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Miserere mei Deus – have mercy on me O God. So begins the most profound of the 

penitential Psalms. We may not know this psalm like we know The Lord is my 

shepherd or I lift my eyes to the hills but as ps has many clauses that were very 

familiar to us. Penitential liturgies usually contain a fair smattering of ideas from this 

psalm. In this church we begin our services with verse 15 – O Lord, open our lips, 

and our mouth shall show forth your praise.  

To begin to talk about this psalm is a bit daunting because in a few verses it does what 

good poetry is apt to do, it covers a lot of ground with few words. To spell it all out 

would use far too many words. There are an extraordinary number of concepts that 

relate to sin and confession and forgiveness. Let us dare to unpack just a few of them. 

There is an inscription at the beginning of this psalm that was probably put there well 

after the psalm was written. The inscription suggests that this was the prayer that 

David cried when Nathan confronted him regarding his affair with Bathsheba. The 

ancient teachers who thought to link that story with this psalm were quite aware that 

David had wronged two innocent people. Should David not be asking forgiveness of 

them? Certainly he should, but in the context of the original story told of the affair in 

II Samuel it is not Uriah or Bathsheba who are calling David to account, it is God. 

Much of the shame that we carry around with us is not due to the accusations of 

people against us, but of God who holds up before us the image of the humanity he 

made us to be and in that image we fail to see ourselves. 

NRS Psa 51:7 Purge me with hyssop, and I shall be clean; wash me, and I shall be 

whiter than snow. 

Psalm 51 follows a pattern that is quite common in those psalms that ask God to do 

something. The petition usually runs something like this – do this and that for me and 

when you do I will tell everyone about how terrific you have been. My gratitude will 

show up in my commitment to evangelism. There is a significant difference between 

this and other cries for deliverance. The psalmist usually sees the problem as being 

someone else. My enemies surround me – cut them off at the socks, I pray, and I will 

praise you and I’ll get everyone else to praise you too. Psalm 51 follows a similar path 

but with one significant difference. Instead of blaming someone else for life’s 

predicaments this poet says, ‘I have worked out what the problem is – the problem is 

me.’ 

Psa 51:10 Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me. 

Psa 51:13 Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners will return to you. 14 

Deliver me from bloodshed, O God, O God of my salvation, and my tongue will sing 

aloud of your deliverance. 

The ones set free from the debilitation of their sin are the ones who will be 

instruments of freedom for others. The ones who have known the love and mercy of a 

forgiving God will respond as loving and merciful people. The idea is caught up in the 

Lord’s Prayer – deliver us from sin as we forgive those who sin against us. 



When we come to God with our prayers of penitence we are doing as the ancient 

psalmist did. We are acknowledging that as individuals, as a church, as a nation, as a 

race we fall short of our true humanity, of being the men and women we were created 

to be. Unsatisfied with this state of being we can only go to the one who made us to 

remake us, to start us over again. 

*** 

 


