
Psalms and the Real Life 
August 13, 2020 

 
As promised, I am beginning a new series of articles designed to expand our knowledge 
of the Bible and the inherent spirituality that is forged through the experience of knowing 
God. This week we are beginning a new sermon series on the Psalms. I thought it 
would be advantageous to clarify how these Psalms emerged into their final form, why 
they have become so necessary for our spiritual growth and what compelled those who 
wrote them to be so honest. 
 
Both Jews and Christians have cut their spiritual teeth on the Psalms. For years they 
were the main teaching tools of the church, in which communicants were made to 
memorize, while seeking their meaning. The Jewish world also used these Psalms as 
the proper soil to sow their spiritual concerns, and their spiritual honesty. In this respect 
they are not only independent spiritual meditations, they represent the history of Israel’s 
ups and downs. They represent the real life of their sins, forgiveness, laments and 
praises that forged an honest spiritual life, before their community and God. So, if you 
are looking for the Psalms to comfort you, you will be wildly disappointed. They are not 
included in the sacred scripture of Israel and the church, for our comfort. They are there 
to tell the story of God and humanity. They tell the history of Israel and the spiritual 
history of a people that need God.  
 
Because they represent the history of Israel, they reflect some of its most significant 
events---like the coronation of the king. Sigmund Mowinckel, that great scholar of Oslo 
University on the Psalms, suggests that many, in fact most, of the Psalms reflect the 
coronation sentiments of a new king. But even as they reflect important events of Israel, 
their main source of energy comes from the honest spiritual tone they present. They 
offer a way to pray, with a kind of abandon without the fear of disrespect or judgment. In 
our conventions of worship, where the historical background of the Psalm is lost to us, 
we are comforted in finding a language that opens up a new relationship with God.  
 
In our present environment, where the Psalms are interpreted individualistically, 
scholars have sought to find a way to help the student of the Psalms connect with their 
message. A person I have found valuable in organizing the psalms for our personal use 
is Walter Bruggermann. His insightful book “The Message of the Psalms,” has arranged 
the psalms around the following themes: Orientation, Disorientation and New 
Orientation. Instead, of following the traditional arrangement using Psalms of Lament, 
Praise and Thanksgiving. Indeed, his arrangement has the benefit of providing 
psychological and spiritual insights not available in the other traditional forms. He begins 
with Psalms of orientation which he states, “The psalms of orientation were created, 
transmitted, valued, and relied upon by a community of faithful people. To these people, 
their faith was both important and satisfying.” Psalms like 1 and 8 are a part of this 
perspective. Psalms 1 gives thanks for the Torah and its way of life. It provides a way 
the faithful member of the community can find their identity and future. It says,  

 



Happy are those 
    who do not follow the advice of the wicked, 

or take the path that sinners tread, 
    or sit in the seat of scoffers; 

2 but their delight is in the law of the LORD, 
    and on his law they meditate day and night. 

 
This psalm orients the reader to a way of life, they have accepted. This is what 
Bruggermann calls “Psalms of Orientation.” Psalms 8 is similar, in the way it orients the 
faithful member of the community to the ground of faith, which is God. It reads,  
 

O LORD, our Sovereign, 
    how majestic is your name in all the earth! 

 

The worshipper and the mystic alone in his room would all agree that this opening 
brings to mind the foundation of all things in the world and their personal life. The Psalm 
provides the necessary perspective to live comfortably in their faith and community. 
 
But there are other tones that are heard throughout the Psalms. There is what 
Bruggermann calls the “Psalms of Disorientation.” He says, “Such a “mismatch” 
between our life experience of disorientation and our faith speech of orientation could 
be a great evangelical “nevertheless”. Such a counterstatement insist that God does in 
any case govern, rule, and order, regardless of how the data seem to appear.” All of us 
would agree that life is not a monolithic experience. It doesn’t arrange our eyes toward 
just one side of the picture. Life is a complex and multilayered experience with highs, 
lows, anger, laughter and disappointment. To try and deny these experiences and just 
sing songs of orientation is to lose the reality of life and the gravity of its sorrow. Most of 
these psalms contain the element of a lament or a complaint against God. They carry 
with them the paradox of lamenting our sins, and yet also complaining about God’s lack 
of mercy. Take for instance Psalm 13: 
 

How long, O LORD? Will you forget me forever? 
    How long will you hide your face from me? 

2 How long must I bear pain[a] in my soul, 
    and have sorrow in my heart all day long? 

How long shall my enemy be exalted over me? 
 

The interesting point of the Psalm is that it could be said as a national prayer, but in 
most cases in our experience it is an individual prayer. It carries with it the anger, 
disappointment, guilt and demand of the speaker to boldly present to God His 
dereliction. This psalm points to the complete frustration over the feeling of not being 
heard. This indeed is a disorientating feeling, knowing that it shouldn’t be this way given 
the Psalms of Orientation.  
 
  

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalms+13&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-14077a


Finally, there are the Psalms of New Orientation that spring from a hope of the future, 
taking the troubles of the present and shattering them on the power and love of God. 
The two most familiar Psalms are 23 and 30. They take the spiritual student from the 
shadows of depression and despair to a place of complete confidence. They turn life 
upside down. They are neither psalms that orient us to God’s unwavering consistency, 
nor do they express the torment of beleaguered heart. They instead direct the reader to 
the joy of God’s power and love, the suffering and into hope. Psalm 30:11-12 reads: 
 

 
You have turned my mourning into dancing; 

    you have taken off my sackcloth 
    and clothed me with joy, 

12 so that my soul[b] may praise you and not be silent. 
    O LORD my God, I will give thanks to you forever. 

 

These psalms always address a transition in the worshipper’s life. She is without hope 
but God was able to lift them out of darkness into the light. The same is true for Psalm 
23, which needs no introduction.  

 

Even though I walk through the darkest valley,[d] 
    I fear no evil; 

for you are with me; 
    your rod and your staff— 

    they comfort me. 

Both of these psalms direct our attention away from the trouble in front of us, in order to 
provide a sure hope, or I should say a “radical hope” that stimulates their love for God 
and provides spiritual assurance.  
 
I hope this has been helpful in your preparation for this series on the Psalms. I am 
looking forward to entering each one of these psalms with the intention in which they 
were written. In order to prepare, I will have Lisa send you a list of the psalms, with 
dates, so you can start working on how you are going to engage the power of their 
words.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalms+30&version=NRSV#fen-NRSV-14332b
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