
PSALM 27  
The Face of God 
 
In this final meditation on the Axial Age and Psalm 27, 
we are introduced to a very significant feature of the 
turn toward Enlightenment religion and transcendent 
Light—the Face of God. This term is used in many 
places throughout the psalms and has become a 
distinguishing aspect of all the Abrahamic traditions—
God is not anonymous. God is not faceless, but has a 
face, and that face (though perhaps as of yet unknown 
to us) is turned toward us in recognition. The metaphor 
of a “face” is a critical Semitic symbol as we shall see. 
 
I have many friends around the world, some of them 
are in Ethiopia. In the last years I acquired a new app 
on my phone and iPad. It is called Viber, and it put me 
in touch with my international friends in a new way. 
With Viber we could chat real time, and it was very 
satisfying. But then there was another feature that email 
or even real-time chat does not offer: if the connection 
is strong enough, we could used use a video feed to see 
one another as we talk together. Recently one of my 
friends said, “Let's try the video. I want to see your 
face.” It worked and we did, and it was thrilling to see 
each other again after almost a whole year.  
 
We are good friends. We miss each other's presence, 
which means that we want to see each other face-to-
face. Now video sharing, while amazing and deeply 
satisfying, does not compare to the actual experience of 
being together in the same room, eating at the same 
table, and having an extended conversation in each 
other’s presence.  
 
Friendship with God, understood as meeting face-to-
face, is also a central feature of this psalm. Can you 

imagine it? It is normal to us now to think of God as 
transcendent. This often suggests, however, that God 
is far off somewhere—distant from us and not 
accessible. Enlightenment religion certainly 
emphasizes the transcendent otherness of God. God 
is beyond our constant anthropomorphizing. God is 
not simply a “really big person,” even a cosmic 
being as such, or even an authoritarian father-figure 
that we must obey. 
 
In the Axial Age, God was understood to transcend 
that. Enlightenment religion, however, makes 
another daring claim—God is also immanently 
present to us and closer to us (as the Mystics say), 
than we are even to ourselves. This paradox of both 
immanence and transcendence is a permanent 
feature of Enlightenment religion stemming from the 
Axial Age.  
 
In the language of the psalms (and in Semitic 
symbolism) the term “face” symbolizes palpable, 
personal presence. Not only is God personally 
present to the psalmist, there is no place that one can 
go where God is absent. And yet, there is in this 
psalm the whispered longing to seek and know the 
divine Face, the palpable Presence, in everything.  
 
When we consider personal presence, however, we 
notice another difficulty. The problem often is that 
an individual can be in our presence in the same 
room, but we are day-dreaming and simply do not 
notice them. Is this the human problem: God is 
present in the universe everywhere, but we do not 
notice it because we are day-dreaming? God’s 
presence can only be fully known when we are fully 
awake to it and not in some personal dream of our 
own. 

The Wisdom of Contemplative Vision 

visio divina 



Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. The image and metaphor of the Face of God are 

extraordinary and provocative. How have you 
experienced it and what affect does it have upon 
you?  

2. The illuminations used in this text would not have 
been possible without modern technology and some 
of the images have been taken by the Hubble 
Telescope. Ancient symbolism and modern 
technology have been brought together in a new 
way in this meditation. Allow yourself time to 
contemplatively gaze at each of the images. What 
have you learned from this combination of the 
ancient and the modern. Write down your 
impressions and your insights.  

3. Read this portion of the text carefully. Notice what 
the psalmist’s inner longing creates in that person 
as he or she sees the face of God. What two things 
does the psalmist say he or she is wanting? 

4. Notice the various physical positions that are 
depicted in these images. What kind of inner 
experience and spiritual practices do these images 
suggest?  

5. Notice the evolution of the use of the divine Face in 
this series of images. How might that depict the 
evolution of our experience with the divine Reality? 

6. Notice the variety of experiences expressed in the 
text itself, and the various responses to the divine 
Presence that the psalmist feels he or she must 
make. Notice the range of emotions that are 
present. Make a list of those responses and the 
emotional spectrum. As you do review the whole 
Psalm. What experiences seem most important to 
you? What responses and emotions are most like 
your own? Which are least like yours?  
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

PSALM 27:9-12, 16-17 
The Face of God 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ohear this voice of mine that calls to you, 

Take pity on my soul and answer back, I pray.  
 

Instantly and deep within my heart I hear your voice. 
You say, “Seek out my face in everything.” 
And from my heart I answer back to you, 

“Your face, and you alone I seek, my God.” 
 

So in this never ending search, this quest  
do not in anger hide nor turn your face another way. 

Do not reject me, O my God. 
For you have always been the helping friend... 

 
For I know this that I shall see your goodness in a living land. 

This path you set me on leads to a place alive with you. 
So whether here or there I shall remain in readiness for you. 

I shall await your every move. 
Take courage in God’s presence, O my soul,  

wait patiently, yes, wait for God. 
 

—translated by 
Lynn C. Bauman  
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