
Psalm 139 

1 O Lord, you have searched me and known me. 
2 You know when I sit down and when I rise up; 
   you discern my thoughts from far away. 
3 You search out my path and my lying down, 
   and are acquainted with all my ways. 
4 Even before a word is on my tongue, 
   O Lord, you know it completely. 
5 You hem me in, behind and before, 
   and lay your hand upon me. 
6 Such knowledge is too wonderful for me; 
   it is so high that I cannot attain it.  

 
7 Where can I go from your spirit? 
   Or where can I flee from your presence? 
8 If I ascend to heaven, you are there; 
   if I make my bed in Sheol, you are there. 
9 If I take the wings of the morning 
   and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, 
10 even there your hand shall lead me, 
   and your right hand shall hold me fast. 
11 If I say, ‘Surely the darkness shall cover me, 
   and the light around me become night’, 
12 even the darkness is not dark to you; 
   the night is as bright as the day, 
   for darkness is as light to you.  

 
13 For it was you who formed my inward parts; 
   you knit me together in my mother’s womb. 
14 I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 
   Wonderful are your works; 
that I know very well. 
15   My frame was not hidden from you, 
when I was being made in secret, 
   intricately woven in the depths of the earth. 
16 Your eyes beheld my unformed substance. 
In your book were written 
   all the days that were formed for me, 
   when none of them as yet existed. 
17 How weighty to me are your thoughts, O God! 
   How vast is the sum of them! 
18 I try to count them—they are more than the sand; 
   I come to the end—I am still with you.  
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the darkness is not dark to you (Psalm 139:1-18) 

© Susanna Pain  

One of the bulbs we planted three weeks ago has sent up a shoot. From the darkness, the 

hiddenness of unknowing, a shoot has emerged.  

Hiddenness, so much of my life is hidden and unknown. Some of it is hidden and unknown even to 

me, but this Psalm would suggest that it is not hidden and unknown to the Holy One, to God. It is 

both awesome and scary, that I cannot hide anything from Creator God even things I haven’t told 

my mother, or my lover. 

In the hiddenness of night, there is softening and draining of colour, release from having to do, just 

being, resting, pondering, wondering, mystery. Winter, soup, warm bath, fire, letting my active 

creative mind meander and see what unfolds. I close my eyes, stay here in this dark place with 

stars and satellites circling overhead, a different apprehension of space, my smallness, my tiny part 

in the scheme of things, dream dreams, see visions, hope, but for now rest and nestle, shut down, 

hide, with no judgement, allow this fallow 

space. 

Toni Hassan writes of her drawing, Seeing 

Anew 

Our eyes adjust to the darkness and 

in adjusting, allow for new ways of seeing, 

including mountains that just moments 

ago, may have felt insurmountable. This 

was my memory of cancer treatment, and 

its underbelly or shadow which informs, 

without driving, my life. What do you see 

anew because you leant into the darkness? 



What is the seed that rests in this soil? I have no idea. I only know I have to wait, wait wait wait 

until it emerges until it knows it is time to grow, trust, trust in this dark space, trust in the dark one. 

Part of me wants to be known, wants me to be accepted for who I am but I’m also afraid. 

So how do I discern the dark? How do I know, in the hiddenness of my being? I rest I trust I wait - 

these words repeat over and over and over again as I run around restless and out there in the 

world and then return to this cave of my being, this cave where I am fearfully and wonderfully 

made, this cave where somehow I am protected and held and learning to see blind as the many 

many nocturnal creatures do. Even my cat Annie seems to be able to see perfectly well in the dark. 

I adjust to the dark darkness I wait, I gaze and, amazingly I can see, I can see a little of what is 

lurking within me hidden, yet seen and known, and if I am brave enough, if I have courage, I can 

open it up a little and gaze and try to make sense of it. Of course, part of me wants God to hide her 

face, to avert her eyes, but part of me knows that God knows all this already and still loves me..  

Nocturnal life is the life of being, of listening, seeing differently, creating a safe space where I can 

soften a little and what is hidden begins to be revealed. Elijah, depressed and fleeing, hides in a 

cave, and finds God in the sound of sheer silence.  1

‘Oh Lord, you have searched me and known me’, pulled me apart unloaded me and seen within. 

You know so much more and yet part of me wants to hide, run away as Elijah did, as Jonah did, 

somewhere else in another country another part of this land, but you still find me there as well, 

You, the one who keeps looking, keeps searching for me. ‘If I say surely the darkness shall cover me 

and the light become night, even the darkness is as light to you’.  

I wonder how I would feel about this psalm if my body arrives imperfect and not functioning well. 

Can I still praise you for being fearfully and wonderfully made? In all my fragility vulnerability 

brokenness can I still praise you? It makes me feel like hunkering down, closing off. But then there’s 

also that part which is furious angry vengeful, and that’s there in the psalm too, only we didn’t 

read that bit. I bring that out to you as well dear God my true feelings my frustrations my rage my 

lack of understanding I bring them out to you because I hurt when you hurt and I hurt when I hurt 

and then I again invite you to know me and to love me. 

 1 Kings 191



You hem me in you besiege me. I cannot escape. It’s not a comfortable feeling, it’s gritty and 

frightening. So I lash out, just for a moment. I have to to be true to my feelings even though it 

sounds nasty and I’d like to censor it but you hold that, you gather that in. I remember when my 

mum was diagnosed with cancer I was so angry, not with you specifically but angry about the 

situation. I scratched with Black and Red in my journal and I yelled, spoke out all this grief and only 

then was I still and opened to you. 

“You hem me in, behind and before, and lay your hand upon me.” Jeremy Troxler says, ‘the Hebrew 

word for “hem in” used here doesn’t mean cuddle. It doesn’t refer to a protective embrace, a great 

big bearhug, or to being wrapped in Bubble Wrap. The word for “hem in” is the word used when a 

city is laid under siege. “You besiege me, O God.” “You hem me in. You entrap me. You encircle me. 

You beleaguer me, behind and before. You will not leave me alone.”’  This “hemming in” is not a 2

hedge of protection; it’s concertina wire for trespassers. 

What am I doing in this poor broken world? What difference am I making? 

And here we begin to realise that Psalm 139 is more than just a hymn of praise to God’s 

omniscience. It’s perhaps also a kind of lament: the whole psalm a meditation on what it means to 

be both fearfully and wonderfully searched and known by this God.  3

If I say, ‘Surely the darkness shall cover me, and the light around me become night’, Even the 

darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day, for the darkness is as light to you. 

C.S. Lewis once described his Christian conversion in terms of a long siege resulting in a blessed 

surrender. “You must picture me alone in that room ... ,” he wrote, “night after night, feeling, 

whenever my mind lifted even for a second from my work, the steady, unrelenting approach of 

[the One] whom I so earnestly desired not to meet. That which I greatly feared had at last come 

upon me. ... I gave in, and admitted that God was God, and knelt and prayed: perhaps, that night, 

the most dejected and reluctant convert in all England.” 

And yet Lewis goes on to offer thanks for the God of Psalm 139 when he says, “I did not then see 

what is now the most shining and obvious thing: the Divine humility which will accept a convert 

even on such terms. The Prodigal Son at least walked home on his own feet. But who can duly 

adore that Love which will open the high gates to a prodigal who is brought in kicking, struggling, 
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resentful, and darting his eyes in every direction for a chance of escape? .. The hardness of God is 

kinder than the softness of [humanity], and [God’s] compulsion is our liberation,” he says.   4

John Coleman’s poem Surrender  in our Retreat resource found on our website powerfully 5

resonates with this experience and this psalm. And Jenny Batten’s image shows some of the 

responses to the invitation of this Psalmist’s God.  6
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 SURRENDER
5

having crammed this tiny black knapsack
with biscuits, jacket and thermos of hot sweet tea …
having exhausted all my forms of avoidance …
having tramped gravel road to boat ramp …
having unpicked the tight wet knots of anxious rope
that straps our bone-coloured dinghy to an ancient tree …
finally, after grunt, push and brave heft the time is now,
to cast off towards truth through the tonic of this
roiling dark, freezing sea.
though the oar handles are cold wet fish
to smooth pale pampered hands …
though fearful of drowning and piercing …
i will row my boat of wood and nails
towards that shrinking skinny cross of light
and out into the shiver of dark night.
no more running.
i surrender.
John Coleman December 9, 2025
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Ultimately, the Psalmist recognises that when the knower is God, the vulnerability is worth it. The 

Psalmist resigns to God’s inescapable presence in his life and embraces it by confirming his own 

identity in light of how God sees him:  I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. 7

Wonderful are your works; that I know very well. 

God knows you. This is the God whose eye is on the sparrow. This is the God who keeps your tears 

in a bottle. This is the God who took out the divine knitting needles and crocheted you together, 

stitch by stitch, in your mother’s womb. This is the God who tallies the number of every hair on 

your head. This is the God for whom there are no anonymous sheep, to whom nobody is a write-

off, for whom no one is lost in the crowd. The personal God who loves the number one: one lost 

sheep, one missing coin, one sinner lost and found,  reflects Troxler. 8

To end, we hear from Jan Richardson, who says,  9

‘I don’t have many answers, but I have this blessing, offered in the hope that we will never cease to 
reckon with the challenge, the comfort, and the call of knowing and being known.’ 

Known 
A Blessing 

First 
we will need grace. 

Then 
we will need courage. 

Also 
we will need 
some strength. 

We will need 
to die a little 
to what we have 
always thought, 
what we have allowed 
ourselves to see 
of ourselves, 
what we have built 
our beliefs upon. 

 https://www.workingpreacher.org/commentaries/revised-common-lectionary/second-sunday-7

after-epiphany-2/commentary-on-psalm-1391-6-13-18-5
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We will need this 
and more. 

Then 
we will need 
to let it all go 
to leave room enough 
for the astonishment 
that will come 
should we be given 
a glimpse 
of what the Holy One sees 
in seeing us, 
knows 
in knowing us, 
intricate 
and unhidden 

no part of us 
foreign 
no piece of us 
fashioned from other 
than love 

desired 
discerned 
beheld entirely 
all our days.  10
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