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Psalm 121

The Pilgrimage of Life

In the dlassic film The Sound of Music, the high point comes when
the von Trapp family flees their native Austria. With German sol-
diers in pursuit, the family hides in the convent where Maria once
resided when she was a nun. The troops enter the convent, forcing
the von Trapps to escape through a rear exit. As they hurry out the
back, they come quickly to what appears to be a dead end. Seem-
ingly in a hopeless situation, Maria exclaims (in King James Eng-
lish), “I will lift up mine eyes to the hills from whence cometh my
help!” (Ps. 121:1). Inspired by this confident affirmation, the von
Trapps slip away and cross the border into the Swiss Alps—evidently
the “hills” that Maria had in mind.

It is n_Ot surprising that, in her dis- “This psalm is an unquadlified song of trust
tress, Maria appealed to the first verse of in the LORD's help.” —James L. Mays,
Psalm 121. This verse is one of the best Psalms, Interpretation, 390.
known in the Psalter, and when a verse
is known by heart, it can easily be called
upon in a moment of need. Surprisingly, though, knowing a Bible
verse well can sometimes be a liability. When a verse is familiar, the
meaning seems too obvious, and this familiarity tempts us to avoid
the hard work of good interpretation. The measure of a good bibli-
cal understanding is fidelity to the text. Even though a psalm can
have numerous legitimate applications because the language is po-
etic and flexible, not every interpretation is equally faithful to the
central intent of the text. Some limits should be applied.

So, recognizing that good interpretation has limits, how should
Psalm 121 be interpreted? Was Maria’s understanding of this psalm,
as she escaped “to the hills,” a good one? In order to know, we must
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