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Psalm 13, an individual lament psalm, is short (only six verses), concise, and 

paradigmatic (or a “parade example”)1 of the typical lament form. Brent Strawn refers to it as the 
“quintessential lament psalm,” noting that its “brevity…does not detract from its 
content…but…underscores the pain and power, not to mention the promise, of the lament.”2 The 
elements of a typical lament psalm are largely agreed upon by scholars, although the elements 
are not always in order or may not all be present in every lament psalm. For the sake of 
simplicity and brevity for this curriculum, I simplify these elements to three: 1) the initial lament 
(usually preceded by a direct address to God), 2) the psalmist’s petition, or cry for help, and 3) 
the psalmist’s turn to praise (which often also includes an act of remembrance, statement of trust, 
and a vow to praise). I highlight here some key interpretive issues which come up in the two 
songs’ interpretation of the psalm. 
 The first stanza of Psalm 13 – the initial lament or complaint – opens with a piercing 
question whose poignancy is underscored in its fourfold repetition: How long? The first two 
question focus on YHWH’s absence: “How long (?) will you forget me (forever)? How long will 
you hide your face from me?” The face of YHWH is associated with life and salvation, as in the 
refrain of Psalm 80; and thus, the hiddenness of YHWH’s face is a source of great distress and 
the reason for the psalmist’s suffering. Thus, the second pair of “how long” questions focuses on 
the consequences of God’s absence: “How long must I hold counsel/bear pain in my heart, and 
have sorrow all day long? How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?”3 On the translation 
discrepancy between “hold counsel” and “bear pain,” Brent Strawn explains: “The NRSV’s ‘pain 
in my soul’ (v. 2a) is actually taken from the Syriac version of the Old Testament and does fit the 
poetic parallelism nicely. Some other translations [such as “take counsel” (KJV); “have cares on 
my mind” (NJPS); or “wrestle with my thoughts” (NIV)] are closer to the Hebrew (and Greek) 
text, however.”4  
 As the psalmist moves into the petition, or cry for help, she provides a rationale for why 
YHWH should help: “Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, and my enemy 
will say, ‘I have prevailed’” (vv. 3b-4a). The psalmist must somehow motivate YHWH to listen 
and respond. Here the psalmist moves beyond an appeal to pity and instead “appeals to Yahweh 
to consider God’s own power, prestige, and reputation….The psalm succeeds in making the 
problem into Yahweh’s problem, because if Yahweh’s partner be ridiculed, Yahweh is also 
diminished.”5 

                                                        
1 Hermann Gunkel, cited in James Mays, Psalms, Interpretation Series, Gen. Ed. James Mays (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox Press, 1994), 77. 
2 Brent Strawn, “Psalm 13,” Psalms for Preaching and Worship: A Lectionary Commentary, Ed. Roger E. 

Van Harn and Brent A. Strawn (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 69-70. 
3 “By beginning with two ‘how long’s’ directed toward the deity, the poet gives the impression that the 

following two are the result of the first two. If so, God’s forgetfulness and hidden face lead directly to the psalmist’s 
soul-pain and heart-sorrow (v. 2a), as well as to the triumph of the psalmist’s enemy (v. 2b; cf. v. 4).” Strawn, 
“Psalm 13,” 70. 

4 Strawn, “Psalm 13,” 70-71. See also Peter Craigie, Psalms 1-50, Word Biblical Commentary vol. 19, 
Gen. Ed. David A. Hubbard and Glenn W. Barker (Waco: Word Books, 1983), 140 for a discussion of emendation 
theories. 

5 Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, 55, 59, italics original. 
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 The turn to praise in the last stanza of Psalm 13 is sudden and without any apparent 
reason for the shift, leaving readers to guess what has enabled this expression of trust and 
confidence. Has YHWH rectified the situation, leading the psalmist to praise this latest display of 
YHWH’s faithfulness? Or does the psalmist reach back to past memories of YHWH’s 
faithfulness to sustain her with hope for the present? Does she recall the primeval and ancestral 
acts of God, as per Psalm 77? Peter Craigie asserts that the newfound hope is “based primarily 
on a change of attitude, not a change in physical well-being,”6 but Brueggemann is willing to let 
it remain ambiguous: “We cannot ever know whether it is changed circumstance, or changed 
attitude, or something of both.”7 Because of its mystery and ambiguity, the space between lament 
and praise is fertile soil for musical interpretation, and each song discussed below makes a 
radically different choice. 
 

The Shiyr Poets 
History of the Psalms project. During a dark time in his life, contemporary worship artist 

Brian Doerksen found himself without words to compose new songs. Choosing to embrace this 
difficult season, he turned to the Psalms, drawing on their lyrics. Working with a group of close 
friends and colleagues, Doerksen began setting the first 25 psalms to new tunes. Identifying their 
style as folk rock, the Shiyr Poets write of their music that it is “words of sadness, sung over 
minor chords, dark and at times dissonant. Words of anger admitted and expunged with forceful 
energy. Words of faith in the Ancient of Days sung with fragile tenderness and 
honesty…Choosing not to censor the difficult verses of lament and anger, the SHIYR Poets 
render each psalm in its entirety, singing in solidarity with all who suffer.”8 And indeed, their 
thoughtful renditions of the psalms accomplish precisely that. 

The lyrics. The lyrics to The Shiyr Poets’ setting of Psalm 13 are quite close to the 
original, with minimal paraphrase or colloquialisms. For the Hebrew “hold counsel,” they adopt 
the same rendering as the NIV: “wrestle with my thoughts,” which conjures images of a person 
isolated and suffering mental distress in a more specific way than the NRSV’s rendering “bear 
pain.” As Mays writes, “Anxiety tortures the mind [of the psalmist] with painful questions.”9 
While this is typically the case for anyone undergoing suffering, this translation may particularly 
connect with those whose suffering itself is their struggle with anxiety and depression, as it 
makes the ceaselessness of mental distress explicit. The song addresses God not as YHWH 
Elohim (“Lord my God”), but as “God my Father,” making a relational appeal rather than the 
original appeal to reputation; similarly, rather than mentioning God’s salvation, it speaks only of 
God’s “unfailing love” (hesed).  

Perhaps the most noticeable lyrical decision, which significantly impacts the 
interpretation of the psalm, is their use of the future tense in addition to the past tense in the final 
line of the psalm: “You have been good…you will be good to me.” The Hebrew is Qal perfect, 
which does not suggest a future tense. Thus, as discussed above, the perfect could refer either to 
a recent change in circumstances, or to the memory of God’s goodness in the distant past which 
the psalmist hopes to see again. By adding the future tense, the Shiyr Poets’ version – lyrically 
and musically – unambiguously points to the second interpretation. God has been good in the 
past, and the psalmist trusts that God will be good again – but she is left waiting in faith. 

                                                        
6 Craigie, Psalms 1-50, 143. 
7 Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, 56. 
8 The Shiyr Poets, “About.” https://www.theshiyrpoets.com/about. Accessed 22 April 2018. 
9 Mays, Psalms, 78. 
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Musical exegesis. The Shiyr Poets’ version of Psalm 13 is in a minor key. The lament 
(the first two stanzas) is composed mostly of minor chords; when the psalmist moves to declare 
her trust, it changes to major chords – the sound is lighter and more peaceful, although reflective 
and sad rather than celebratory. This seems to signify the psalmist’s intentional choice to praise 
even in spite of the sorrow. At the very end of the psalm, though – “you will be good to me” – 
the music goes back to (and ends on) a B minor chord, further signifying that the psalmist’s 
circumstances have not changed. Although there is a brief respite of hope, it begins and ends 
with sorrow expressed through the music. 

The Shiyr Poets are unafraid to sit with the lament; rather than following the standard 
verse-chorus-verse-bridge-chorus format of contemporary worship songs, “Psalm 13” spends 
nearly the first half of its 6 minutes repeating the “How long?” stanza – introduced by male and 
female vocalists singing solo and unaccompanied, then in harmony with one another, then 
spoken over the background of instrumentals and vocalizations, then again in harmony. Then it 
moves toward the impassioned plea for help: “Look on me and answer, O God my Father; give 
light to my darkness before they see me fall.” Only then do the percussion and salsa sound give 
way to a single acoustic guitar accompanying the expression of trust. Each word of “but I trust” 
is emphasized, performing the hinge of the psalm: its decisive, determined movement towards 
praise. And even then, it returns to the agonized plea, repeating it twice and moving into a period 
of meditative vocalizing and Portuguese ad lib before finishing with the chorus. The Shiyr Poets’ 
unwillingness to sacrifice the pain of lament for a catchy, upbeat chorus makes this song feel true 
to the ethos of the original psalm. 

 
Nate Hale 

History of the song. Written in a single night by Nashville singer-songwriter Nate Hale 
during his freshman year at Lipscomb University, “Psalm 13” came out of a period of wrestling 
and doubt. “After I had written it down and put the pen down, I got chill[s]…I had never put 
words and music together that quickly,” Hale recalls. “I just remember screaming out the chorus 
and tearing up all alone in that room.”10 Hale asked a friend to compose harmony for the song 
who happened to be involved with Sanctuary, a large Thursday night worship gathering for 
university students in the Nashville area. Hale’s friend introduced the song to the Sanctuary 
band, who performed it for hundreds of people that same week. As Hale’s fellow ministry 
students graduated and took the song with them to the churches and youth groups they served, 
“Psalm 13” rapidly spread and gained popularity. 

The lyrics. Hale’s version of Psalm 13 draws heavily on Eugene Peterson’s Message 
paraphrase, although he makes some different lyrical choices. He begins the song by quoting the 
first two lines verbatim from the NIV/NRSV translation: “How long, O Lord? Will you forget 
me forever? How long, O Lord, will you hide your face from me?” The original question “How 
long” is intended “to fix the blame firmly on Yahweh.”11 Yet for the last two lines of the first 
stanza, Hale replaces the question “How long must I?”12 with the Message’s assertion, “Long 
enough, long enough, have I carried this load of sorrow.” At work here is a subtle shift in agency 

                                                        
10 Jesse Baker, “The Story of ‘Psalm 13’ (The Song),” Lumination Network (Lipscomb University’s 

Student News Service), April 10, 2010. http://luminationnetwork.com/the-story-of-psalm-13-the-song/. Accessed 22 
April 2018. 

11 Brueggemann, The Message of the Psalms, 59. 
12 Although the original Hebrew is in the imperfect tense and can be translated “How long will I,” without 

the same force as “must,” Hale did not know Hebrew and thus worked from common English translations. 
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which continues throughout the song. Although the “long enough” assertion could indicate that 
the psalmist is telling God “Enough!,” it can also mean that the psalmist is consciously deciding 
that he has carried the load “long enough,” and now he must take action to leave it behind.  

Following the Message translation, the psalmist moves from the lament not to demanding 
God’s action (“Consider and answer me, O Lord!”), but rather expressing his hopes - “I want to 
look life in the eye; I’m tired of falling down on my face” – and finding a proactive solution: 
“I’m throwing myself into your loving arms.” These small interpretation differences slightly 
change the tone of the psalm from God’s agency – God is the one who has forgotten, so God is 
the one who must respond and save – to the psalmist’s agency. To paraphrase Hale’s words even 
more: he has suffered long enough; he wants things to change; so he chooses to turn to God.  
There is no appeal to divine reputation, and the sense of helplessness is mitigated by the 
psalmist’s power to remedy his situation.  

Although it diverges from the feel of the original psalm, it may also be a helpful 
interpretive move; it affords agency to the sufferer, which may address certain kinds of grief in 
an empowering way. For instance, many survivors of trauma – or those struggling with doubt 
and purposelessness, as Hale did when he wrote the song – may find healing in feeling that they 
can take control of their lives.13 For others, such as those who simply are not ready to want to 
move on, the original psalm may connect more helpfully. 

Two of the most distinctive lyrics in Hale’s version are the use of the word “celebrate” 
and the phrase “I will sing at the top of my lungs,” both borrowed from the Message. “Celebrate” 
is used as the colloquial equivalent of “rejoice,” with the added implication of a party – to 
“celebrate” carries connotations of a social gathering or party in response to a joyful event. The 
phrase “I will sing at the top of my lungs” also signifies a movement toward community, as the 
psalmist bears witness to God’s rescue loudly and with abandon, in the hearing of everyone.  

Musical exegesis. Nate Hale’s version of Psalm 13 is musically almost the reverse of the 
Shiyr Poets’: it begins and ends in a major key rather than a minor key, and it immediately 
follows the verse with the upbeat chorus. The song transitions into the chorus with several 
attention-getting drumbeats, its steadiness sounding the psalmist’s resolve and its rising intensity 
signaling that something new and explosive is about to happen. And it does: “I will sing at the 
top of my lungs” performs the words with a loud, sudden outburst of praise, by far the highest 
notes in the song. Although the melody goes back down after the word “sing,” the harmony 
comes in as a mirroring echo, lower at first, but it crescendos on the word “top.” 

Although the lament began as a solo voice, by the time the song reaches the turn to 
praise, Hale is joined by a chorus of other voices, representing his praise and bearing witness in 
the assembly, as many psalms promise or urge. As the very end of the song demonstrates, the 
rousing chorus lends itself to concert-like a cappella repetition as the instruments fade out. With 
only the voices left, one gets the impression that the praise continues even after the assembly or 
celebratory party has come to an end – God’s deliverance and unfailing love are worth 
continuing to tell, and it is this memory which will continue to sustain the psalmist through life’s 
next lament. 

Conclusion 
 While some lessons in the curriculum contrast two different Scriptural texts from the 
same genre, for this lesson it seemed particularly meaningful to contrast two different renderings 
                                                        

13 See Nathaniel A. Carlson, “Lament: The Biblical Language of Trauma,” Cultural Encounters 11 (2015), 
63. Drawing on Judith Herman’s identification of the “empowerment of the survivor” as the “first principle of 
trauma recovery,” Carlson notes that biblical lament can address the trauma survivor’s need for empowerment. 
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of the same text. Taken together, these two songs convey how wide a range of interpretation – 
and emotion – is made possible by the text. Each engages the listener in a different way, and may 
appeal to different moods or different types or stages of grief. Different though they may be, 
these two songs breathe new life into a Psalter whose original music has been lost. They invite 
God’s people to experience the psalms anew, and thus engage more deeply with the prayers of 
God’s people through the centuries. 


