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Maybe this is just me, but my experience of this time of social distancing is one of 

intense ups and downs.  

 

The pattern goes like this: one day, I’m thinking to myself, we can do this! We’re doing 

really well. We’re safe. We’re together. We haven’t lost any income. We have access to 

health care. We can work from home. The kids are alright. We’re good. We have much to 

be thankful for.  

 

Inevitably, the next day is a complete disaster. It’s snowing. The news is utterly 

overwhelming. Dan, Anna, and I have about a million hours of zoom calls scheduled. 

The girls are tiny, emotional whirlwinds of destruction. The house is disintegrating 

before my very eyes. I worry about my extended family and others that I love. I need a 

break and some time to myself to rest and recharge, which I will never really get because 

we are all here, all of the time. It’s too much.  

 

However, in all likelihood, tomorrow, the sun will come out, the numbers will look 

better, and I will feel hopeful again.  

 

Up and down, up and down. Does anyone else feel this way?  

 

This up-and-down experience is what drew me to the Psalm for today, Psalm 116.  

 

Biblical scholars often divide individual psalms into categories based on their apparent 

purpose in their original contexts. For example, a psalm might have been used in temple 

worship or in personal daily life or to teach a student about the importance of the bible. 

Once they’ve identified a possible purpose and classified it, scholars look at what form 

these different categories usually take. Like a business letter or a tweet or a press 

release, they’ll assume that there are certain cultural and literary norms that determine 

how these different psalms will say what they say.  

 

Three of the most common categories for the Psalms, according to these scholars, are: 

hymns, songs of thanksgiving, and laments. Hymns are the psalms that extol God for 

who he is, for God’s greatness and power. An example of a hymn psalm is Psalm 150, 

which starts “Hallelujah! Praise God in his holy temple; praise him in the firmament of 

his power. Praise him for his mighty deeds; praise him according to his surpassing 

greatness!” A praise song, if you will.  



 

Lament psalms describe the suffering of the psalmist, usually in excruciating detail, and 

plead with God to intervene. Psalm 22, which we read on Good Friday, is an example of 

a lament. It begins, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far 

from helping me, from the words of my groaning?” I actually love the laments. They 

remind me that we are allowed, even encouraged, to pour out to God exactly how we 

feel--even if what we feel (anger, despair, rage, spite, vengefulness and so on) isn’t 

something that we’re typically allowed to express in polite company.  

 

The songs of thanksgiving describe how God has acted on behalf of the psalmist and 

thank God for what he has done. Our psalm, 116, is a psalm of thanksgiving. Listen to 

the first verse: “I love the Lord, because he has heard the voice of my supplication, 

because he has inclined his ear to me whenever I called upon him.” God has heard; God 

has inclined his ear.  

 

This psalm has much to say by way of praising God for who he is and what he has done: 

”Gracious is the Lord and righteous; our God is full of compassion” and “For you have 

rescued my life from death, my eyes from tears, and my feet from stumbling.”  

 

However, the psalmist also describes his previous suffering in vivid detail, in a fashion 

that is reminiscent of a lament: “The cords of death entangled me; the grip of the grave 

took hold of me; I came to grief and sorrow.” And later he writes, “I said ‘I have been 

brought very low.’ In my distress I said, ‘No one can be trusted.’” This emotionally raw 

language lays bare his despair and his hopelessness.  

 

This psalm also contains some curious transitions between sorrow and praise that I 

can’t quite explain, like when he says: “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of 

his servants. O Lord, I am your servant.” Is this comforting or not? Is he going to be 

rescued from his suffering or not? 

 

The resulting whole is a psalm that depicts a broad palette of feelings, from confidence 

to hopelessness, from joy to despair. Moveover, the feelings represented in this psalm 

don’t resolve linearily, as many psalms do. The psalmist doesn’t move through a period 

of sorrow to a place of praise in a tidy way. Instead, his emotions seem to swing about, 

and the result is a little messy.  

 

The disjointed feeling of Psalm 116 is something that biblical scholars have frequently 

noticed and commented on. Indeed, one of the fathers of modern biblical scholarship 



referred to Psalm 116 as “without order.” This assessment confirms the up-and-down 

experience I have when I read this psalm.  

 

As I considered this psalm and its relationship to the neat categories scholars like to 

plunk individual psalms into, it struck me that lament and thanksgiving, while 

representing different, and theoretically distinct categories, often do operate 

together--not only in the Psalms, but also in real life. So to find thanksgiving and lament 

mixed together so in this psalm feels very natural and human to me.  

 

We are expected by our culture, and just as often by Christian culture, to present, at all 

times, the best version of ourselves. To respond to the question “how are you?” with an 

upbeat “great!” To present ourselves to the world as instagram-ready, as if we were on a 

perpetual job interview or a never-ending first date. 

 

Christian author and Episcopal priest Barbara Brown Taylor writes about our cultural 

obsession with positivity and our corresponding discomfort with negativity in her book 

Learning to Walk in the Dark. In this book she uses “the dark” as a metaphor for 

negativity, for whatever is hard, difficult, scary, threatening, or just unknown. She 

accuses Christianity of selling out for what she calls “full solar spirituality,” meaning a 

spirituality that has no place for the negative experiences and emotions that are a 

normal and inevitable part of life. Rejecting this, she spends the rest of the book 

exploring what it means to look for and find God in the dark places of our lives.  

 

Similarly, psalms like Psalm 116 show us that God wants us to bring the full range of our 

emotions to him, the dark and the light, no matter how messy they might be. I might 

even suggest that the book of Psalms is included in the bible for this very reason: to 

model for us how to speak to God and to demonstrate that this sort of honesty, 

authenticity, and intimacy is appropriate. 

 

The Psalms, too, are not just individual, together they comprise a Psalter. A book of 

songs to be sung and read, individually, but also together, as a community. And the 

church, which has always used the Psalms as its songbook, is a place where we should be 

encouraged to learn to speak and articulate a wide range of positive and negative 

emotions, with the psalms modeling for us how to speak to God and one another 

honestly, authentically, and intimately.  

 

As I close, I want to commend to you a piece of music by the 20th century composer 

Jonathan Harvey, called “I Love the Lord,” the text of which comes from our psalm 



today. I invite you to listen to the piece online after today’s service. The link to the 

youtube video is in the weekly notices and also in the chat box on zoom. 

 

What’s striking about this choral piece is that the line “I love the Lord” repeats 

throughout, centering it: “I love the Lord.” And all about and around this centering 

phrase are the darker lines of the psalm, which echo about dissonantly, clashing with the 

recurring and consonant “I love the Lord”: “The sorrows of death compassed me, and 

the pains of hell gat hold upon me: I found trouble and sorrow.” “I love the Lord.” 

There is also a turn in the piece when the voices join together, singing in unison: “Then 

called I upon the name of the Lord.” This joyful shout, at times, seems ready to be 

engulfed again in sorrow, but the love of the Lord is there too, all throughout. “I love the 

Lord.” 

 

As we weather this pandemic together, as we experience loss and fear, uncertainty and 

loneliness, mixed together in surprising ways with thankfulness, togetherness, 

compassion and courage, may we find something sacred in bringing to God all of our 

messy and complicated emotions. May we know that our laments and our thanksgivings, 

rise together, as praise to our God: “We love the Lord.” 

 

 


