A Little Psalm Musing: Reflections on the Psalms
Psalm 133: How Good, How Very Good, It Is When There Is Unity
Psalm 133 is another of those little gems in the Psalter. Like Psalm 131, it consists of only three verses, yet it opens onto an immense theological horizon. It is one of the Songs of Ascents, sung by pilgrims making their way up to Jerusalem. But unlike Psalm 131, which invites us to find our home in the quiet repose of God, Psalm 133 asks what that home should look like once we arrive. It is not enough merely to come home. We are meant to come home together.
The psalm begins with one of the most memorable exclamations in all of Scripture: “How good and how pleasant it is when brothers dwell together in unity!” (Ps 133:1) The very first word should catch our attention: good. It echoes the refrain of the first creation story in Genesis. Again and again, after each act of creation, God looks upon his handiwork and declares, “It is good” (tob). At the end, after the creation of humanity, it becomes “very good” (tob me’od). Human unity belongs to God’s original creative intention. Division does not.
The verse almost implies its own opposite. Why would the psalmist make an exclamation over unity unless unity were so often absent? Human history, after all, is a long commentary on our inability to live together. The pages of Genesis scarcely move beyond Eden before Cain kills Abel. Babel scatters humanity. Jacob and Esau become estranged. Joseph’s brothers sell him into slavery. Israel itself divides into northern and southern kingdoms. Nor has much changed.
Families fracture. Friendships dissolve. Communities splinter. Nations wage war. The modern world remains haunted by the ancient temptation to define ourselves over against one another rather than alongside one another.
The Bible never romanticizes this reality. St. Paul must plead repeatedly with the Corinthians to overcome their rivalries and factions: “I appeal to you…that there be no divisions among you” (1 Corinthians 1:10). Jesus uses the image of the vine and branches to insist that life itself depends upon remaining united to him and, therefore, to one another (John 15). In his great High Priestly Prayer, on the night before his Passion, Jesus prays not first for success, but for unity: “That they may all be one…so that the world may believe” (John 17:21). Unity itself becomes evangelization.
Even the great epics of Western civilization understand the problem. Homer’s Iliad opens not with peace but with rage (mēnin): “Sing, goddess, the rage….” That rage tears apart armies, friendships, and ultimately civilizations. The first great poem of Europe is not about human flourishing but about the catastrophic consequences of disunity. We scarcely need Homer to remind us. Every day’s headlines tell the same story.
The Church herself is not immune. Throughout history Christians have experienced painful divisions and separations. Yet Christ’s prayer for unity has never been revoked. The pursuit of full communion is not an optional project or a naïve dream; it belongs to the very heart of the Gospel. The unity for which Jesus prayed remains the vocation of every Christian.
The second verse shifts unexpectedly from family life to temple liturgy: “It is like the precious oil upon the head, running down upon the beard, upon the beard of Aaron, running down upon the collar of his robes.”
At first glance, this image seems extravagant, even excessive. Oil does not merely touch Aaron’s forehead. It cascades over his head, beard, shoulders, and garments. But the symbolism is profound.
Aaron’s priestly vestments carried upon his breastplate twelve precious stones, each engraved with the name of one of the sons of Jacob (Exodus 28:15–21). The high priest literally bore the whole people of Israel upon his heart as he entered God’s presence. The anointing oil therefore consecrated not only Aaron himself but, symbolically, the entire covenant people.
The irony is impossible to miss. Those twelve tribes represented by the stones descended from the twelve sons of Jacob, whose own story was marked by jealousy, betrayal, separation, and violence before finally culminating in reconciliation through Joseph’s forgiveness. The priest stands before God carrying a divided family that God intends to heal.
The oil itself always comes from above. No one anoints himself. Unity, too, is finally a gift before it becomes an achievement. It descends from God before it can be lived by human beings.
The final verse lifts our eyes still higher: “It is like the dew of Hermon coming down upon the mountains of Zion. For there the Lord has commanded the blessing, life forevermore.”
Now the imagery moves beyond priest and temple to creation itself. Mount Hermon rises far higher than Mount Zion. Its abundant dew became proverbial throughout Israel for its freshness and life-giving power. Morning after morning, moisture descends quietly from above, refreshing what would otherwise become dry and barren.
The prophet Isaiah uses similar imagery when he compares God’s word to rain and snow that water the earth, making it fruitful before returning to heaven (Isaiah 55:10–11). The Church echoes this biblical tradition every time the Second Eucharistic Prayer invokes the Holy Spirit to come “like the dewfall” upon the gifts of bread and wine. Grace comes quietly, gently, from above, bringing life where there would otherwise be only dryness.
The psalm ends with a remarkable promise: “There the Lord has commanded the blessing: life forevermore.” Where is “there”? Not simply Jerusalem. Not merely the Temple. But wherever brothers and sisters truly dwell together in unity.
The blessing recalls the ancient priestly benediction given to Moses’ brother Aaron: “The Lord bless you and keep you. The Lord let his face shine upon you and be gracious to you. The Lord look upon you kindly and give you peace” (Numbers 6:24–26).
The climax is astonishing. Throughout the Old Testament, no one expects to see the face of God and live. Yet here God’s shining face becomes precisely the source of blessing, grace, and shalom—that rich biblical peace in which all creation flourishes as God intended.
Perhaps this is where Psalm 133 finally leaves us. The blessing God speaks over us is meant to become the blessing we speak over one another. The unity we receive from above is meant to overflow outward into our homes, parishes, workplaces, communities, and even among nations. This is not sentimental optimism. It is the vocation of humanity itself.
If the world so often begins with rage, Psalm 133 reminds us that God’s story begins with goodness. “How good” (tob)…indeed, “how very good” (tob me’od)…when brothers and sisters dwell together as one.

