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Psalm 8            Domine, Dominus noster

O LORD our Governor, *

how exalted is your Name in all the world!

Out of the mouths of infants and children *

your majesty is praised above the heavens.

You have set up a stronghold against your adversaries, *

to quell the enemy and the avenger.

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, *

the moon and the stars you have set in their courses,

What is man that you should be mindful of him? *

the son of man that you should seek him out?

You have made him but little lower than the angels; *

you adorn him with glory and honor;

You give him mastery over the works of your hands; *

you put all things under his feet:

All sheep and oxen, *

even the wild beasts of the field,

The birds of the air, the fish of the sea, *

and whatsoever walks in the paths of the sea.

O LORD our Governor, *

how exalted is your Name in all the world!

The Collect

Almighty and everlasting God, you have given to us your servants grace, by the confession of a true faith, to acknowledge the glory of the eternal Trinity, and in the power of your divine Majesty to worship the Unity: Keep us steadfast in this faith and worship, and bring us at last to see you in your one and eternal glory, O Father; who with the Son and the Holy Spirit live and reign, one God, for ever and ever. Amen.

When did you start thinking about God? What prompted you to stretch that far – to reach for a reality that lies beyond you, a reality that underlies all that is? 

For many of us thoughts about God began in our family. It was a role that our parents played for our sake, and as a response to their faith. Their own commitment to God led them to tell us about the Ground of our Being. It was a loving mother or father who helped us learn to pray – to form the words, “Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray the Lord my soul to keep,” and to fold our hands and bow our head, saying, “God is great; God is good; let us thank him for our food; by his hand we all are fed, give us, Lord, our daily bread.” In prayer we learned to name the names of loved ones, and to speak of needs and things that concern us, such as illness, or challenges, fears and disappointments. Our parents taught us to address these things to God, who, we are told, is always listening, and who cares, and who can influence life for our good, and to the benefit of others.

Then there was Sunday School, where patient volunteer teachers put up with antics and spotty attendance and various disruptions to provide us with exposure to the stories contained in Scripture – stories about faith, and belief, and doing unto others, and living together in a community guided by God, who is like a shepherd leading, and watching over, his sheep. Sunday School was the place where we prayed together, saying, “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.” It was also where Jesus became our companion. We were encouraged to regard him as our friend, and a warm familiarity with him soon developed. His parables were etched into our memory, and stories about him became a part of us. Gradually, we learned that Jesus was not only like us, but that he was also the person who shows us best what God is like. This was the childhood dawning of our theological consciousness. We were starting to connect the dots and to seek answers to questions that caused our parents to call the parson – like, “If God made me, then who made God?” (That’s why I have a child-size rocking chair in my study. It takes time and a lot of stuffed animals to talk theology with a child. And sometimes the best I can do is to admit that I’m still trying to find the answers, and that Jesus is helping me, and he will help them too.) 

I also remember Vacation Bible School, a summer camp devoted to memorizing passages from the Bible (most of which I still remember in my childhood mind), acting out parables of Jesus, singing catchy songs that reinforced our lessons, and playing games with biblical themes. For some of us who attended private school, this assimilation of basic knowledge was amplified by weekly chapel and religious studies classes. It was as if our mind was being loaded with software for the process of living a godly life.

For the most part our preparation to think about God was substantial, and the intention to pass on the tradition by parents and teachers was earnest. And that awakened us to the fact that there are adults who take God seriously, and who want to cultivate in us an awareness of God’s presence and God’s power. These were the people – God’s messengers – who helped engender in us sufficient trust, and loyalty, and interest to enable us to call ourselves “Christian.” They offered us access to a relationship; in community we learned the good news that God loves us – no matter what, and that he wants us to love him with our whole heart, and to show as much care for our neighbor as we care about our own self. God became a regular part of our conversation, and a “given.”

Then came situations in life that called for interpretation, explanation, and understanding. When we were set loose on the world, and when we dealt with problems without protection, when we faced-off one-on-one with difficulties and perplexing situations, all of a sudden we reached for resources, and started using what we knew to find solutions. We sharpened insight on the whetstone of experience, and tested truths to form beliefs. 

Teenagers are designed to live on the edge – on the boundary between safety and risk. They are developed enough to venture out of the nest, and yet are often unaware of the dangers that parents have been shielding them from. Adolescence is a proving ground, and being edgy is the teenager’s job. They push the limits, test the rules, break out of the box, and often misbehave – all in the name of experience. Our role and parents and caring adults is to keep them as safe as possible while they experiment, and recognize that we are wiser than they thought, and then start taking responsibility for their own adulthood. 

When scary things happen, in relationships, in school, in adventure, or in family life, the newly-initiated adult-in-the-making raises questions to process the experience. He or she asks, “Why did my friend have to die?” or “Where is God when we need him?” or “Doesn’t anyone care?” or “Why did God let that happen?” These questions are based on assumptions – assumptions about who God is, and what God does and desires. And it’s not unlikely that the teenager will be drawing on childhood learning, and asking the very questions that a child would frame.       

For way too many grown-ups that remains the status quo. Thoughts about God are stuck in time, flash-frozen in a child’s frame of reference. That’s why we need adult education in the church – in a variety of forms, from theological discussion groups and Bible studies to adult forums and specialized programs like Sewanee’s Education for Ministry. Our thinking about God needs updating. It needs to be re-examined from adulthood’s point of view. Experience is a good teacher. Knowledge tempered by the facts of life is wisdom readily understood.

Psalm 8 is that kind of wisdom. Its author (King David or a court poet) knew a great deal about the heavens. But his inspiration, which led to a wisdom that we understand even now, was formed in the crucible where truth meets experience. 

I’ve always thought that the eighth psalm could be called “starry, starry night.” It is a reflection piece, based on the view of a star-gazer. The psalmist looks at the myriad of heavenly bodies and reasons that neither their existence, nor his own, is an accident. Rather, life is purposeful, created and guided by God, whom he dubs, “our Governor.” That title comes directly out of the psalmist’s experience. It’s an analogy, based on the kind of sovereignty he understands. “Governor” is a life-comparison, but it refers to something that surpasses human comprehension – namely, how the Maker of heaven and earth relates to all creation. The psalmist used his theological imagination, linking God’s governance to the king’s kind of rule. That we can understand. But he knew that this was no ordinary governor. The God who rules the universe is governs to the nth power. Thus the poet bows before the grandeur of God, exclaiming, “O LORD, our Governor, how exalted is your name in all the world!”   

Then the psalmist considered the transcendence of God, what Soren Kierkegaard described as the “infinite qualitative distinction” between God and the world, and he gasped: 
When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, *

the moon and the stars you have set in their courses,

What is man that you should be mindful of him? *

the son of man that you should seek him out?

The star-filled sky seemed to bear down upon him. He quaked at the power responsible for organizing an entire universe. The psalmist understood that God is in charge, and we are not. His self-awareness is evident, and his posture is humble and reverent. One important thing has led to another. 

When Paul Woodruff speaks about reverence, he emphasizes that this virtue, which our world has “forgotten” to its detriment, begins in a profound recognition of human limitations. This is especially true with respect to things that surpass our control. Psalm 8 reveals such reverence. And it is clear that the poet has spent some time in reflection, because fear of God is not where he ends. How do we know that? Well, consider this:
Awe is inarticulate. A sense of awe comes over us without our being able to say exactly what it is about. Reverence at such a moment forbids any attempt to put words around it. That is why awe is the most reverent of feelings. You feel, when you are in awe, that you are human, that your mind is dwarfed by what it confronts, that you cannot capture it in a set of beliefs, and that you had best keep your mouth closed and your mind open while awaiting further disclosure.

Obviously, the psalmist is not in the initial stages of awe. He is extremely articulate, and he is proclaiming his beliefs. Maybe this is evidence that he has received further disclosure. He clearly shows reverence and respect for such a God. But he is not overwhelmed, shaking in mortal dread. Instead, his faithful thinking about God has led him to another truth about the gracious Creator and his special creation – humankind. In language that echoes Genesis, with its concept of creation in the image of God, the psalmist waxes eloquent about God’s purpose for man:

You have made [humankind] but little lower than the angels; *

you adorn him with glory and honor;

You give him mastery over the works of your hands; *

you put all things under his feet:

All sheep and oxen, *

even the wild beasts of the field,

The birds of the air, the fish of the sea, *

and whatsoever walks in the paths of the sea.

The truth celebrated here is that this creature that biology calls homo sapiens and that the Hebrews called ‘adam is endowed with the capacity to think – to use reason to consider assumptions about life and about God. Our rational reflection about God – informed with the story of our faith, shared with others in community, and tested in experience – is a gift given by God for our mutual good. God has created us “little lower than the angels,” and that enables us to articulate thoughts about the Ground of our being. Though we are grasped by a feeling of absolute dependence
 toward God, his grace helps us stand, rather than to lie prostrate and awestruck before him, and to serve as a co-creator of order and justice and love in his creation.  

Psalm 8 is one of many poetic pieces through which the psalmist describes his understanding of God. This one is inspired by the glory of a night sky in Palestine. The star-gazer is not just blown away by what he sees. Contemplation on many a night, together with discussion around campfires, where other stories of faith were told, has led the psalmist to declare a theological thought. To think of God as our exalted Governor is apt and true, because God’s Spirit has helped the poet grasp what nature is revealing: this is a cosmos, not a chaos; and neither we nor the stars are here by chance. This is God’s creation, and we are his creatures. It is all on purpose.

Jesus grew up gazing at the heavens. And he also focused his compassionate gaze on the people that God has wrought. His consciousness of purpose was like ours, but even more grounded. He was aware that the Governor of heaven and earth had spoken to us even more eloquently than in the stars. God has come to his people; he has come as one of us. And the boy Jesus, who awed the priests in the temple with his knowledge at the age of twelve, grew into the man whom others would call “the Christ” – the Messiah. His thinking about God was not simply speculative; it was intimate, and profoundly personal. Jesus knew. He knew himself well, and he understood what God wanted him to reveal to us. In his words and in his deeds, Jesus showed his companions the way, the truth, and the life. 

And we come to the Father through him, in the power of the Spirit. Our calling is to pay attention, to listen, and to respond. The Lord, who excels all that we can ask or think, will help us understand, and grow into the full stature of Christ. 

In the Name of the Triune God, who is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, let us trust the One who made us with a mind to know him. Amen.    

� Paul Woodruff, Reverence: Renewing a Forgotten Virtue (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 146-147.


� Friederich Schleiermacher (1768-18340, the “father of modern Protestant theology,” coined this phrase in his 1821 work, The Christian Faith, to describe the relationship of humankind to God. 
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