
AMBIGUITY  
Psalm 5 
 
To say the very least, this world is a mixture of gaping 
questions and huge ambiguities. You cannot live here 
for long and not realize that though the world is filled 
with beauty (though there is scattered light), it is a 
troubled world and one that is full of both "darkness 
and scattered light" (the title of a book that William 
Irwin Thompson once wrote  in 1977). But this is not 
exclusively a modern problem. It is also an ancient and 
perennial awareness—the world is an ambiguous place. 
 
The Hebrew book of sacred poetry called the Psalms is 
filled with both grief and joy, anguish and happiness, 
sorrow and ecstasy. It is a fulsome book and in it many 
of our blinders are ripped away. It is poetry 
unvarnished and magical thinking unmasked. Yes, 
there are Psalms of exaltation, but in the next breath 
there are peons of utter hopelessness concerning the 
nature and state of the world and the soul that must 
pass through it. We live in this mixture, and if there is a 
God (and there is), then the struggle to understand how 
a good God, could have allowed such a difficult and 
ambiguous world is keen.  
 
The Psalms are full of questions raised--real questions 
but often with faulty answers that do not disappear into 
wishful thinking. "How could you God...?" is a 
common sentiment. Sometimes the answering silence is 
stunning and stark. The Psalms are developmentally 
complex. They suggest that our ancient ancestors went 
through multiple stages of spiritual, psychological and 
social evolution. Starting perhaps like two year olds in 
their ego-centricity, they were crazy with ego-centered 
selfishness, but then through great trials they grew out 
of their narcissism and began to see the world beyond 

the ego-centric self as a place of steep and difficult 
learning. They also began to know (as another 
author has put it) the "solace of fierce landscapes." 
 
My period of translating these ancient texts was just 
such a world for me, and the truth and force of these 
Psalm texts ushered me through unimaginable trials 
and grief--but they were true companions and I am 
grateful for the opportunity to have put them into 
some kind of contemporary form that reflected both 
their ancient ineffable brilliance and brutal honesty 
in a language that reflected my own anguish through 
modern poetic speech.  
 
One could make the case that Psalm 5 reflects a 
young spiritual mind and heart grappling with the 
world, but in that young mind is an old heart that 
feels forward toward the truth--that attempts to see 
the beauty behind the chaos, and the fundamental 
goodness of God despite the sharpness of 
experience. It is an attempt to put a young imaginal 
awareness into an ancient world with its primeval 
symbols, and use words and images that do not 
easily bend to magical thinking or to the popular cult 
of modern narcissism that only wants a comfortable 
and comforting world. The actual world does not 
allow this. So how are we (and the poet) to 
understand and explain all these ambiguities and 
move to a state of wisdom? Psalm 5 is an experiment 
in poetic speech attempting to explain the ultimate 
unknowablity of God-in-the-world. What is true in it 
is not so much the explanations or the symbols 
attempting to explain God, but the fervent breathing 
heart that wrestles with all of it in a state of not-
knowing.  
 
 

The Wisdom of Contemplative Vision 

visio divina 



Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1.   How do you experience the world? Is this Psalm 

close to your experience, or would you express it 
differently? If so, describe the differences you know 
and feel.  

2.   Do you know both order and chaos? Is the world an 
ambiguous place for you? How? 

3.   Can you find God here? Have you found God in the 
midst of it? 

4.   The poet is searching for words to describe his or 
her experience of God. Would you use those same 
words, or would you describe it differently? He or 
she is addressing God praying to God? How would 
you change that prayer? 

5.   There are two images of Visio Divina for you to 
contemplate. They express, of course, different 
parts of the Psalm. In one is a man and in the other 
a woman. Can you relate better to one image or the 
other? 

6.   What blocks your way? What gets in your spiritual 
path that gives you huge challenges? Is it people or 
things? Individuals or circumstances? Describe at 
least one of these in your own terms.  

7.   The poet in this psalm uses many images to 
describe what he or she feels is the Presence of God 
and the assistance that God gives in an ambiguous 
world. The second image combines images in such 
a way to help convey both the Presence and the 
shield-like home toward which we are moving. 
What do you feel when you contemplate this image? 
What feelings and imaginings arise within you? 

8.   When you look at the image of the woman in this 
image does she convey any feelings or experience 
or dreams that you might have had? 

9.   Notice the contrast of colors in the image with the 
woman in it. Notice also the mask in the other 
image. Are human beings masked like this? Is it 
true of you as well?  

10. One of the great ambiguities in human experience 
is the contrasts in the way we experience God. Like 
a magnetic field working on iron filings, sometimes 
we feel God drawing us and attracting all that's 
good within us, and at other times, perhaps, we feel 
God pushing us away or resisting (even destroying) 
the evil that is inside of us. How does that tension 
feel inside of you? How do you see these same 
energetic forces working in the world around you? 

A Place for your Notes and Journal 
Entries:  
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

PSALM 5 
THE QUESTION 

 
1.  O God, do you truly listen when I speak to you? 
          Do you hear the sounds of my distress? 
2.  Listen to this cry, O sovereign of my life. 
          It is to you alone I direct my prayer. 
3.  In the morning, at first-light, I rise to make my plea to you. 
          Turn towards me, I pray, as I turn towards you. 
4.  For this I know, you do not delight in evil or its schemes, 
          in you nothing but the good can find a home. 
5.  You despise the schemers and the cheats, O God. 
          The proud, inflated ones do not stand a prayer.          
6.  The liars and destroyers of the truth you hate, 
          you must end their constant thirst for blood. 
7.  But you send an invitation of unfailing love,  
          you invite us to your home, 
8. And there at last we’ll surely come to you, 
          and bow in honor before the God of All. 
9. So lead us, God, our many enemies are strong to bar the way.           
          Clear out the path before our feet that leads to you. 
10. Do not listen to their lies, their heart’s desire, 
          they mean only to destroy the sacred and the good. 
11. Their mouths are hollow like an open grave, 
          they use their tongues in flattery that only leads to doom. 
12. Bring these before your courts, O God, let justice judge. 
          Sentence all who side against the good.          
13. But let all who put their trust in you, rejoice, 
          for you take us in and give us shelter in your love. 
     Your name becomes our shielding presence, 
          our sure defense, 
14.  In you we find our place secure, 
          and know your grace as home. 
 
 
 

—translated by 
Lynn C. Bauman  

Ancient Songs Sung Anew 



Contemplating  

the illuminations 




