
Tuesday of Holy Week 

Psalm 13 - How long, O Lord? 

1 How long will you forget me, O Lord; for ever? 
How long will you hide your face from me? 

2 How long shall I have anguish in my soul 
and grief in my heart, day after day? 
How long shall my enemy triumph over me? 

3 Look upon me and answer, O Lord my God; 
lighten my eyes, lest I sleep in death; 

4 Lest my enemy say, ‘I have prevailed against him,’ 
and my foes rejoice that I have fallen. 

5 But I put my trust in your steadfast love; 
my heart will rejoice in your salvation. 

6 I will sing to the Lord, 
for he has dealt so bountifully with me. 

Reflection 

This Psalm can be read as a study in profound grief, in which faith and hope are tested 
to their limits. 

It begins with a howl of despairing rage. 

As this profoundly hurt person screams their rage into a terrible sense of absence, 
the depth of their despair is amplified by them ending their cry with a further question 
which contains within it its own despairing answer. 

How long will you forget me, O Lord; for ever? 

Three further ‘how longs’ follow, suggesting that the passage of time itself has become for 
this person, a kind of torture, so acute is their loss. The anguished restlessness of their grief 
is harrowing them day after day, and they can see no end. At the end of the first line of 
verse 2, there is a further double question, containing within it again, its own despairing 
answer: 

How long shall I have anguish in my soul and grief in my heart, day after day? 

We do not know the cause of this grief. Perhaps this person has been bereaved of 
the companion of their life, of their wife, their husband, their intimate friend and 
lover, and since their loss their days and nights seem endless for the grief never 
abates, never goes away, hence the agonized four-fold repetition: How long? 

 Then the psalmist introduces (verse 4) the idea of an enemy. We might ask, 
who is this who so clearly appears to be triumphing, and who may yet totally prevail? 



The answer is that the enemy which gnaws at this person night by night, morning by 
morning, day by day, is the grief itself which is becoming well-nigh unbearable. In the 
second line of verse 3 there is the suggestion that this person is contemplating taking their 
own life - ‘lighten my eyes, lest I sleep in death’. 

All those who have known such loss will be able to identify with the raw expression of 
grief in this Psalm. 

And the degree of anger and pain only reveals the depth of the intimacy that was 
previously known, and is now lost. 

We may see this as an intimacy lost with a loved one who has died, but the 
psalmist takes us deeper. The intimacy that has been lost was with the power of Life 
itself. Hence their rage - against God. ‘How long will you hide your face from me?’ This 
person has known what it is like to have the sun of Life shining on them. They have felt 
the power of Being itself alive within them. All this was given to them through their love 
relationship. Now it would seem that that sun is eclipsed and their world is utterly 
shrouded. The Psalm speaks of anguish and grief. A terrible restlessness. Nights of 
tossing and turning. No sleep. Days filled with tears. This person has lost touch with the 
depth and peace of their own soul, with that place within them where they felt most 
deeply alive. That place where they felt that God was. 

Then at the end of verse 4, there would appear to be a great silence. 

 Somehow, the questioning, the articulation of the despair, the very direct outburst into 
the void where God does not seem to be, where he is hidden - has done its work. 

Perhaps the silence between verses 4 and 5 is very long indeed. But in that silence 
something strange happens. There appears to have been a visitation. Into the 
anguished emptiness of this person’s soul, grace has entered, like balm on a raw 
wound. 

Now this person experiences not just unending absence, but the glimpse of a 
Presence. 

Now time is no longer nothing but anguish and emptiness, but there is a sense, 
once again, of fullness. 

Now, extraordinarily, the pangs of grief and despair have given way to the possibility 
of joy. 

He or she has been enabled to believe again, has dared to trust that there will be a 
future. 

They even find, such is their new sense of a strange bountifulness, that they can 
sing. 

And somehow, this has been possible because they have had the courage to reveal 
and to articulate the depth of their pain. 

You may know people who have experienced the kind of grief and despair that is 
touched on here. Pray for any who come to your mind. 

 



Even if such grief has not come your way, meditation on this Psalm can deepen a 
sense of the beauty and value of life, and of those to whom we are close. 

With gratitude let the last verse be your prayer: 

For you have dealt so bountifully with me. 


