
SICKNESS UNTO DEATH 
Psalm 107:17-22 
 
Toxicity, poisoning, pollution, contamination, sickness 
and states near death are all ancient descriptions of the 
human condition found in this third stanza of the 
Hebrew paean to the divine Mercy. The level of 
toxicity the psalm describes is pervasive, contaminating 
both inner and outer environments. As a result, 
humankind knows sickness and dis-ease on every level 
affecting the body, mind, soul and spirit. Clearly its 
effects are evident in the outer world as it now destroys 
the planet. Because of this, everything appears to be 
suffering from a sickness, suffering that appears to be 
relentless and unending. There is not a human being 
who has not been touched by illness in some manner. 
This is the human condition, and the psalm says God 
knows it.  
 
An ancient teaching explains that as we suffer God 
suffers with us. Because God knows all and is present 
in all things, there is no suffering that does not pass 
through the divine consciousness. To bear our own 
suffering is one thing; to suffer with those we love 
extends our awareness in an even greater way. Try to 
imagine the divine Mercy suffering in and with the 
suffering of all creation. This suggest that agony exists 
in God.  
 
At the foundations of this teaching are the 
complementary metaphors of the healer and healing. 
Original medicine exists in God who initiates the 
healing process to bring about restoration to fullness of 
being (often also called salvation). As the divine 
Physician, the Infinite Mercy and Compassion of God 
is focused upon the desire and work to restore health 
and provide healing to the human world and to each 

being in it. This is also understood in the tradition of 
Buddhism, where the divine Mercy will not be 
satisfied until all sentient beings are healed and 
restored. This is why it is said that God will not 
withdraw from our suffering until it is ended.  
 
There is much debate about the source of suffering. 
Is the sickness that humanity experiences congenital, 
like blindness or deafness in a newborn? Is it caused 
by the world’s systemic distortion and structural 
evil? Or is it more malevolent than that, the work of 
the Devil? These questions are not answered in this 
Psalm, but our human experience is brought into 
sharp focus.  
 
From whatever cause and at whatever level these 
diseases and dysfunctions persist, it is the work of 
the divine Mercy to alleviate and eradicate them in 
order to save life and restore health. This is said to 
have always been a central feature of the divine plan. 
Thought about it this way, the world is in some 
sense a hospital ward, where, for whatever reason 
people are sick and in need of healing, and the 
attending Physician is caring for the wounded and 
ill.  
 
This is the divine Mercy at work whose purpose it is 
not to lose patients to death, but to restore them to 
health and full functioning even while they are here. 
This metaphor suffuses the Abrahamic revelations 
about the world and the nature of God’s work in it 
and fills this psalm concerning the work of divine 
healing. As we understand it, it then becomes our 
work too. We are assisting the divine Physician in 
the healing process as we care both for ourselves, the 
people in the world around us, and all of creation.  
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A Place for your Notes and Journaling Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. When have you known personal sickness? How 

have you also encountered the toxicity of the world 
around you? Describe these experiences in your 
journal.  

2. Does the idea that we are all made sick by the 
world make sense to you? How do you understand 
or explain terms like systemic distortion and 
structural evil? How have you experienced these in 
your life? 

3. Is the ancient description used in this psalm a 
useful metaphor for you? In what way? 

4. The term “salvation” used in the Christian 
scriptures is related to the idea of healing and 
health. It is not so much about saving humanity 
from sin as it is about restoring it to well-being and 
full functioning. How have you understood this 
Christian term in the past? 

5. Do you ever think of God as the divine healer 
attending to your suffering? 

6. Have you been touched in some way by God’s 
healing power? Has the divine Mercy been like a 
physician to you? Describe your experience. 

7. Do you ever think of yourself as a physician’s 
assistant? If you were that, how might you go about 
helping this suffering world? 

8. As you contemplative the illuminations for this 
portion of the Psalm, which images convey best 
your own experience of suffering? What is the 
meaning of the final illumination? 
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17. And some you found whose sins  
         had made them sick and close to death, 
         whose toxic guilt became for them a poison. 
18. For whom the sight of any food or good 
         made them sick in their revulsion. 
19. These also cried out from their beds 
         of need and misery, alone. 
20. In loving kindness you sent a healing word 
         and raised them from their states near death. 
21. Let these confess the name of love, 
         the wonder-works that only you can do 
         beyond our dark imaginings. 
22. And let them offer up the healing sacrifice of praise, 
         rejoicing every heart that hears their story. 
 
 
 
 

—translated by 
Lynn C. Bauman  
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