A Little Psalm Musing: Reflections on the Psalms
Psalm 126: Those Who Sow in Tears Shall Reap Rejoicing
When the LORD restored the captives of Zion, we thought we were dreaming. Then our mouths were filled with laughter; our tongues sang for joy.
Psalm 126 is a psalm about the journey from emptiness to fullness. It is one of the Songs of Ascents—the pilgrim songs of Israel—but its pilgrimage is more than geographical. It traces one of the great movements of the biblical story: exile becomes homecoming, mourning becomes laughter, barrenness becomes harvest, tears become songs of joy. What begins with people who have lost almost everything ends with people coming home carrying sheaves in their arms. It is the story of Israel. In many ways, it is the story of the entire Judeo-Christian tradition. And it is very particularly the story of Ruth…perhaps my favorite of the Old Testament.
What the Book of Ruth gives us in the spaciousness of narrative, Psalm 126 gives us in the compact intensity of poetry. Naomi and Ruth leave Moab with almost nothing. Naomi has lost her husband and her sons; Ruth has lost her husband and leaves behind her people and homeland. Naomi even gives theological expression to her emptiness: “I went away full, but the LORD has brought me back empty” (Ruth 1:21). They are women sowing in tears.
Yet by the end of the story the emptiness has become fullness. Ruth goes out into the fields of Bethlehem as a poor foreign widow gleaning behind the harvesters. And then, almost as though Psalm 126 were being enacted before our eyes, she returns to Naomi carrying what she has gleaned. Boaz has given abundantly. Ruth carries the harvest home, and everything she carries is oriented toward another person—toward Naomi.
“Those who go forth weeping, carrying sacks of seed, will return with cries of joy, carrying their bundled sheaves.” It must have seemed like a dream.
That word dream is important. Israel knows that there are restorations so astonishing that, when they finally come, we can hardly believe them. The thing for which we had hoped during the long night actually happens. The exile ends. The desert blooms. The harvest comes in. We laugh again.
Homer’s Odyssey, in its own very different world, knows something of this human longing. Odysseus is driven by nostos—homecoming. After wandering, loss, danger and estrangement comes the longing to see home again. Scripture takes that universal human longing and places it within the mystery of God. We are creatures longing for home. Much of salvation history is the story of a God bringing his wandering children home.
Two places give Psalm 126 its geography: Zion and the Negeb. Zion is Jerusalem, the holy city, the place of the Temple. It is the center. But the psalm begins with a devastated Zion. The center has not held. Jerusalem has fallen; the Temple has been destroyed; the people have experienced exile. And so the restoration of Zion must strangely come by way of another place: “Restore our captives, LORD, like the dry stream beds of the Negeb.”
The Negeb is the arid country of the south—the wilderness, the desert, the marginal place. Most of the year its wadis (creeks) are dry. But when the rains come, seemingly lifeless channels suddenly fill with rushing water. The image is one of startling reversal: what appeared barren was waiting for water.
This is one of the great patterns of Scripture: God so often begins at the edges and moves toward the center. The late Pope Francis loved to speak of the “peripheries,” and rightly so. The biblical story continually unfolds there. Abraham is called from somewhere else. Moses encounters God in the wilderness. Ruth comes from Moab, not Bethlehem. David comes from little Bethlehem, not the centers of power. Jesus grows up in Galilee, not Jerusalem. And the Gospel eventually travels from tiny Judea toward imperial Rome.
Moab and Bethlehem. The Negeb and Zion. Galilee and Jerusalem. Judea and Rome. God has a strange preference for beginning away from the center. Perhaps that is because those at the center can become convinced that they already possess everything. Those at the margins know what it means to hunger. And the God of Scripture repeatedly allows someone from the outside to teach those on the inside what faith looks like.
Which brings us to the Canaanite woman of Matthew 15. She too comes from the periphery. Jesus has withdrawn to the region of Tyre and Sidon when a Canaanite woman approaches him crying out because her daughter is tormented. Matthew deliberately calls her a Canaanite. The word carries centuries of historical memory. Like Ruth the Moabite, this woman belongs to a people whom Israel had learned to regard as “other,” and often as an “enemy other.”
And like Ruth, she comes carrying the suffering of someone else. Ruth’s life has become oriented toward Naomi. This woman’s life is oriented toward her daughter. Neither woman is asking first for herself. Their persistence arises from solidarity with another human being whom they love.
That may give us another way of hearing that magnificent Hebrew word hesed that has accompanied this series of reflections: steadfast love, covenant loyalty, loving-kindness—and perhaps even tenacious solidarity. 
Hesed refuses to abandon the beloved. Ruth will not abandon Naomi: “Wherever you go I will go.” The Canaanite woman will not abandon her daughter. And therefore, she will not go away.
She encounters silence. She encounters the irritation of the disciples: “Send her away.” She even encounters the fraught image, from no less than Jesus himself, of the children’s bread not being thrown to the dogs. Yet none of it moves her from her purpose. She remains. She is tenacious.
“Please, Lord,” she answers, “for even the dogs eat the scraps that fall from the table of their masters.” What extraordinary faith. She believes so deeply in the abundance present in Jesus that she knows even the crumbs will be enough. Where others see scarcity, she sees abundance. Where others draw boundaries around the table, she trusts that something will overflow from it. And it does.
“O woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish,” Jesus responds. And her daughter is healed.
The Canaanite woman has lived Psalm 126. She went forth weeping, carrying the seed of her desperate prayer. She returns rejoicing, carrying the harvest of a daughter restored to life. What seemed impossible has happened. Indeed, she must have thought she was dreaming.
And there is something even more remarkable. In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus explicitly marvels at the faith of only two characters—the Roman centurion and the Canaanite woman. To the Roman centurion he exclaims: “Amen, I say to you, in no one in Israel have I found such faith” (Matthew 8:10). Then here he proclaims the greatness of the Canaanite woman’s faith. Matthew himself connects the two stories: both are foreigners, strangers, outsiders whose extraordinary faith anticipates the widening of the mission beyond Israel.
The outsiders teach the insiders. The disciples want the woman sent away. Jesus ends by holding her up before them as a model of faith. Once again, God begins at the periphery.
There is even a beautiful way of connecting this woman back to the prayer with which our journey through the psalms began. Psalm 143:8 said: “Make me hear in the morning of your hesed.” Perhaps this Canaanite woman has heard something of God’s hesed in the morning. She has heard enough about Jesus to know that beneath the apparent refusal there is a deeper abundance. She refuses to believe that mercy can finally be exhausted.
And, mysteriously, in this extraordinary Gospel encounter, her persistence, her tenacity, draws that abundance into the open. The woman from the periphery becomes a protagonist of the Gospel. Pope Francis once said that “in the Gospel, the peripheries are the center,” because people who live on the margins are repeatedly called by Jesus to become protagonists of hope. That is Ruth. That is the Canaanite woman. That is Psalm 126. And perhaps that is us.
There are times when all we seem to possess is the sack of seed and the tears with which to water it. There are times when Zion lies in ruins and the Negeb is dry. There are times when we cannot yet see the harvest, when prayer seems unanswered, when the road home seems impossibly long. Psalm 126 does not deny those moments. It begins there. But it does not end there.
The God of Scripture is not ultimately the God of scarcity but of abundance. The empty Naomi becomes full. The foreign Ruth becomes an ancestor of David and, through him, of Jesus Christ. The dry channels of the Negeb run with water. Exiles return to Zion. A Canaanite woman begging for crumbs discovers that even what falls from God’s table contains more grace than the world can hold. 
The harvest comes. The God who begins his work at the margins brings it toward the center. The God who receives our tears does not waste them. The God who plants the seed is faithful to the harvest.
And so, the final image of Psalm 126 is one of the loveliest in all the Psalter: a human being who once walked away weeping now walks home singing, arms filled with overflowing sheaves. That is Israel’s story. That is Ruth’s story. That is the Canaanite woman’s story. And by the grace and hesed of God, it is our story too.
