
Wednesday of Holy Week 

Psalm 137 - By the waters of Babylon 

1 By the waters of Babylon we sat down and wept, 
when we remembered Zion. 

2 As for our lyres, we hung them up 
on the willows that grow in that land. 

3 For there our captors asked for a song, 
our tormentors called for mirth: 
‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion.’ 

4 How shall we sing the Lord’s song 
in a strange land? 

5 If I forget you, O Jerusalem, 
let my right hand forget its skill. 

6 Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth 
if I do not remember you, 
if I set not Jerusalem above my highest joy. 

7 Remember, O Lord, against the people of Edom 
the day of Jerusalem, 
how they said, ‘Down with it, down with it, even to the ground.’ 

8 O daughter of Babylon, doomed to destruction, 
happy the one who repays you 
for all you have done to us; 

9 Who takes your little ones, 
and dashes them against the rock. 

 

Reflection 

Psalm 137 is the most bitter of all the Psalms. The sadness is compounded in that it 
offers no resolution of its pain, though as we shall see there is a double meaning in its 
last three verses which suggests a subversive strategy at work. 

This Psalm has a long history of being used among oppressed communities, 
but because its subject is the violent displacement of people, it is ever contemporary. 
By the end of 2014, the number of people forcibly displaced by war and persecution 
had reached almost 60 million. Violent conflict in Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia, the 
Congo, Sudan and Syria, as well as in many other places, has fuelled this dislocation 
which is on a greater scale now than the world has ever known. The language of 
statistics is dry and cold. Every one of these 60 million is an individual human story of 
trauma and grief, fear and sometimes, rage. For all our anxiety about immigration 
and asylum seekers, the vast majority of these displaced people have ended up 
struggling to survive in countries in the developing world, where resources and 
assistance are so much more meagre than in the developed countries. 



In the few brief lines of this Psalm something of the meaning of forced displacement is 
conveyed. Some have questioned whether it should be in the psalter at all. Is not the 
violent revenge described in the last two verses just too offensive for a book of prayers? 
We shall look at this in a moment. But part of the greatness of the psalter is its capacity to 
embrace every aspect of human experience, even our deepest hurt and pain. 

The original context of this Psalm is the destruction by the Babylonians of Jerusalem 
and its Temple around the year 587 BC. This led to the majority of its population being 
taken into exile as captives in the city of Babylon on the banks of the Euphrates something 
like 900 miles travelling distance from Jerusalem. Hence its note of terrible bitterness. 

The first verse conveys something of the depth of this despair. Two places are 
contrasted. Babylon, beside whose waters they sit down and weep, and Zion, the city of 
Jerusalem, which it is their agony to constantly remember. We are reminded that the 
culture and life of a people grows out of a sense of place. It is in Jerusalem, in its homes and 
shops, its streets and alleyways, its music and poetry, above all in its Temple, which was 
the dwelling place of the Most High God, that they found and celebrated their life as a 
people. ‘Wept’, although a powerful word, is an understatement. These people have been 
hollowed out by their humiliation. 

The image of the lyres being hung up in protest underlines the despair. The poet’s 
contrasting of the dead wood of the lyres which hang useless and silent on the living wood 
of the willows, those strange trees that grow in that foreign land, only highlights the 
bleakness. 

Mention of the lyres leads to their music. When a people cannot sing their songs 
then their life has truly gone from them. And so, when their captors taunt them and 
seek to further humiliate them by calling for mirth and a song, they cannot sing. How 
could they possibly sing the Lord’s song, a song of celebration and triumph, in this 
strange land, which is for them a place of such despair? 

But perhaps it is at this point that the subversive strategy of reclaiming their strength 
begins to reveal itself, where the Psalm moves from passive despair to active though 
hidden resistance. One way of understanding this Psalm is to see in verses 5 and 6 the 
psalmist - despite what has been said in verse 4 - preparing to sing, preparing in song 
to ‘remember’ Jerusalem and not to ‘forget’. So he prepares to use the ‘skill’ of his right 
hand in plucking the lyre, and the skill of his tongue - not cleaving ‘to the roof of my mouth’ - 
in singing his song. He has to sing because his captors force him to. But the song he will 
sing in Hebrew which his Aramaic-speaking Babylonian captors will not understand, will 
not be one of the usual songs of Zion. The song will indeed remember Jerusalem. But it 
will remember Jerusalem’s terrible destruction, and take the form of a bitter prayer - 
sung to their face - against those who destroyed Jerusalem, and go on to say that the 
one who brutally kills the children of Babylon by dashing them against a rock, will be 
‘happy’. 

Are verses 7 to 9 that hidden subversive song, salvaging from the pit of despair, for the 
Hebrews who could understand it, both defiance and hope? 

Well, perhaps. This interesting interpretation, spelt out in detail by Rodney S. 
Sadler Jr, in his chapter in The Oxford Handbook of the Psalms, seems entirely plausible. 

 



But this brings us back to the question that we posed at the beginning and that many 
have asked: should such an expression of vengeful hatred involving the murder of 
innocent children have any place in a text of worship? How, in worship, can hearing of such 
murderous hatred possibly be helpful? Would it not be better if these last three verses of 
the Psalm were excised, or when the Psalm is used, simply omitted? The answer must 
be that much would be lost. 

First, this expression of violence against the children of their oppressors 
underlines the extent of the pain of those now displaced from their beloved city. For us, 
these words, read today, terrible though they are, can act as a reminder of what people 
who are violently displaced go through and how such experience can engender the most 
extreme of emotions. Frequently our news bulletins report the plight of people - usually 
women, children and old people - who have been forced to flee their homes due to 
war. We see them carrying just the few belongings that they can physically manage. Or we 
see them surviving in tents supplied by the UNHCR or other aid agencies. The news 
then rapidly moves on. These refugees from a part of the world far from us which is being 
torn apart by poverty and war, have just been one more item. It is very easy to forget, or 
even fail to register its horror. The last two verses of this Psalm capture that horror. They 
give us just a glimpse of the extreme violence of such situations. 

Second, the enduring power of the Psalms is that in them nothing is hidden, and all 
is offered. Hope and despair, joy and grief, love and hate. Through including the whole 
range of human responses, in painting a full portrait of humanity, the Psalms are 
healing texts. Better to acknowledge and own what is negative than pretend that it is 
not there. When they are out in the open and not shut away in the dungeon of the 
psyche, extreme and violent feelings are less dangerous. They do not need to be acted 
upon. And named, they can lose their power. God is the God who brings everything into 
the light and ‘from whom no secrets are hidden’. 

Third, the teaching of the Christian Gospel to love your enemies and to pray for 
your persecutors in situations of real hatred and vicious persecution involving violent 
displacement, the murder of innocents, the destruction of homes - all the things that the 
Jews suffered on their way into exile, described in this Psalm - is, to say the least, not 
easy. The way to realize such teaching may involve, initially anyway, the expression of 
hatred, the owning up to feelings of violent revenge. 

 This was the case with Etty Hillesum. She was to resolutely set her face against the 
hatred of the Nazis, a hatred which among her fellow Jews in occupied Amsterdam 
had become the common currency of all their conversations. She resisted it. That is 
part of her greatness. Even in the transit camp when she watched the trains being 
loaded on their way to the death camps she refused to hate, and instead sought to see 
in the face of the guards some hint of the buried image of God she believed they too 
carried. But at the beginning of her diaries she writes of how she too shared in the hatred 
they felt, until she realized how poisonous such hatred can be. It was a moment of real 
conversion. She held to her refusal to the end, and she went on to treasure the writings 
of ‘the Jew Paul’, particularly his hymn to love in the thirteenth chapter of the first letter 
to the Corinthians: ‘If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels and have not love ... I 
am nothing’. 

Psalm 137 comes to us from a more violent place than most of us will ever know. For 
that we can be grateful. But the violence that it speaks of is all too common in our world. 



Reflect on the opening line of this Psalm: ‘By the waters of Babylon we sat down and 
wept when we remembered Zion.’ What situations of our world now does this bring to 
mind? Pray for those involved. 
 


