
PSALM 27  
Conscious Presence 
 
A signature aspect of the Abrahamic traditions is the 
awareness that not only is Light an important symbol of  
consciousness, but that the divine Consciousness is 
manifest and experienced by human beings as a 
personal Presence. Psalm 27 is saturated with the image 
of Light, but alongside that awareness is a deep sense 
of God’s personal Presence.  
 
Poetically, at least, God appears to be a “being” (or a 
“person”) as humans are said to be persons. While the 
turn toward transcendent Light (as a description of the 
Divine) seems to have universally occurred in the Axial 
Age, Psalm 27 does not lose the understanding that this 
Reality, while transcendent, remains accessible to 
humans as a Presence that is personally felt and known.  
 
When the Psalm suggests that to know God is to 
experience God as a presence that is knowable, it may 
be likened to seeing a picture of a person that we do not 
yet know. However, when we are introduced in-person 
to that individual, we know them in an entirely new 
way. This is similar to knowing the divine Reality.  
 
Like realities on earth, we can know “about” many 
things that we have not yet experienced. There is a 
difference, for example, in knowing a large block of 
stone used by a sculpture, and knowing the sculpture. 
We may touch the stone block for the first time, but it 
is far less personal to us than to the person who is 
carving it. There is a world of difference between the 
two. 
 
The psalms are full of images of a personal God who 
we can get to know and into whose presence we may 
enter. When we do, it changes everything. In the same 

way, when we meet the sculpture for the first time, 
that may also change our lives forever.  
 
The psalmist encounters God as an intense Presence 
which transcends the psalmist and yet can be 
experienced personally. God can be fully known in 
the way a person can be known. But also, God may 
also be experienced in another way—like a vast 
mountain (solid, real, implacably itself, and alone).  
 
These opposites are a distinctive feature of this 
Psalm and express a paradox that all Abrahamic 
faiths know. They attempt to describe God as one 
who is full of Light and transcendent to us, as well 
as one who is intimate and personal to us. It is 
sometimes difficult to keep these two features in 
balance. The divine Reality combines the two.  
 
This was the discovery made in the Axial Age. It 
was encoded in this beautiful Psalm and became a 
new form of teaching concerning wisdom itself as 
both transcendent to everything we know and yet 
entirely present.  
 
 
The Psalms are an ancient anthology of poetry and 
hymns used by the Hebrew people for millennia. Many of 
the hymns predate their transcription into text, and the 
anthology appears to have been recorded later in the 
history of the Jewish people from an ancient memory of 
singing and temple worship. Some psalms also appear to 
have been adapted from other cultures in the ancient 
world—Babylonian and Egyptian among them.  

The Wisdom of Contemplative Vision 

visio divina 



Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. What do you see in this illumination blazing with its 

brilliant light? Describe that light. 

2. How does the Light affect the mountain? 

3. How can God be both Light and like a mountain? 
How do these symbols of divine Reality exist inside 
of your thinking and your imagination?  

4. Imagine what it would be like to walk into the 
divine Light as it is depicted in this image. What 
would you feel? What would you know? 

5. Have you ever felt that you were known by God? 
Have you experienced the presence of God as a 
Presence, hidden perhaps, but personal to you? 

6. What do you imagine the image hovering above the 
mountain to be? 

7. How could both images (the mountain and the 
Light) symbolize the divine Presence as a 
comforting shelter in which to hide away from the 
storms of life? 

8. If the Psalm is correct, that to encounter God 
personally changes one’s life, then what if one’s life 
does not show any significant change? Does that 
mean that one has never actually met God 
personally? 
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

PSALM 27:4-7  
Conscious Presence 
 
 
 
 

There’s only this one thing I ask of you, 
one thing for which I care, 

that your own dwelling place becomes a home for me, 
each day, each night I shelter there. 

 
For in that place I see the brilliance and the beauty of your face, 

all this, enough for me, is temple, mountain, highest ground, 
and there I come to seek and know your grace, your love. 

 
For in these troubled times I come to you,  

to find a place to hide away,  
your light a tent that covers all. 

 
Your presence is the highest pinnacle of rock on which to stand, 

beyond this storm.  
For there you raise my head and lift my eyes to you 

above my enemies round about and unafraid. 
 

—translated by 
Lynn C. Bauman  
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