
Psalm 84 

Journeying towards integrity 

1 How lovely is your dwelling place, O Lord of hosts! 

My soul has a desire and longing to enter the courts of the Lord; 

my heart and my flesh rejoice in the living God. 

2 The sparrow has found her a house 

and the swallow a nest where she may lay her young: at your altars, 

O Lord of hosts, my King and my God. 

3 Blessed are they who dwell in your house: 

they will always be praising you. 

4 Blessed are those whose strength is in you, 

in whose heart are the highways to Zion, 

5 Who going through the barren valley find there a spring, 

and the early rains will clothe it with blessing. 

6 They will go from strength to strength 

and appear before God in Zion. 

7 O Lord God of hosts, hear my prayer; 

listen, O God of Jacob. 

8 Behold our defender, O God, 

and look upon the face of your anointed. 

9 For one day in your courts 

is better than a thousand. 

10 I would rather be a doorkeeper in the house of my God 

than dwell in the tents of ungodliness. 

11 For the Lord God is both sun and shield; 

he will give grace and glory; 

no good thing shall the Lord withhold from those who walk 

with integrity. 

12 O Lord God of hosts, 

blessed are those who put their trust in you. 



Reflection 

This Psalm is surely one of the most delightful of the whole Psalter. It resounds with 

praise as, in the particularly well known setting of the first verse in Brahms's Requiem, 

the words 'how lovely are thy dwellings fair' are repeated again and again in great 

soaring crescendos. 

Originally it was a pilgrimage Psalm celebrating the journeying to, and the 

arriving at, the Temple on Mount Zion, the dwelling place on earth of the Lord of 

Hosts. Though the contemporary reader may understand the significance of this 

pilgrimage narrative in the ancient Hebrew context, it remains culturally distant from 

us. And so how can we make it our own? How may we too know the depth of its 

praise? 

Two ways suggest themselves. 

First, this Psalm is about travelling to a particular place. Whatever faith tradition 

we may belong to, every persons spiritual journey will have its own route map, its 

own unique geography. We are shaped and formed by places as much as by people. 

Whether it is one of the pilgrimage destinations such as Taizé in southern France, or 

Iona in Scotland - or one of England's great cathedrals, or perhaps the small chapel 

formed from a cowshed at the Franciscan Friary in Dorset, a holy place where we 

have sensed the presence of God, will very likely figure large in our story. Perhaps we 

make a regular pilgrimage there. Perhaps, in times of doubt, simply returning to it in 

our imagination and remembering how even stepping across its threshold and 

breathing its different air has renewed us, will be sufficient to knit up again the frayed 

ends of our belief. 

Spend a moment reflecting on the particular places that have mattered in your 

story. Remember again the particular sights, sounds, and vistas of that place, and the 

people whom you associate with it. Give thanks for it. Give thanks for them. If we 

slowly read the Psalm again in this way, we may recapture something of its original 

resonance. 

But there is another deeper way of entering into this Psalm. It is suggested by the 

word at the end of verse 11 as the psalmist brings his paean of praise to its conclusion 

- 'integrity'. 

This Psalm can be about journeying towards our own integrity. 

The key pointer to this way of understanding comes from the New Testament 

where, in the third chapter of his first letter to the Corinthians the apostle Paul 

pointedly asks his readers: 'Do you not know that you are God's temple, and that 

God's spirit dwells in you?' (1 Corinthians 3.16). So the temple is dramatically 

relocated, and the pilgrimage route moves from the outer world to the inner. 

'Do you not know?' asks St Paul. The uncomfortable implication is that we don't. 

He is right. So we have to go searching. That is what our pilgrimage becomes: a 

search for the mystery of the life of God dwelling within each of us. 

So this Psalm can be read in an altogether different way. 'How lovely is your 

dwelling place O Lord of hosts!' amounts to a challenge to dare to believe, perhaps 

against strong prevailing winds of self-doubt, in our own goodness and loveliness. If 

you doubt this approach, listen again to St Paul with all the force of his invective: 'Do 

you not know that you are God's temple, and that God's spirit dwells in you'.' 



'How lovely is your dwelling place O Lord of hosts!' Try repeating this opening 

phrase as it refers to you, in your own unbelieving mind. You may not find that easy. 

In the church we have been schooled too long in guilt and shame and self-denigration. 

As you allow the words to sink into your consciousness, it will slowly transform your 

self-understanding. And when you go out and meet others it needs to be repeated in 

your heart with them in mind too, for however much they may not grasp it, they too 

are a dwelling place of the divine life. They too are lovely. 

Such words will transform the way we see and greet the world. 

The second line of the verse, 'My soul has a desire and longing to enter the courts 

of the Lord' is an invitation to take this spiritual intuition further. So much of our lives 

are lived reactively out of the surface of the mind in learned predictable responses. 

This line of the Psalm invites us to go in search of something more true. 

The Temple in Jerusalem was a massive construction with several outer courts 

within which there were no doubt, many passage ways. It is an intriguing metaphor 

for the human psyche. To truly enter into, to fully inhabit 'the courts of the Lord', is to 

fully inhabit one's own heart. Which of us does that? Such can be the fragments of 

fears, the imprints of painful memories, the residue of half-forgotten trauma, that our 

true beauty and loveliness in God gets lost, concealed beneath the persona we present 

to the world. It is what Thomas Merton called 'the false self '. 

Taking time to be still, practising a discipline of contemplative prayer, leads to 

both a decluttering of the mind, and an inhabiting of the heart. This is part of what 

prayer is. An inhabiting of a self that has allowed itself to be loved, and so, 

rediscovered. And this is what we long for. 'My soul has a desire and longing to enter 

the courts of the Lord', writes the psalmist. To enter into the depths of our own 

muddled, but beloved hearts. The result is joy. The verse ends: 'my heart and my flesh 

rejoice in the living God'. 

In verse 2 the image of the swallow and the sparrow finding their home is part of 

the special appeal of this Psalm. Mention of the swallow particularly, a bird that 

travels astonishing distances to find its home, provides a metaphor for the long inner 

journey that this 'inhabiting' implies. The mention of a home where there is rest and 

belonging, and creativity again, reminds us of the story of the prodigal son and his 

long journey home. 

Verse 3 underlines that the deepest pulse of the human heart is not despair but 

praise. 'Blessed are they who dwell in your house, they will always be praising you', 

exclaims the psalmist. Someone who has come home to their own loveliness and sees 

loveliness in others will 'always be praising'. Always praising, always thankful - their 

spiritual default position. 

Verses 4, 5 and 6 take us further on what this inner journey means. Verse 4 - one to 

learn by heart - tells us that whatever your doubts, it will be an ever more confident 

journey. You know the 'highways' to an authentic life: love of God, love of neighbour, 

love of self. They are summarized in the beatitudes. You have internalized them. They 

are in your 'heart'. It is a question of walking them. It is demanding and challenging. 

There will be times of barrenness and bleakness, but springs do appear. Verse 4 does 

begin with the word 'Blessed' or 'Happy'. Whatever the doubts and difficulties, there is 

a going 'from strength to strength' (verse 6). 



And then, at the end of verse 6, as so often in the Psalms, there is a pause in all this 

triumph. Confidence slips, exuberance fades. The journey of faith can come to a 

sudden halt or just peter out. Verse 7 is a cry for help. 

Sensing his weakness and inadequacy, in verse 8 the psalmist looks to his 

'defender'. To the ancient Hebrew, this meant the king. To the Christian now it is the 

person of Jesus, Gods 'anointed' one, sharing our weakness, travelling with us on the 

way. 

Verse 9 recognizes the intermittent nature of this journeying. On many days we 

find ourselves returning to our well-worn repertoire of tired responses to life's 

challenges. Allowing the Spirit to indwell, living from one's own truth, requires a 

constant vigilance, but it is resoundingly better. Just 'one day in your courts' - far 

better than the thousands that get aimlessly wasted. 

And then in verse 10 the psalmist slips in the idea of personal responsibility. The 

question of God indwelling us, his temple, and us fully inhabiting ourselves, entering 

into the courts of the Lord', is, it would seem, up to us. We are the doorkeeper. We 

open the door to this Mystery, and enter into it. Or we don't, and so remain shut out - 

from ourselves. Alienated from our true life. It seems there is always a choice. 

The Psalm ends in verses 11 and 12 with the promise of accompanying as we seek 

to walk with integrity, towards our own integrity. It is a constant challenge. But God 

is always there. He will give grace and glory'. 'Grace strikes us' wrote Paul Tillich 

'when we walk through the dark valley of a meaningless and empty life'. Thank God. 

It is not 'up to us'. 

As you reflect on this most joyous of Psalms, make these words your own as you 

give thanks for yourself, and your pilgrim journey into God - and into your own 

integrity. 

Blessed are those whose strength is in you, in whose heart are the highways to 

Zion. 

Bless God for others with whom you live, who also are his 'dwelling place'. 


