
DUNGEONS DARK 
Psalm 107:10-16 
 
A traditional metaphor of the human condition is 
described as the loss of freedom. For us, to lose our 
freedom is to be thrown into prison, bound in chains, 
unable to live and move about freely. This is a great 
punishment, and, of course, a worst-case scenario. We 
value our freedom perhaps above all other rights, so the 
loss of freedom is a personal nightmare and an extreme 
punishment in our justice systems.  
 
In this portion of the psalm devoted to the divine 
Mercy, human beings are said to be imprisoned and in 
states near death. Describing the human condition in 
this way goes beyond mere physical incarceration. The 
psalm appears to be speaking more importantly about 
mental, emotional and spiritual states of imprisonment.  
 
One could rightly as, is human consciousness 
imprisoned in some way and unable to escape itself? 
Are we held, not so much in physical limitations, but in 
mental ones more binding in some ways than cages of 
steel? The Psalmist appears to think so. The words 
anguish, gloom, and despair are used to describe this 
inner condition of the human spirit.  
 
Imprisonment, then, appears to be more of our own 
making rather than imposed from without. Places of 
great darkness appear when we create regions of inner 
habitation that hold us in thrall from which it is difficult 
to escape and fly free. The poetry of Sufism uses the 
metaphor of a bird caught in a cage longing to fly free 
to describe this aspect of the human spirit. Our spiritual 
cages may even be gilded (appearing as a new and 
shining facade as in contemporary society), but it is no 
less imprisoning.  

The capacity of the human spirit either to impose 
imprisonment from without, or to create dark 
dungeons from within appears to be a key to 
metaphor by which we can understand the necessity 
of freedom and liberty. In order to be truly and fully 
human we need to be free. This is a fundamental 
human concept and widely accepted in modern 
society. Yet, whether in political systems of abusive 
power, or in mental and social systems of distortion, 
multitudes live imprisoned crying out for liberation.  
 
In the contemporary world we know also that 
multitudes are trapped by depression and other 
mental disorders. The rates of addictions to 
substances used as self-medication to find some 
form of release and reprieve from this internal pain 
have grown in direct proportion to the despair and 
anguish people feel inwardly. The need to escape 
pain, much of it mental and not physical is an 
irresistible compulsion, imprisoning whole 
populations of individuals, who in their inner 
imprisonment become lost and unknown. We see in 
actual fact that in many places this is an epidemic in 
western societies and also around the world.  
 
The struggle for freedom with no obvious way out of 
the despair often causes some people to take their 
own lives. If there is no obvious answer in sight 
hopelessness grows and leads to suicide. Any 
attempt to create laws to change this behavior by 
external force fails. In this Psalm, however, there are 
numerous hints that another way toward liberation 
and release out of this prison-house of despair exists.  
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Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Read this portion of the psalm carefully 

describing the human condition and its causes. 
What do you find? Journal your answers.  

2. Have you ever known this state? If you have, 
describe the details experience of it and write in 
your journal.  

3. How did you end up in this kind of dark 
dungeon? What were the circumstances or 
processes that took you there? 

4. Have your found release from it? How?  

5. Was love any part of that release? 

6. Do you think that release from the prison-house 
of human bondage occurs in this life or after our 
death? In your view what role does the afterlife 
play? 

7. How does love liberate human beings? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The first is the realization that, from the perspective of 
heaven, no one, and especially those who feel lost and 
abandoned are never forgotten. Even if, from an 
outsiders point of view, they appear to have 
disappeared into the margins of human society, from 
the viewpoint of divine Awareness they are held in 
eternal, loving embrace and remembrance.  
 
As a result, mercy reaches out to search and embrace 
find them out even when they do not know it. The 
psalm says that love finds a way to their prison door, 
seeking to release them. Every rigid bond that enclosed 
them is ultimately shattered. 
 
The question is, how does love do this? How does it 
liberate the human spirit both internally and also from 
external bondages of all sorts? The answer is that 
because love is stronger, more lasting, transcendent, 
and in the end it will inevitably supersede whatever 
boundaries have been created for and by humans 
around themselves. The divine energies of Mercy, 
Justice, Love and Grace can overcome the weaker, 
darker energies of the human spirit. These are the 
stronger agents of liberation that last which means that 
in the end love will overcome evil. Coming from the 
divine Source whose knowledge is complete and 
perfect, and whose love and compassion is without 
limit, they carry a potency that is both catalytic and 
liberating. It is promised that love will find a way 
through every known obstacle of bondage.  
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PSALM 107: 10-16  
The Mystery of God’s Limitless Mercy 
 
10. And some you found in inner dungeons dark, 
         in chains of anguish and despair, 
11. Created when they turned their backs 
         and spurned your living words 
         and higher counsels meant for humankind. 
12. Their spirit-crushing turn became a burden borne, 
         a weight so great they could not walk, 
         but fell where no one cared or knew them. 
13. But then they cried their need, 
         again you heard and came, 
14. And even these were rescued from the darkest gloom, 
         and every chain that held them firm you broke away. 
15. Let these lost ones also rise in witness to a love 
         that never knows a limit, 
16. But bursts the inner gates of bronze, 
         and shatters every bar of iron. 
 
 
 

—translated by 
Lynn C. Bauman  
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