
A HYMN TO THE UNIVERSE  
Psalm 19 (Part I) 
 
This peon of praise to the universe is a high-point in the 
anthology of ancient Hebrew poetry. It is an example of 
the penetrating capacities of the consciousness that is 
attuned to the web of life, that pulsates through the 
cosmos and is resonant within all conscious beings who 
inhabit it. Divine Consciousness is understood and 
praised here as the source of all Beauty and its 
manifestation as the universe around us.  
 
This psalms allows us to see human consciousness at 
the heights of praise and gratitude and provides a 
backdrop for the many other psalms which express the 
depths of human suffering. Praise and lament are 
mirror opposites; height and depth, joy and sorrow, 
suffering and bliss—these are the poles between which 
we live as we move through space and time. We cannot 
know life here without these opposites, and yet this 
psalm soars with its recognition and praise for the 
Beauty that is both the gift and source of all things.  
 
Notice, however, that it is in the ability of the psalmist 
to exercise the practice of full conscious attention that 
the beauty of the universe begins to unfold in his or her 
human awareness. The psalmist brings a kind of deep, 
centered awareness to the cosmos and so the eye and 
the heart begin to detect beauty everywhere. This is a 
heightened form of awareness which is often 
extinguished in our attempt to worship the local gods of 
our own making around us.  
 
Whether in the ancient or the modern world, our 
attention often becomes fixated on what gets our 
immediate attention at the surface of the world, which 
is a form of tyranny to which we succumb. To move 

beyond the surface and into a deeper perception of 
the beauty of the cosmos and its web of life, is a 
transition that our ancient ancestors were able to 
make through sustained spiritual practice and 
through the power of the poetic and visionary eye to 
detect both beauty and meaning.  
 
Supporting that practice of attention was the exercise 
of the poet's inner imagination. This psalm 
highlights the active imagination, which is the secret 
instrument of knowing for any artist or poet. It 
allows human consciousness to pass beyond the 
mundane surface details of life into the deeper 
meaning of things and see the beauty that shines out 
through the world.  
 
It is the active imagination that is able to perceive 
the meaning and purpose expressed by the beauty of 
the world in all of its manifestations. The psalmist 
sees the Sun shining in the exterior world and 
realizes that it is a sign pointing to a deeper reality—
the truth and wisdom of divine Consciousness 
shining in the inner world.  
 
The critical use of the active imagination is able to 
link these signs and metaphors to discern both 
beauty and meaning. This purpose of all artistic 
creativity is to make works art and poetry vehicles of 
discernment and vision. Without the eye of the 
active imagination, we might see nothing but flat 
surfaces devoid of color, and be fated, therefore, to 
worship aspects of the surface that do catch our eye, 
the fads of commerce and gods of glamour to which 
we would be doomed to give our undivided 
attention.  
 
But we are made to see differently, transcendent to 
this. We are given visionary equipment in the depths 
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of our souls to see the beauty and hear the harmonies 
below the surface and in the depths of Reality. This 
visionary seeing is alive within us, ready to be 
awakened and strengthened, so that we can, like the 
psalmist, perceive the depths that only the human heart 
can know.  
 
 
Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Have you heard this divine voice? If so, how has it 

spoken to you and what wisdom have you gained 
from it? 

2. Have you ever felt the divine Presence in your life? 
How have you come to know it? 

3. How does the beauty of the Universe and the world 
around you speak to you? What does it say? What 
have you learned from beauty?  

4. Notice how the psalmist uses the world of nature 
around him or her to connect to divine beauty and 
consciousness. Many modern poets do the same, 
particularly Mary Oliver, Denise Levertov, 
Pattiann Rogers and Walt Whitman. If you have 
never read any of their poetry it may be a good time 
for you to begin to read their verses of deep 
revelation and power not unlike this psalm.   

5. Is the sun conscious, the moon or the stars? What 
makes you think so? Have you ever experienced the 
earth as an ancient conscious being? 

6. How has the passage across space and time 
affected your own spirit? 
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The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

PSALM 19  
A Hymn to the Universe 
 
1.   The universe in eloquence proclaims your beauty, God. 
            The starry vault of sky each night 
            reveals the artistry of your hands. 
2,   Each day in time passes on its knowledge to the next, 
            night speaks to night across the ages. 
3. All this without a language that we speak or know;  
            without a need for words,  
            it’s all been said. 
4.   But its voice and tones are everywhere 
            spreading out in waves across all space and time, 
5.   And in its vastness you have pitched a tent 
            as for a bridegroom, your burning Sun, 
      Who like an athlete is eager for the race, 
            to run its course through time and space. 
6.   Rising up at one horizon it speeds across the sky, 
            nothing hidden from its fire, 
            it passes out beyond the edge of earth. 
7.   Your words are also like this Sun, 
            burning bright across the inner landscape of the soul. 
      Their sound instructions, enlivening all,              
            and giving wisdom to the simple ones. 
8.   The stable patterns of your ways give joy 
            and fill the heart with good, 
            bringing light to eyes that now can see. 
9.   Pure light, pure truth, pure justice, God, 
            they’re like a cleansing wind that passes through our souls, 
            assessing all. 
10. Your presence is more valuable to us than gold, 
            far sweeter to the tongue 
            than honey in the comb. 
11. For it is you, and you alone who teaches us, 
            O great instructor of the soul, 
      And in this school of wisdom, you’re the profit, true, 
            and wisdom, the reward. 
12. You only can discern the motives of the human heart, 
            sin from fault, 
            and fault from secret sin, unknown. 
 
 



13. So cleanse us, Lord, and set us free from every weight. 
            Clear out the way. 
      Make straight the paths before our feet, 
            lest we should fall. 
14. Let every word we speak, let every thought we think in heart and mind, 
            pass before your discerning eye,  
      For you, O holy One, are our strong rock, 
            our great redeemer through the ages. 
 

—translated by 
Lynn C. Bauman  
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