
FILLING THE CUP OF LIFE 
Psalm 16 (Version II) 
 
Though ancient, this Psalm is stunningly relevant in our 
world today. There are currently 65 million refugees 
around the world (a population the size of Great 
Britain). The lives and the plight of these people 
illuminate a common human experience, the sense of 
instability and estrangement from a homeland which, to 
some degree, we have perhaps all felt. The fact that it 
has been concentrated in the contemporary world 
makes the wisdom of this psalm even more poignant 
and compelling. 
 
Who has not know instability in life? It has been a 
characteristic feature of both ancient and modern 
experience. When the sense of being a refugee is part 
of our mental and emotional framework, what happens 
to us? What can we learn from this? What can we do 
when it happens? This psalm addresses these questions 
directly and with characteristic insight and honesty.  
 
If, as the wisdom tradition suggests, we are from 
elsewhere and we are on a journey of return to our 
homeland (leaving behind the strange lands of time and 
space), then this psalm is also a gift for human beings 
who make that pilgrimage. We who walk the earth are 
often flooded with strange longings and a deep 
nostalgia.  
 
As we cross the contours of space and time, it is 
necessary to hear wisdom’s teachings and insights. 
That teaching, however, does not address us 
anonymously or in general. As this psalm suggests it 
speaks directly to the particular circumstances of our 
own unique lives. Wisdom addresses us personally and 
we respond out of the particulars of our own 

experiences.  
As this marvelous psalm unfolds there are gleams of 
wisdom concerning the purpose of human life on the 
earth, and insights into the practical steps and 
decisions that this journey requires. This is a psalm 
about spiritual praxis, and about the attitudes 
necessary for that practice.  
 
It is clear that this praxis has taken the psalmist 
through many inner dimensions that are part of  the 
vicissitudes of life. You could make the case that he 
or she is a wizened inner traveler and is also perhaps 
approaching the end of biological life. What the poet 
has learned has been distilled in the lines of this 
beautiful poem,. Hope concerning the ultimate 
destiny of remains strong.   
 
This psalm gives evidence of a concentrated form of 
personal wisdom that each human being gains as he 
or she traverses human history in any age on this 
planet. Such wisdom is required for us to mature and 
it is also the product of that maturation. We both 
need it, we become it. We also embody it and thus 
have a store of it to share with younger generations. 
This psalm is full of that sapiential seeing. It is rich 
with insight that can only be gained when one is 
challenged by opposing realities present in a 
dualistic world.  
 
The original language of the psalm is rich with 
meaning and allows variations in interpretation as it 
is translated into the English language. Two versions 
of this psalm have been made available to you. So 
now that you have both, read them looking at their 
variations. See how each one sheds fresh light upon 
the inner experiences of the psalmist. Notice how 
this ancient poem also illuminates your own life and 
makes sense of its meaning and purpose.  
 

The Wisdom of Contemplative Vision 

visio divina 



A Place for Notes and Reflection.  Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. In this poem, the psalmist has made certain firm 

decisions about what he or she will and will not do. 
These are the values by which this poet lives. List what 
you find.  

2. St. Paul made the statement recorded in the book of 
Acts, quoting a Greek philosopher, “In him (God) we 
live and move and have our being” (Acts 17). Do you 
find this same awareness within this psalm? Where do 
you find it? 

3. The psalmist makes the case that he or she is learning 
day after day. How is that learning taking place and 
who is the teacher? Where does the psalmist situate 
those learnings? Does that make a difference to how we 
attend to the teaching?  

4. If you adopted this same sense of the world, how would 
it change the way you look at the world? What kind of 
spiritual practice would this require? 

5. What is the psalmist's attitude toward death and what 
lies beyond it? Do you feel the same, or do you feel 
differently? 

6. In this psalm the poor are seeking God’s help. They are 
also called the noble wise rather than foolish wise. Such 
an attitude is for some quite anti-American. How would 
you judge it or think about this? 

7. What are the complications and complexities of life 
upon the earth as you have experienced it. Is your 
experience unique to you, or is it a common experience?  

8. How would you counsel a person to stay balanced and 
stable in the midst of such chaos and the complexity? 

9. In order to get through this world, we are often tempted 
(or taught) to simply surrender to the norms of the “real 
world.” So in your view is this a necessary compromise 
with in order to live here and now? Or should you (can 
you) bucked this trend? 

10. If Paul’s quote is corrected—that “In God we live and 
have our being”—how can divine Reality be our native 
land when we actually live on earth? 

11. This psalm imagines that God is filling our empty cup. 
Do you see it that way? If so how have you experienced 
this?  

12. The teachings of the heart which hears wisdom day after 
day and from every circumstances is a powerful 
spiritual understanding. If this is true, then everything 
becomes a teacher, and the whole world is a learning 
environment. How have you experienced this, what have 
you learned and how is your own heart teaching you?  
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

PSALM 16 (2ND VERSION) 
A Song of the Refugee 
 
1.   Protect me, God, for I have taken residence, 
          as refugee in you. 
2.   I said, “You are my Lord and Master, and my God; 
          what gifts of life I have all came from you.” 
3.   I take delight in all who trust in you, 
          who have settled in your land, 
          and made your good their every gain, their livelihood. 
4.   But those who sport with other gods, 
          the ones they own, 
          will only multiply their troubles here. 
5.   I will not offer self or sacrifice to these, 
          nor take their empty names upon my lips. 
6.   My Master you are for me all that I truly need, and all that’s good. 
          I raise the cup of life you give and drink, 
          and live in full what you have cast for me as lot. 
7.   Inside the boundaries of my life there is a land so broad, so good, 
          I never earned it all, nor was it ever “mine,” 
          but sent as gift, inherited from you. 
8.   And there you teach me all I need to know. 
          So I thank you for these instructions of the heart. 
9.   I keep your face before me as I walk; 
          with your strong presence at my side I never fall. 
10.  My inner life is filled with you, my heart is glad,  
          my soul is ever satisfied, 
          my body rests along the way in peace. 
11.  And when it comes, you will not abandon me in death, 
          nor allow your beloved ones to vanish and be no more. 
12.  You lead and guide along a path called Life, 
          and there your presence is the source of joy, 
          for from your hands there flows a never-ending stream of bliss. 
 

—an alternate translation by 
Lynn C. Bauman  
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2000 
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