A Little Psalm Musing: Reflections on the Psalms
Psalm 131: Home, The Odyssey and the Longing for God
Psalm 131 is one of the smallest psalms in the Psalter. Only three verses long, it can be read in less than a minute. Yet, like a seed that contains an entire tree, this little psalm contains an entire theology of the spiritual life.
Psalm 136, which we considered last week, proclaims twenty-six times that God’s hesed—his steadfast love, his loving-kindness, his covenant mercy—endures forever. But how do we reconnect with that hesed? How do we return to it after wandering so far from it? Psalm 131 quietly answers that question. It is a psalm about coming home.
The first verse begins with a series of denials: O LORD, my heart is not proud, nor are my eyes haughty; I do not busy myself with great matters, with things too sublime for me. Yet one cannot help but hear an echo of Shakespeare’s observation in Hamlet: “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.” By telling us what he is not, the psalmist reveals what he has been. He has indeed busied himself with things too great for him. He has been consumed by restless desire and distracted by ambitions that have carried him far from his center. That is the human story.
Genesis 3 tells of our first parents reaching for the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Like so many of the Bible’s great stories, it is not simply an account of one ancient event but an account of every human heart. We continually reach beyond our limits, convinced that fulfillment lies just beyond the next achievement, the next possession, the next relationship, the next promotion, the next experience. We are creatures of desire, but our desires so easily become disordered. The result is what Henry David Thoreau famously called “lives of quiet desperation.”
Homer understood something of this longing. In light of the recently released Christopher Nolan-directed movie based on the seminal epic poem, the great theme of The Odyssey is nostos—homecoming. Odysseus, whom Homer calls polytropos, “many-turned,” or “complicated,” is forever being pulled this way and that by storms, monsters, temptations, and his own choices. Yet beneath every adventure lies one enduring desire: to return home. Every delay only intensifies that longing. And doesn’t that complicate human life?
The story has endured for nearly three thousand years because it is our story. We too are wanderers. We search for home in success, possessions, recognition, control, pleasure, or distraction. We complicate our lives, and indeed we are complicated. Yet none of these can finally satisfy because they are not our true home. As St. Augustine famously confessed at the beginning of his seminal Confessions: “You made us for yourself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”
The second verse of Psalm 131 presents one of the most tender images in all of Scripture: Rather, I have stilled and quieted my soul, like a weaned child upon its mother’s lap; my soul is like a weaned child. It is striking that the psalm does not speak of a nursing infant but of a weaned child—a toddler. That detail is everything.
A nursing infant seeks nourishment instinctively. A weaned child has already begun the difficult journey toward independence. Very early in life we begin testing the boundaries. We discover two powerful words: “mine” and “no.” These are necessary stages of growing up. Every healthy child must eventually leave the breast. But there is a shadow side.
The same toddler who confidently wanders away believing himself king of the world can suddenly erupt in tears the moment he realizes he has lost sight of his parents. His confidence evaporates because he has lost his center. How familiar that is.
We spend our lives wandering farther and farther from God, convinced that we are self-sufficient. We imagine that fulfillment lies somewhere “out there.” Yet beneath our activity often lies anxiety, loneliness, and an inexpressible homesickness…nostalgia (nostos). We have lost sight of the One who is not merely our Creator but our ground of being, the One in whom “we live and move and have our being” (Acts 17:28).
The psalmist discovers that maturity does not consist in radical independence from God but in radical dependence upon him. There remains a home. There remains the breast, the chest, the lap of God. John’s Gospel uses this astonishing image twice. The eternal Son is described as the one who is “at the bosom of the Father” (John 1:18). Later, at the Last Supper, the beloved disciple reclines upon the breast or bosom of Jesus (John 13:23, 25). The intimacy shared eternally between the Father and the Son becomes the intimacy into which every disciple is invited.
This is what the psalmist too desires. He longs for the closeness expressed elsewhere in the Psalms: “As the deer longs for running streams, so my soul longs for you, O God” (Psalm 42), and again, “O God, you are my God, for you I long; for you my soul is thirsting, like a dry, weary land without water” (Psalm 63). Beneath every human longing lies the deepest longing of all: the desire for communion with God. Every lesser desire is ultimately a displaced desire for him.
Finally, the the third and final verse of Psalm 131 turns outward: O Israel, hope in the LORD, both now and forever. The insight is no longer addressed simply to one believer but to the whole liturgical assembly, the entire people of God. Israel is invited home. The Church is invited home. Humanity is invited home.
This longing is not unique to especially religious people. It is woven into the very fabric of our humanity—biologically, psychologically, and spiritually. We spend much of our lives trying to satisfy an infinite longing with finite things. We keep searching for home in places that cannot be home.
Jesus tells precisely this story in the parable of the prodigal son in the 15th chapter of the gospel of Luke…the gospel within the gospel. The younger son leaves home convinced that freedom lies somewhere else. Only after exhausting every illusion does he “come to himself.” His conversion begins not with guilt but with memory. He remembers his father’s house. He remembers home (nostos). So too must we.
Perhaps this is what St. Paul means when he writes in the Hymn to Love: “When I was a child, I used to talk as a child, think as a child, reason as a child; when I became a man, I put aside childish things” (1 Corinthians 13:11). To grow up psychologically, spiritually and humanly is not to cling forever to “mine” and “no.” It is to relinquish the illusion that life revolves around ourselves. It is to discover that true maturity is found not in self-assertion but in trust, humility, hope, generosity, self-gift and love. 
The Christian life is not ultimately about becoming more sophisticated or more successful. It is about becoming more at home with God. It is our own nostos…our own homecoming. For the destination toward which every human heart is secretly traveling is not simply heaven understood as a place. It is the God whose hesed endures forever—the One who has always been our beginning, our center, and our home.

