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Psalm 13 
 
“How long, O Lord?  Will you forget me forever?  How long will you hide your face 
from me?  How long must I bear pain in my soul, and have sorrow in my heart all day 
long?  How long shall my enemy be exalted over me?”  
 
Such anguish!  Such heartache!  Such desperation!  In Psalm 13, we hear a believer 
crying out to God: “How long, O Lord?”  Her situation is so dire that she asks this of 
God, not just once but four times! “How long, O Lord? . . . How long?”  She feels that 
God has forgotten her, that God has abandoned her.  She’s in pain.  The hurt runs deep 
– right to the core of her being; it cuts to her very soul.  And her enemy (whoever or 
whatever it may be) is apparently getting the best of her. 
 
We don’t know the specifics of what she is going through, but it is clear that she is in a 
desperate situation and she wants to know where God is when she needs God the most.  
How long must she persevere, how long must she keep on keeping on without God 
there to comfort her and guide her?  How long must she endure her pain and sorrow?  
How long must she live under the threat of her enemy?  She is waiting on God, and she 
is growing impatient. 
 
“How long, O Lord? . . . How long?”  Many of us are asking this same question today. 
How long will be plagued by the coronavirus pandemic – having to stay at home as 
much as possible, wear masks in public, and keep our distance from others? How long 
must we curtail our economic activity – keeping some businesses closed, opening others 
with restrictions, and canceling mass gatherings such as sporting events, concerts, the 
State Fair, and the Balloon Fiesta – resulting in massive unemployment and a growing 
number of bankruptcies? And how long will the racist structures of our society be 
allowed to remain in place, causing people of color to be counted disproportionately 
among the impoverished, the ill, and the imprisoned? In recent months it has seemed 
like our society is in growing danger of falling apart, and God has seemed very far 
away. 
 
Aside from these contemporary crises, you may remember a time in your own personal 
life when things felt like they were falling apart and God seemed very far away.  
Perhaps you were grieving over the death of a loved one – a parent or a child.  Maybe 
you were gravely ill and wondered if you would ever recover.  Perhaps you 
experienced the breakup of a significant relationship.  Perhaps you lost your job and 
wondered how you would ever pay the bills.  Or maybe you got caught up in an 
addiction and saw no way to break free of it.  It’s difficult to cope with crises such as 
these, and it’s even harder when God seems absent. 
 
In such situations, we may be reluctant to express our true feelings to God in prayer.  
But Psalm 13 shows us, by example, that it’s OK.   It’s OK to question God.  It’s OK to 
be angry at God.  It’s OK to yell at God.  It’s OK!  Really!  God can take it!   



 
This may fly in the face of the way many of us have been taught to pray -- addressing 
God politely and respectfully, choosing our words carefully, not wanting to say 
anything that God might find offensive.  But if we can’t bare our souls to God, to whom 
can we bear them?  Psalm 13 encourages us to open up to God, to feel free to tell God 
what is really on our hearts and minds, to lay before God our most intimate thoughts 
and feelings. 
 
 
At this point, the Psalm moves from complaint to petition, from a description of the 
trouble the Psalmist faces to a petition for God’s help: “Consider and answer me, O 
Lord my God!  Give light to my eyes, or I will sleep the sleep of death, and my enemy 
will say, ‘I have prevailed’; my foes will rejoice because I am shaken.” 
 
Even though the Psalmist feels forgotten and abandoned by God, it appears that she 
still has a deep, underlying faith, because she nevertheless calls out to God for help.  
God may seem distant.  God’s face may seem hidden from her, as though God has 
turned away and no longer sees her.  But she calls out to God, trusting that God will 
still hear her cries. 
 
We also learn from this second part of the Psalm that the situation the Psalmist faces is a 
matter of life and death.  Without God’s help, she fears that her enemy will prevail and 
she will die.  It may be that her enemy is an illness or an addiction.  Whatever it is, it 
presents a grave threat to her health and wellbeing.  In her desperation, she cries out to 
God to save her. 
 
It is when we come up against our own limitations – particularly in matters of life and 
death – that we most often reach out to God in prayer.  We feel a need for a power 
outside of ourselves to support and sustain us through the trials and tribulations that 
life brings. 
 
 
In the Psalm’s third and final section, an abrupt turn seems to take place.  It moves from 
a desperate plea for help to a song of praise: “But I trusted in your steadfast love; my 
heart shall rejoice in your salvation.  I will sing to the Lord, because he has dealt 
bountifully with me.” 
 
We don’t know if time has passed and the Psalmist is no longer in danger, or whether 
the Psalmist is simply declaring her trust in God’s steadfast love, anticipating that God 
will eventually save her from her mortal enemy at some point in the future.  Either way 
it is an affirmation of faith that God will come through in the end.  Even when God 
seems far away or absent from the life and death crises we face, Psalm 13 encourages us 
not to give up on God, but instead, to keep the faith.   
 
A stark example of this comes from Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel who recounts the 
following incident from his experience in the concentration camp at Auschwitz: "Inside 
the kingdom of night I witnessed a strange trial.  Three rabbis, all erudite and pious 
men, indict God for having allowed his children to be massacred.  An awesome 
conclave, particularly in view of the fact that it was held in a concentration camp.  But 
what happened next is to me even more awesome still.  After the trial at which God had 



been found guilty as charged, one of the rabbis looked at the watch which he had 
somehow managed to preserve in the kingdom of night and said, ‘Ah, it is time for 
prayers.' And with that the three rabbis, all erudite and pious men, all bowed their 
heads and prayed." 
 
A Nazi concentration camp is the closest thing I can imagine to a living hell.  But even 
there, rabbis could blame God for the Holocaust at one moment and then bow their 
heads in prayer to God the next. 
 
How long, O Lord?  How long must we wait, how long must we endure, how long 
must we struggle, how long must we persevere, how long must we keep on keeping 
on?  In truth, there’s no way of knowing.  But Psalm 13 counsels us to keep the faith, no 
matter how alienated from God we may feel, for God will come through for us in the 
end. 
 
As the Presbyterian poet Ann Weems has observed, "In the godforsaken, obscene 
quicksand of life, there is a deafening alleluia rising from the souls of those who weep, 
and of those who weep with those who weep. If you watch, you will see the hand of 
God putting the stars back in their skies one by one."  

Thanks be to God!  Amen! 


