not of a statue but of an obsession, giving us many “statutes” to abide by. Ultimately that obsession becomes worshipped and also becomes so demanding that it compels us to act according to its dictates. Worship of anything other than the real God results in addiction to that substitute. The psalmist knows this and so he prays to the real God to remove any defects of character that might begin to grow into an obsession before the process get a foothold in the psalmist’s being and he ends up becoming the kind of person he is complaining about.

We all dabble with and dally with the “wicked.” We all must be on guard lest those evil traits become our own. We all must ask the Lord to prune and purge us of those evils while they are still in their infancy stages. Because evil can be so subtle we can easily miss the first signs. So, even the prayer of contemplation, of which this psalm is an excellent and beautiful example, can have a very practical result. It heightens our awareness of the coldness of the world and those in it to the ever-present, yet hidden, God. It sharpens our vision so that we can see through not only the clouds but also the darkness. There is an old saying in monastic circles that says, “The monk who leaves the monastery and goes into the world comes back less a man.” While we would not consider the world evil in itself, we need to recognize that the interaction we necessarily must have with the world (for we are not all cloistered monks and nuns) does dirty us and leave its smell on our beings. That’s not the world’s smell (that is good, a creation of God) but evil’s. Like the pet dog who “smells” the scent of another dog if his/her master has been out petting one, we also need this heightened sense of scent. Contemplative prayer, prayer that simply basks in the presence of God in whatever form we stare through in order to experience him, develops this heightened awareness of not only all that is but of what is almost imperceptibly present, be it good or evil.

Key Notions

1. God knows us inside out and upside down.

2. God knows everything there is to know and then some.

3. God is present wherever and whenever we go.

4. God is present everywhere there is to go and more so.

5. Idolatry, blasphemy and apostasy put a person at odds with God and with those who love God.

Food For Thought

1. God in Sheol? V. 8 states, “If I lie down in Sheol you are there too.” Does this mean that God is also present in hell? The orthodox Jews of the day certainly did not think so. They believed that the world was like a three story house and Sheol was the basement where the dead “lived” sort of like vegetables. There was nothing there, neither sorrow nor joy, neither pain nor pleasure, and God was definitely not there either. He could no longer be contacted or praised in Sheol. Is the inspired psalmist teaching that God is in Sheol? Yes and no. In order for Sheol or hell to exist at all it must have God’s acquiescence and so God is “present” in some form or fashion. However, by definition, hell (and the Jewish conception of Sheol) means the very absence of God, an absence of God’s choosing, not an absence born of impossibility. If God wants to be both present and absent simultaneously, he can. He’s God. We must remember that the psalms are poetry first and theology second. The psalmist is poetically balancing “Sheol” with “the heavens” and is more concerned with semantic symmetry than with theological precision. Moreover, even though the educated orthodox of Jerusalem had their theological ducks all in a row, the ordinary non-Jerusalem Jew would not be offended by the idea that while humans in Sheol could not contact God, God was still there in some sense. This statement is more of a poetic exaggeration, an hyperbole, than a theological revelation.

2. Eternal Life? V. 24 asks God to “lead me in the ancient paths.” That’s what our translation (NAB) interprets by the Hb bederek `olam, “the everlasting way.” Could this be an early intimation of immortality? Since this is the only place in the OT where this exact phrase appears it is impossible to know for certain what its reference is. Is the psalmist teaching in this verse that we will live forever? There are two views on this. The first one is expressed by the NAB translation of the phrase and sees it to mean the manner of living of the ancestors who were faithful to God’s will. The second view sees it as an allusion to life after death. Such religious doctrine did begin to appear in the late postexilic age. If Ps 139 was composed, say in Egypt where the Jerusalem orthodox hold was less powerful and where new ideas were more welcome, then it is entirely possibly that this prayerful poet did enter into an experience of the eternal world, did cross the boundary (in his mind) between time and eternity, did emerge ever so briefly from the womb of earth and see the light of eternity.

3. Womb: While we seem to be born only once, never to return to our mother’s womb, the psalmist seems to see life as a series of births and the real womb as the womb of Mother Earth. He sees God “knitting” us into full personhood, one stitch at a time. He sees the various stages of life as an emerging from one womb or one dimension of that womb into another one or a dimension closer to the surface, the surface being eternal birth and life. At each stage of our lives we still remain within a dark womb, though one that experiences the dawn daily, and we need to look to Yahweh, our “knitter,” for our mission, purpose, protection and fulfillment. Throughout our lives, until we are “born” into eternity, we are enclosed within the darkness of Mother Earth where the Lord tenderly and intricately knits us into a unique creation. Though the “knitter” follows the pattern as it is “written in the book” (v.16), God never doggedly repeats himself. Each is a unique expression of what it means to be an image of God. If one is born onto earth with what others might call a “deformity” or a “disability” or whatever, it is not a mistake that the “knitter” made but a variation , the purpose of which only he knows.

