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“Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord” 

Back in the centuries when Latin was still the language of western Christianity, the first verse of Psalm 130 
began “De profundis clamavit” and the Book of Common Prayer still lists “De profundis” as the Latin 
nickname for this Psalm.  This psalm, which may or may not be   considered a penitential psalm, is one I 
remember with fondness from time spent in a Carmelite monastery. After mid-day prayer in the chapel every 
single day, the community would walk in procession from the chapel to the refectory (dining room) reciting this 
Psalm.  It wasn’t the reminder of “the depths” that I recall fondly, but rather the united voices of the community 
proclaiming the plenteous redemption and mercy of God and the patience to watch and wait for it. 

“Out of the depths I cry to you, O Lord”   

The term “depths” evokes multiple possibilities.  Depths can be the opposite of heights in a spatial sense, from 
the heights of the mountains to the depths of the sea.  We also talk about the deep and greater depth when we 
urge one another to go beyond a shallow or surface level in analyzing and understanding something, like the 
depth of truth, the depths of God. In the Hebrew scriptures, the image of the depths is often links to illness and 
death. Biblical scholar Stephen Breck Reid writes that the “depths” refers to all manner of chaotic forces that 
threaten human life, providing another helpful entry into this psalm.   

Since the Psalm does not specify the specifics of the depths, it opens the door for us to claim this Psalm with 
our own voice as we experience the depths in our lives and our families.  I know no one, absolutely no one, who 
has reached adulthood who cannot tell of a time in their life when this place of the depths was not very real to 
them.  The grief that comes with the death of someone dearly loved- like the anguish of David mourning 
Jonathan in today’s first lesson- is an experience of such depths. For others or at other times, it is the burden of 
physical infirmity, or the suffering of depression or addiction or loneliness, that can leave us feeling as if we are 
sending our cries to God from the bottom of a well, so deep may we feel we have sunk.   

The psalm also points to “the depths” as related to how we live and act as a human society when it refers to 
Israel, God’s people, and calls upon them to wait for the Lord.  It further calls for a stance of self-examination 
and recognition of our sins.  The psalm puts it plainly in assessing our humanity and our capacity to do the 
wrong thing: “If you, O Lord, were to note what is done amiss, O Lord, who could stand?”  Here Reid’s notion 
of the depths as chaotic forces that threaten human life gives a provocative invitation to us to reflect upon “what 
is done amiss.”  Now we used to call that “sin” – a word that some recoil from today because of the very real 
Christian history of an over-individualized focus on individual sins and an anemic attention to social and 
institutionalized sin.  And still, I think there is benefit in looking at the chaos (perhaps chaoses) around us in 
“what is done amiss” and crying out to God in lament and pleading.   

Psalm 130 is perfect for this.  It encompasses our suffering in the depths and calls it out before the Lord.  It 
recognizes that we humans cannot seem to pull ourselves away by our own efforts from very human tendencies 
toward greed and selfishness, towards rejecting and scapegoating those who are different from us, and towards 
cruelty and injustice on personal and societal levels.  And yet the psalm does not leave us abandoned in those 
depths.  After a brief one verse reminder of sin and its effects in human society, the psalmist turns to a longer 
and stronger reminder of God’s capacity for forgiveness.  Even from the depths, the psalmist proclaims God’s 
generosity in forgiving as reason for hope. Even in the depths. 

This week has been a week of depths.  One of my friends was forbidden by his spouse to go out this weekend 
because he was in such an angry and despondent temper as a result of the week’s news that he would make 



everyone else miserable.  As he is a Hebrew Bible scholar, he said that his response has been “shouting verses 
from Jeremiah into the void.”  Friends, I do not recommend this as a strategy!  

We are not the first people to go through a time of societal danger and oppression. Julian of Norwich lived in 
the times of the Black Death in Europe and yet wrote down the revelations she received of God’s promises of 
infinite love and mercy.   Teresa of Avila, that great sixteenth century mystic described her day and times by 
writing, “the world is in flames!” In the 1950’s, theologian Paul Tillich (in his book The Shaking of the 
Foundations) described the reality of the cries of our collective soul in the aftermath of World War II and the 
horror of the Shoah. 

Our ears are as deaf to the cries of the social depth as they are to the cries of the depths of our 
souls. We leave the bleeding victims of our social system as alone, after we have hurt them 
without hearing their cries in the noise of our daily lives, as we do our own bleeding souls. We 
believed once that we were living in a period of unavoidable progress to a better humanity. But 
in the depth of our social structure the forces of destruction had already gathered strength. It once 
seemed as if human reason had conquered nature and history. But that was surface only; and in 
the depth of our community the rebellion against the surface had already begun. We produced 
ever better and ever more perfect tools and means for the life of mankind (sic), But in the depth 
they had already turned into means and tools for man’s self-destruction. 

And still Psalm 130 concludes by singing that “With God there is plenteous redemption”.  To give us 
a toehold of hope in the depths, perhaps.  No matter what depths we are experiencing, this mellifluous 
promise endures. Even while we have to wait for it.  

As for how we live ought to live through times of “the depths” I find that in this psalm too. 

I wait for the Lord; my soul waits for him; * in his word is my hope. 

My soul waits for the Lord, more than watchmen for the morning, * 
more than watchmen for the morning. 

Perhaps we are meant to live like the watchmen mentioned in these verses.  These watchmen could be 
the sentinels of the night watch guarding and protecting the city.  Another possible interpretation is that 
the watchmen are the Levites waiting and looking for the first hints of dawn’s light. It was the dawn’s 
first light that signaled the morning offering of a new day.   

As people of faith in times like these, we can be called to live our lives as those on the lookout for the 
faint glimmers of the light of dawn. To find the places were goodness and justice and compassion are 
living and true and to spread the news of the existence of those places and possibilities.  Sometimes, we 
are called to hold the light of hope of God’s plenteous redemption for those who are suffering and in the 
depths. Sometimes, we are called to shine the light on the places of injustice and cruelty, and to name 
them as rejections of God’s commandment that we love our neighbor as ourselves, that is, to name 
injustice and cruelty as sin.   And to shine light on the path back to God’s beloved community. 

Wait for the Lord, *  for with the Lord there is mercy and plenteous redemption 

 

 

 

 


