
THE MYSTERIES OF LONGING  
Psalm 84 Part I 
 
The ancient hymn book of the Hebrew people, the 
Psalms, is full of prayers that arise out of the intimate 
spiritual yearnings stirring in the human heart. Psalm 
84, whose context is the ancient Hebrew culture based 
upon Solomon’s temple in Jerusalem and the deserts of 
the Middle East surrounding it, is one of the finest of 
these great hymns of human longing.  
 
Out of the longing heart cries of both anguish and 
ecstasy arise, holding mysteries that defy simplistic or 
conventional religious thinking. They are treasuries of 
wisdom, nuance and understanding.  
 
It is true that not every human being is a theistic “God-
lover” or is aware of being drawn toward 
transcendence. Some people have genuine non-theistic 
proclivities. Some individuals are resistive to any 
divine attraction. Others, perhaps, have grown cold and 
suppressed any original or native yearnings. But for 
multitudes throughout the generations of human 
history, there has been this deep yearning for the 
knowledge of God and for a closer relationship with the 
divine Reality.  
 
In the Hebrew tradition this is often expressed as a 
desire to see the face of God; for to see someone’s face 
is to be in their presence. The Psalmist longs to see the 
face of God as Beloved One.  
 
In the experience of this hymnist, the inner longing is 
like a flame leaping up and burning within the human 
chest. It is undeniable and compelling. It both drives 
and draws the psalmist into the presence of the Living 
One, the One whose own heart is alive with passion for 

the lover. Lover and Beloved share this same 
longing for the presence of the other that cannot be 
denied.  
 
To picture it in metaphor, the writer of this Hebrew 
poem sees Solomon’s temple whose central altar is 
the dwelling of birds and swallows who, without 
fear, build their nest near to the flame that burns 
continually. The juxtapositioning of burning flames 
and the flight of birds, and the nesting of their young 
within the altar itself, is the image of the human 
heart that makes its home near God.  
 
The secret of this nearness is not simply the audacity 
to build so close to danger, but to realize that this 
mode of living is not only the sacred path but also its 
culmination. To live near God, to dwell with the 
burning, to be drawn into the crevices of some 
divine altar is to begin to know a purpose higher 
than mere existence or nest-building.  
 
The mundane and the ordinary give way to the 
transcendent and the human heart is filled with 
strength and praise resulting in the ability to walk 
forward on the life’s sacred path on a journey into 
God.  
 
The secret of nearness is this dangerous living in the 
presence of the divine Reality—in the very stones of 
its altar of sacrifice. The form of this journeying is 
joyful leading ultimately into transcendence despite 
the danger.  
 
 
 

The Wisdom of Contemplative Vision 

visio divina 



A Place for Journaling and Notes Reflections on Image and Text:  
 
1. Have you ever been to Jerusalem or seen an 

ancient altar of sacrifice of some kind? The opening 
metaphors makes sense in that context. How do you 
resonate with or respond to the imagery the 
psalmist uses?  

2. Have you ever observed swallows in their nesting? 
Have you seen birds flying near danger. Describe 
what you have observed. 

3. Would you agree or disagree with the proposition 
that nearness to God is in some way dangerous? 
Journal your reflections on this.  

4. Would you call yourself a “God-Lover”? Is this a 
part of your experience?  

5. On scale from “not at all” to “the psalmist 
expresses my own deep longing” describe how your 
own feelings of longing for God.  

6. When have you felt near to God? When have you 
felt most distant? 
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Lectio divina 
The Contemplative Reading of a Sapiential Text 

PSALM 84 
Journey to the Divine Face 
 
1. O how I love you, God, your presence is my home, my high abode. 
           I go to be with you, my longing draws me there 
      Where flesh and bone, and heart and soul flame up  
           in joy that’s yours, O Living One. 
2. Sparrows have their nests and swallows build right next to you. 
           Your temple altar is their safest keep, 
           where they may lay their eggs and hatch their young. 
3. You see, anyone who lives near you is filled with higher purpose, 
           and fuller joy.  
           What else is there to do but go on praising you? 
4. And joy fills all who gain their strength from you,  
           who walk upon the pilgrim’s path 
           with hearts secure in yours. 
5. And though their journeys lead through desert wastes, 
           even there they find that secret springs await them. 
           The early rains you sent have filled the pools before they got there. 
6. Their descending pathways through the valleys deep, in truth, are great ascents, 
           leading upwards and further into you, 
           until at last on mountain peaks they stand to see the shining visage of your face. 
7. Lord God of everything that is, God of my heart, 
           listen to this humble prayer. 
8. Defend me now by simply looking at my face, 
           and your look will be for me a healing oil that covers all. 
9. To be with you for just one day is better far than 
           having spent a thousand secured in my own room. 
      Simply standing at the threshold of your door, is so much more 
           than dwelling in the vast and wealthy holdings of the wicked-wise. 
10. O God, you are for us the shining sun, the shielding shade, 
           and both become the fullness of your grace and glory. 
11. And as we seek you on this pathway, we are found by good. 
           and nothing lasting is withheld from all who walk with deep integrity of life, 
           for they shall come to trust and find in you eternal rest, 
12. And there, O God,  
           all life is drenched with happiness and joy. 

 
 

—translated by 
Lynn C. Bauman  

Ancient Songs Sung Anew 



Contemplating  

the illuminations 






