
Psalm 121 

From where is my help to come? 

1. I lift up my eyes to the hills; 

from where is my help to come? 

2. My help comes from the Lord, 

the maker of heaven and earth. 

3. He will not suffer your foot to stumble; 

he who watches over you will not sleep. 

4. Behold, he who keeps watch over Israel 

shall neither slumber nor sleep. 

5. The Lord himself watches over you; 

the Lord is your shade at your right hand, 

6. So that the sun shall not strike you by day, 

neither the moon by night. 

7. The Lord shall keep you from all evil; 

it is he who shall keep your soul. 

8. The Lord shall keep watch over your going out 

and your coming in, 

from this time forth for evermore. 

Reflection 

Psalm 121 must be among the most well-known Psalms in the psalter, perhaps only exceeded in 

popularity by Psalm 23. This will partly be because it is commonly used at funerals, but perhaps 

the principal reason for its appeal is the way the first line of the Psalm, as it is known from 

the Book of Common Prayer - ‘I will lift up mine eyes unto the hills from whence cometh my 

help’ - has spoken to generations. The verse speaks of finding the mystery of God in a high 

and distant terrain far above and beyond the difficult and messy affairs of this world. 

I remember finding these words engraved down the side of my grandfather’s gravestone, 

which lies in the corner of the churchyard at Manaton on the edge of Dartmoor in Devon, where 

he was once Rector. Clearly these were the words of Scripture that most spoke to him of the 

eternal. The flat stone above his grave was half buried beneath a huge pile of rotting leaves when we 

first saw the grave. As we scraped the leaves off, and dug the earth away, it was not a surprise to see 

the letters of this text which had been beautifully carved into the red sandstone all down one side, 

slowly appearing. 

Born in 1881, at the height of the Victorian period, he had been a cavalry officer in the 14th 

Hussars in the First World War before becoming a parson. He was a shy man who loved horses rather 

than machines and did not easily take to the modern world of the twentieth century. I did not 

know him well, but I suspect he would have been drawn to the tradition of the Romantic poets, 

and perhaps to Wordsworth in particular, for whom contemplation of the natural world was a 

profound source for the soul’s purification and healing. The power of that romantic tradition 

continues into our own times. The echo of this line of the Psalm - as known in its old version - 

continues to resonate with many even though the Lake District fells are now considerably more 

crowded than in Wordsworth’s day. 



But in that it implies that the source of the psalmist’s ‘help’ are the hills themselves, it is a 

misreading of the text. The contemporary version more accurately translates the Hebrew. And there 

is a striking difference. Because it reinstates the question mark lacking at the end of the verse in the 

old version, the meaning is entirely altered. The Psalm begins with a statement, ‘I lift up my eyes 

to the hills’, but it is then followed by a sharp question that conveys considerable alarm. 

‘From where is my help to come?’ is the psalmist’s terrified cry. 

How are we to understand this? 

The silence and vast space of mountain ranges can affect people profoundly, enabling them to 

intuit the often-forgotten silence, depth and spaciousness of their own crowded hearts. But mountains 

can also be bleak places where we sense afresh our mortality. Nature is entirely indifferent to human need. 

Human life, by contrast, is small, fleeting and constantly in search of comfort. ‘I lift up my eyes to the hills’ 

says the psalmist pausing perhaps for a moment in the midst of the demands of his life to seek some kind of 

wider vision. As he gazes upon these silent hills, as he looks up to the rocks towering above him, there is 

perhaps a prolonged pause. Against the empty indifference of the hills his transient mortality is suddenly 

starkly outlined. The next line signals intense need as the awareness of this breaks upon him. 

It is as though, for just a single brief moment, this person has stepped outside the warm tent of his faith 

and felt the cold blast of doubt, the bleak chill of not knowing. His cry - ‘From where is my help to 

come?’ - comes from some kind of wintry place, where he feels alarmingly exposed. Quickly he steps back 

inside. Quickly faith in the maker of heaven and earth, in the One who brought all things into being - 

even the hills - is reaffirmed. 

And then, perhaps because the opening verse has been such a shock, for the rest of the Psalm he 

becomes his own teacher. It is as though he is another person. Perhaps he hears again the voice of some 

beloved rabbi from his past who reassures the doubter in him of the constant and intimate care of the 

unsleeping God. The fact that the reassurance has to be repeated again and again through the rest of the 

Psalm indicates the depth of the spiritual and psychological shock he has sustained. For one brief chill 

moment he stood, exposed and mortal, before the silence of the empty hills. For one moment he felt the 

chill wind of abandonment. 

 It is the kind of moment that can strike anyone at any time, though such awareness is more likely to 

become vividly present at moments of personal crisis, perhaps when we face the death of a loved one, or 

news of a terminal illness. Though it is just as likely to happen in places of great beauty or peace. 

Whether we are people of faith or not, the fact of such experience is a sign of our humanity. How 

we respond to it is what matters. It can be avoided, stifled in more activity, or responded to in faith. 

The remainder of the Psalm could be summed up with words that occur repeatedly in the New 

Testament: ‘Be not afraid.’ In the face of all obstacles; in the face of all that may come at you out of 

the blue during daylight, or in the small hours of the darkness of the night; in the face of all that would 

diminish or even destroy you, you will be cared for, and kept. That is the promise. The message is that it may 

be tough, but if you trust in the One who ‘watches’ over you (the verb is used four times) you will not go 

under. 

Perhaps for all who have heard this Psalm read or sung at a funeral, the last verse speaking of a final 

going out’ will be the most poignant. But its meaning is wider than being ‘watched over’ in our last 

moments when we finally succumb to our mortality. It speaks into all moments of leaving and 

separating as well as returning, when our anxieties are aroused and our frailties exposed. 

This Psalm deserves its place among the most loved, for it speaks of a divine mystery transcendent 

above all, and yet at times of greatest need, intimate and near. 

Quietly repeat again the opening two verses. Be aware, in your heart, of the contrasting 

meanings. 

I lift up my eyes to the hills; from where is my help to come? 

My help comes from the Lord, the maker of heaven and earth. 


