
 

 

Psalm 8 

Infants and stars 

1 O Lord our governor, 

how glorious is your name in all the world! 

2 Your majesty above the heavens is praised 

out of the mouths of babes at the breast. 

3 You have founded a stronghold against your foes, 

that you might still the enemy and the avenger. 

4 When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, 

the moon and the stars that you have ordained, 

5 What are mortals, that you should be mindful of them; 

mere human beings, that you should seek them out? 

6 You have made them little lower than the angels 

and crown them with glory and honour. 

7 You have given them dominion over the works of your hands 

and put all things under their feet, 

8 All sheep and oxen, 

even the wild beasts of the field, 

9 The birds of the air, the fish of the sea 

and whatsoever moves in the paths of the sea. 

10 O Lord our governor, 

how glorious is your name in all the world! 

  



 

 

Reflection 

Psalm 8 is an important Psalm for several reasons. First, in this ‘book of praises’ it is the first Psalm 

of praise. Psalms 1 and 2 are introductory Psalms, and the next five are all laments. Second, it poses 

- in a very direct way - fundamental questions about human life: what value does it have? What is 

it for? These are not just ancient questions. Third, it affirms the core idea of Hebrew religion - 

humans are created in the image of God. Fourth, it reminds us of humanity’s purpose - to 

care for the creation. All this is done in the context of wonder at the vastness of this mysterious 

universe. So, profound questions about God, humanity and the environment are raised, as 

pressing now as they ever were. And all in just ten verses! 

As with most Psalms, we cannot be certain about its origins. The open and closing 

shouts of praise have echoes with the ‘enthronement’ Psalms sung at the great festival in the 

autumn, so it was perhaps part of an ancient liturgy of praise. But where did its words come from? Its 

theology is from Genesis where humankind is made in God’s image and given dominion over the 

creatures (Genesis 1.26). There may also be influence - in the idea of a ‘stronghold’ - from other 

creation myths, and the ‘babes at the breast’ could be, as some have suggested, the ‘weak and humble 

worshippers’ in the temple. But who put it together in the form that it is? Perhaps the liturgists in the Temple 

doing their job preparing for worship? But the voice in the Psalm is an individual: ‘when I consider...’ 

Could it just be that this Psalm originated in the experience of a solitary poet, a devoted man steeped 

in the teachings, who is standing alone one night under the stars? 

We cannot possibly know. But we can imagine ... 

A poet is standing in the silence of a very dark and clear night on one of the spurs of the hills that 

surround Jerusalem. He gazes up into the vastness of the night sky. It is the clearest of nights. What he sees 

astounds him. Thousands upon thousands of stars scattered across the huge span of the heavens. In a 

moment of intense wonder this man sees the night sky as he has never seen it before. His response is to 

worship. ‘O Lord our governor’ probably he whispered - ‘how glorious is your name in all the world!’ 

Then as he stands, awestruck, pondering the miracle of these countless pinpricks of light reaching 

from one end of the heavens to the other, from somewhere in the distance he hears an unmistakeable cry. 

Nowhere on earth is life in all its primitive energy more sharply heard than in the cry of a newborn infant 

seeking its mother’s breast. In his mind a connection is made. Life! His insight startles him. This is the same 

power of life that has formed these stars. Again he worships: ‘Your majesty above the heavens’ - again he 

whispers - ‘is praised out of the mouths of babes at the breast.’ It is an astonishing juxtaposition. In one 

phrase the divine majesty is praised by the human voice at its most primitive. 

As the crying of the child continues to fill the silence of the night, a further idea comes to him. A 

‘stronghold’. This poet’s imagination connects with this infant he hears and in its cry, he hears now 

not so much need, but the power of life being founded on earth. ‘You have founded’, his prayer 

continues, ‘a stronghold against your foes.’ What can he mean? 

In all tiny humans this power of life, this energy of ‘being-itself’, is potentially a stronghold. ‘You 

have founded a stronghold,’ he says. As the child feeds at the breast, and gazes into the eyes of its mother, 

the foundation of all well-being, all good self-esteem, begins to be laid. This most intimate place is 

where souls are shaped and selves have their beginnings. Here the root of abundant living and generous 

loving, is ‘founded’. Here the power of being is given. It is the only power that - as it deepens and 

strengthens in a secure adult’s life - is able to ‘still’ all the emptiness and rage that in insecure and violent 

people, can so easily ravage life. 

Against the backdrop of the stars, the suckling infant speaks of the wonder and the power of life 

on earth. 



 

 

But this infant is weak, and vulnerable to the forces of chaos, to the havoc that ‘the enemy and the 

avenger’ can wreak in the lives of the defenceless. 

As this reflection is being written, the news is of yet another rusting hulk of a cargo vessel 

crammed with desperate refugees fleeing the ravages of war, arriving in southern Italy. On the 

perilous voyage a woman gave birth. Among the cold half-starved refugees there were many children 

including babies suckling at the breast. Muslims, Yazidis, Christians: all were fleeing ‘the enemy and 

the avenger’, seeking in Europe, a ‘stronghold’ of justice and compassion where they could find not 

only protection from the cruelties of war but also, they hope, new life. ‘You have founded a 

stronghold against your foes that you might still the enemy and the avenger.’ Whether or not such a 

‘stronghold’ is crumbling on our European shores is a question at the heart of European identity. But it 

lies at the heart of the religious tradition that underpins Europe’s values. In such a ‘stronghold’ these 

desperate migrants trust. 

Let us return to our imagining. As the poet continues to gaze into the heavens, and 

wonders ‘at the work of your fingers’ (verse 4), he cannot forget the child he has heard, who in 

the face of the vastness of the universe seems as nothing. The infant’s cry has brought the questions 

of humanity to the centre of his poem. Pondering this newborn life he asks: Who are we? ‘Mere 

human beings’? Just specks of consciousness in the vastness of this universe, of no ultimate value 

or significance?’ 

‘What are mortals that you should be mindful of them?’ The question persists in every 

generation. In our time, for millions fleeing war, it is one of survival and hope. 

His faith gives him his answer. ‘You have made them little lower than the angels.’ It is the root 

idea of the Hebrew tradition -human beings created in the image of God. A God who is ‘mindful’ of 

each newborn child, of each huddled refugee, of each one of us. Amid the apparent randomness of life we are 

not forgotten. And when we are lost and ‘at sea’, we will be ‘searched for’ (verse 5). 

‘Search and rescue’ boats put to sea because of the divine impulse. 

But this Psalm speaks of far more than rescue. The babe at the breast and the refugee in the boat, and 

every one of us, are, the psalmist continues, to be crowned ‘with glory and honour’. 

Every human life is sacred. That’s what this Psalm insists upon. What does that mean for our European 

policy on asylum seekers? 

We are to be ‘honoured’, and given our purpose, to have ‘dominion’ - a problematic word - over the 

works of his hands. To exercise stewardship, and to care for this precious earth and all its rich diversity of 

life. 

The Psalm ends with the same cry of wonder and adoration as it began. 

However we may believe or imagine it arose, this poetic meditation on the creation story of Genesis 

was shaped by the Hebrew tradition into a great paean of praise. The result was that a foundation truth of 

our civilization was immortalized in song. It is a praise that has gone on sounding at the heart of the Jewish 

and Christian traditions ever since. 

What questions does this remarkable Psalm raise in your mind? 

As you go out into your day, allow this phrase to echo in you as you notice and gaze upon the miracle 

of Life in your world in all its myriad forms: 

O Lord our governor, how glorious is your name in all the world! 


