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Introduction
The Book of Psalms, nestled within the heart of the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament, stands as a 
remarkable collection of lyrical poetry, hymns and prayers. Composed over centuries, the Psalms 
are attributed to various authors, including King David, Asaph and the Sons of Korah. This sacred 
anthology, comprised of 150 individual Psalms, serves as a poetic tapestry that interweaves 
together the emotional, spiritual and communal experiences of the people of Israel, as well as the 
people of contemporary contexts. The attribution of the Psalms to various authors adds profundity 
to the collection. Each psalm carries its own distinctive voice, (re)producing the individual and 
collective expressions of spirituality, joy, sorrow, gratitude, repentance and conviction (Adamo & 
Olusegun 2022:3; Wilson 1992:133). Along with this reality, this book, composed over an extended 
period, showcases a remarkable continuity and evolution of themes, styles and theological 
perspectives. For this reason, the fluidity of the collection of poetic narratives or voices allows 
readers to engage with a range of sensibilities and experiences, advancing a multifaceted 
connection between the human spirit and the divine. In support of this reality, Zenger (1998:110) 
contends that the multiplicity of themes allows the Psalms to reverberate with different dimensions 
of human experiences. This implies that whether recited in times of celebration, sorrow or spiritual 
contemplation, the Psalms transcend their historical and ethnological origins to become a source 
of inspiration and solace for people across different religious traditions. The enduring appeal of 
the Psalms lies in their ability to resonate with the human soul, offering a language for the 
intricacies of the human experience concerning the divine. No wonder, therefore, Li (2023) and 
Sutton (2021) suggest that the Psalms are poems, and poems have a meaning – although the poet 
has no obligation to make his or her meaning directly clear to anyone who does not attempt to 
make an effort to unmask it. But to suggest that poems have meaning is not to say that they must 
necessarily convey practical information or an explicit message. This denotes that while the 
Psalms may have had specific purposive meanings in their original contexts, their enduring 
relevance allows for ongoing interpretations and applications in diverse circumstances.

In particular, the Psalms are celebrated for their unparalleled poetic artistry. For example, Jones 
(2022:333) suggests that the language employed is affluent and evocative, utilising striking 
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imagery, metaphorical expressions and parallelism. This 
means that the psalmists skilfully and meticulously employ 
various literary devices, such as simile, metaphor and 
personification, to convey profound accuracies in a way that 
resonates with the human heart. In addition to this assertion, 
the artistry of the Psalms lies not only in their linguistic 
craftsmanship but also in their propensity to evoke a wide 
range of sensibilities, from thrill and gratitude to lament and 
sorrow. At the core of the Psalms is a profound exploration of 
human experiences in relation to the supernatural kingdom. 
Specifically, these sacred poems elucidate the intricacies of 
spirituality, exploring the highs and lows of the human-
spiritual journey (Sela 2022:169). It stands to reason, therefore, 
to argue that there is an intricate relationship between the 
Psalms and humanity. This is based on the premise that the 
Psalms offer spiritual guidance and contentment to 
individuals facing various setbacks in life. Whether someone 
is going through times of distress, uncertainty or celebration, 
the Psalms provide words of encouragement, convictions 
and assurance. This makes them a source of consolation and 
inspiration for people navigating the complexities of life. By 
the same token, the Psalms serve as a bridge between 
humanity and the supernatural kingdom. In explaining this 
fact, Somervell (1902:300) suggests that they express a 
multiplicity of attitudes and perspectives in the relationship 
with God, including praise, thanksgiving, petition and 
lament. This implies that through the Psalms, individuals 
find a means to connect with the divine, seeking God’s 
presence, guidance and generosity.

In addition to its poetic pertinence, the Psalms express raw 
integrity, allowing for the unfiltered expression of delight, 
doubt, resentment and repentance (Guyette & Begg 2023:203). 
This spiritual expanse provides readers with a timeless 
connection to the struggles and triumphs of those who 
sought a meaningful relationship with the supernatural 
kingdom. In fact, each psalm is a unique expression of 
spirituality, (re)producing the variegated circumstances of its 
composition. Whether celebrating moments of triumph, 
seeking solace in times of distress, or penning heartfelt 
confessions, the psalmists articulate a profound and 
unwavering faith in the God of Israel. Bearing this assertion 
in mind, we maintain that the Psalms serve not only as 
personal expressions of spirituality but also as communal 
prayers, connecting individuals across time and space 
through a collective devotion to the spiritual kingdom. In the 
same vein, the theological themes within the Psalms are 
expansive, covering the sovereignty of God, spiritual justice, 
mercy and the covenant relationship between God and his 
people. It is on the grounds of this that Marlow (2022:493) 
underlines that several narratives in the Book of Psalms 
elucidate the sovereignty and majesty of God. This means 
that they honour God as the supreme ‘ruler’ and ‘creator’ of 
the universe. In the process, these Psalms express awe and 
reverence for the supernatural power that governs all 
dimensions of existence. Beyond this view, the Book of 
Psalms grapples with the concept of justice, both in the 
human empire and in the divine contexts. For instance, there 

are Psalms that cry out for justice against subjugation and 
immorality, trusting in God’s role as the ultimate arbiter 
of  justice (Psalms 10, 22 and 23). Each of these Psalms 
exemplifies the broad range of emotions and experiences 
expressed in the Psalms – ranging from cries for justice and 
deliverance to unfathomable trust and confidence in God, as 
well as heartfelt laments and petitions in times of struggle 
(Sutton 2017). They serve as powerful examples of how the 
Psalms provide a language for believers to connect with 
God  in all seasons of life. As a matter of fact, the poets in 
this  biblical context continually solicit God’s mercy, 
acknowledging human frailty and immorality while seeking 
exoneration and redemption. In other words, this biblical 
voice mirrors a belief in a compassionate God who responds 
with generosity to those who repent. In parallel to this 
assertion, this biblical narrative anticipates the Messiah, 
offering prophetic glimpses into the future salvation of 
humanity. In the process, this theological affluence adds 
layers of meaning to the Psalms, making them a source of 
contemplation and theological reflection for believers, 
biblical and theological scholars throughout history.

With special reference to literary discourses, the Psalms are 
universally recognised for their literary excellence and 
poetic goddess (Adamo 2020:4; De Beer 2015:5). This means 
that in the context of literary discussions, the Psalms are 
widely acknowledged for their high quality of writing and 
poetic brilliance. The phrase ‘poetic goddess’ suggests a 
recognition of the Psalms’ exceptional artistry and beauty in 
poetic form. For instance, the affluent use of imagery, 
metaphorical expressions, parallelism and other poetic 
devices sets them apart as distinctive forms of ancient 
Hebrew poetry. On account of this view, downplaying or 
denying their poetic nature would downplay the literary 
merits that have been celebrated for centuries (Jones 
2022:331). One would recall that the Psalms are profoundly 
established in the ethnological and historical context of 
ancient Israel. Bearing this in mind, the poetic form was a 
fundamental component of the Hebrew literary canon 
(Langley 2022:37; Wilson 1992:129), and the Book of Psalms 
mirrors this canon. In addition to this fact, we contend that 
to disregard the poetic nature of the Psalms is to overlook 
the ethnological and historical context that configured these 
narratives and factored the way they were understood and 
appreciated by the original audience. In fact, the poetic form 
of the Psalms serves an expressive function that goes beyond 
mere prose narrative. This denotes that the use of poetic 
language allows for a heightened emotional and spiritual 
impact. In view of this reality, failing to honour the poetic 
nature of this biblical narrative curtails the purposive 
expressive power of the Psalms. This suggests that the 
Psalms are not just poetic for the sake of aesthetics; they play 
a central role in conveying theological accuracies and 
exploring the interrelationship between humanity and the 
spiritual kingdom.

Undeniably, the poetic form allows for a multifaceted 
exposition of faith, credence and the various aspects of the 
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human-divine encounter. Considering this reality, dismissing 
the poetic nature of the Psalms could potentially obstruct 
a  comprehensive understanding of their theological 
significance. Beyond this, approaching the Psalms as poetic 
invites specific expositive methodologies, such as literary 
investigation, which may unravel profound layers of 
meanings and nuances. By the same token, denying their 
poetic nature could lead to a reductionist interpretation, 
sidelining the intricacies and subtleties that arise from a 
meticulous consideration of their literary features. For the 
purposes and scope of this scholarly discourse, it is imperative 
to observe that reductionist interpretation is a diagnostic 
technique that breaks down complex systems or phenomena 
into their simplest and most fundamental parts to understand 
and explain them. However, it is similarly important to note 
that it often overlooks the interactions and complexities of 
the whole system by concentrating solely on its individual 
components. In other words, a reductionist interpretation of 
Psalms 23, 51 and 137 involves oversimplifying the 
complexity of these poetic voices to focus on key elements or 
overarching themes. That is the reason we outlined earlier 
that Hebrew poetry, including the Psalms, exhibits unique 
structural elements that contribute to its poetic exquisiteness. 
This includes parallelism, where ideas are mirrored or 
contrasted in successive lines, creating rhythmic patterns and 
enhancing the overall aesthetic quality.

With this contextual background in mind, this article has two 
aims. Firstly, it seeks to conduct a meticulous poetic 
deconstruction of Psalms 23, 51 and 137, focussing on 
unmasking the layers of symbolism and imagery employed 
in these biblical poems. This aim encompasses identifying 
and scrutinising the poetic devices used in these Psalms to 
convey expanded meanings and evoke emotional responses, 
ultimately contributing to an intricate understanding of the 
Psalms’ themes and messages. Secondly, it aims to examine 
the theological evolution and continuity within Psalms 23, 51 
and 137, considering the historical and ethnological contexts 
in which these Psalms were composed. This aim precipitates 
tracing the development of theological themes across the 
selected Psalms, identifying any shifts or consistencies in 
theological perspectives, and exploring how these dimensions 
contribute to the overall narrative of the Psalter. This aim is to 
provide insights into the evolving spiritual consciousness 
reflected in the poetic expressions of these specific Psalms. 
We must also indicate that the selected Psalms are not 
examined based on a thematic approach or established 
interpretations but solely based on poetic deconstruction. 
The reason for undertaking this scholarly task is induced by 
Owens (2005) who proposes that:

[U]ndertaking the poetic deconstruction of Psalms makes it 
permissible for one to unearth layers of hidden meanings and 
symbolisms entrenched in their poetic structure, enriching 
human understanding of their profound messages. This suggests 
that by analysing the poetic devices employed in Psalms, one 
gains insights into the emotional and spiritual experiences 
conveyed by ancient Hebrew poets, amplifying one’s 
appreciation of their literary craftsmanship. Ultimately, poetic 

deconstruction uncovers the timeless relevance of Psalms, 
enabling us to apply their wisdom and imagery to our own 
spiritual journeys and reflections. (p. 137)

In any event and bearing in mind the aforementioned view, it 
is perceptive to accept that there are existing scholarly 
discourses that have been carried out concerning the 
phenomenon of interest herein. These are presented in the 
‘Notable scholarly discourses concerning the Book of Psalms’ 
section in the form of a literature review.

Notable scholarly discourses 
concerning the Book of Psalms
The Book of Psalms, as a collection of poetic expressions 
within the Bible, has been the subject of extensive literary and 
theological inquiries. This literature review explores existing 
scholarly debates on the poetic deconstruction of the Psalms, 
examining how these debates contribute to a profound 
understanding of the literary and theological complexities 
within these specific Psalms. What is also observable is the 
reality that numerous scholars have uncovered the poetic 
artistry of the Psalms, emphasising the rich literary devices 
employed in these poetic expressions (see Human 2017; 
Lombaard 2015; Ramantswana 2017; Treurnicht 2020). 
Remarkably, Brueggemann (1984:92) contends that the 
Psalms exhibit a unique homogenisation of parallelism, 
imagery and metaphor, creating a poetic tapestry that 
captures the essence of human experience in relation to the 
spiritual dimension. This foundational work provides a 
framework for understanding the poetic nature of the Psalms. 
In addition to Brueggemann’s (1984) view, Allen (1982:102) 
underlines that the poetic deconstruction of the Psalms is a 
subject of interest for scholars examining the symbolic and 
imagistic elements entrenched in this recognised biblical 
poetry. In the same vein, Ben-Dov (2010:203) explores the 
pastoral imagery of Psalm 23, unravelling the metaphorical 
expressions of the shepherd and the green pastures. This 
analysis provides perspectives into the intricate symbolisms 
that contribute to the Psalm’s enduring impact on readers, 
especially literary, biblical and theological readers. 
Specifically, Psalm 23 is a reflection on the shepherd-sheep 
metaphor. While this is the case, Ben-Dov’s (2010) claims do 
not underline the fact that the enduring impact of Psalm 23 
lies in its propensity to resonate with readers on a profound 
and personal level, as stressed by Fox (2008:237). In fact, 
Jarick (2022:29) puts forward that the delineated and 
gratifying imagery of this biblical narrative speaks to 
universal human experiences of seeking guidance, finding 
solace and trusting in a higher power. This means that the 
pastoral metaphorical expressions in this biblical poetic 
narrative continue to inspire and console individuals facing 
various challenges and uncertainties. No wonder, therefore, 
Mtshiselwa (2016:4) claims that another key component of 
Psalm 23 is its depiction of the relationship between the 
sheep and the shepherd. It is because it highlights 
the  profound intimacy and trust that exist between them. 
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The sheep are depicted as wholly reliant on the shepherd for 
guidance, protection and sustenance. Thus, this relationship 
mirrors the interconnection between believers and God, 
emphasising the significance of trust, dependence and 
closeness in the spiritual journey.

In contrast to these scholarly debates, Michal (2022:87) argues 
that exploring the theological dimensions of Psalms through 
poetic deconstructionist theoretical underpinnings is a focal 
point in recent literary dialogues. For instance, Decock 
(2022:35) and Davage (2023:256) have undertaken evaluations 
that trace the theological evolution across different Psalms. 
In this pursuit, these theological critics examine shifts in 
theological perspectives, the negotiation of divine-human 
relationships and the implications of such theological 
complexities on the broader biblical narrative. It is on the 
grounds of this we contend that the poetic deconstructionist 
approach allows theological, biblical and literary critics to 
question and contest traditional expositions, opening up new 
avenues for understanding the complex theological themes 
within the Psalms. By the same token, scholarly critics such 
as Gillingham (2020), Langley (2022) and Saner (2023) 
emphasise the significance of considering intertextuality and 
the broader literary context in the poetic deconstruction of 
the Psalms. This suggests that by exploring interconnections 
between the Psalms and other biblical texts or ancient Near 
Eastern literature, scholarly critics aim to uncover interwoven 
narratives and collective motifs. This approach illuminates 
the ethnological and literary influences configuring the 
Psalms, enriching human understanding of their poetic 
(de)construction and contributing to a more comprehensive 
exposition. While this is notable, it must be stressed that the 
poetic deconstruction of the Psalms extends far beyond the 
textual realm to consider their reception history and 
ethnological impact. In support of this assertion, Zenger 
(1998:140) highlights how various cultures and religious 
traditions have interpreted and adapted the Psalms over 
time. This approach, according to Zenger (1998:109), 
acknowledges the dynamic nature of interpretation and 
reception, emphasising that the meaning of the Psalms is not 
static but evolves through different historical and cultural 
contexts. In so far as these scholarly dialogues are important, 
we must underline that an outstanding task that continues 
to  face scholarly critics is a more explicit exploration of 
the  practical implications and applications of such a 
deconstructionist examination – poetic deconstruction. It is 
on the grounds of this that this scholarly discourse applies 
poetic deconstruction as an analytical technique in line with 
the two aims that have been presented in the introductory 
section. Poetic deconstruction, as an analytical instrument, is 
explained in the ‘Poetic deconstruction’ section.

Poetic deconstruction
Poetic deconstruction is a diagnostic or analytical technique 
that involves breaking down and examining the structural, 
linguistic and thematic elements of a poem with the aim of 
uncovering covert meanings, contesting traditional expositions 
and exploring the inherent complexities within the literary 

narrative. This diagnostic or analytical technique to literary 
examination is associated with literary theory, particularly 
deconstructionism, a philosophical and critical approach to 
understanding language and literature (Greaney 2021:97; 
Phillips 2011:235). One of the central tenets of this methodical 
technique is that it challenges the premises and traditional 
expositions of a poem. During the course of this pursuit, it 
seeks to unravel layers of meanings that may be obscured by 
conventional readings and to question static interpretations. 
Over and above these details, linguistic examination plays a 
critical role in poetic deconstruction. In explaining this 
assertion, Leggo (1998:187) claims that attention is given to the 
specific language used, including word choices, metaphorical 
expressions, similes and other literary devices. This denotes 
that linguistic attributes are assessed for their potential to 
convey multiple meanings or to disrupt conventional 
interpretations.1 With these explanations in mind, it is 
imperative to accept that poetic deconstruction is central to 
unmasking the layers of meanings and symbolisms implanted 
within biblical discourses. This makes it reasonably possible for 
scholarly and non-scholarly critics to uncover covert messages 
and understand the unfathomable intricacies of the author’s 
intentions. Importantly, by dismounting the conventional 
structures of language and syntax, poetic deconstruction 
enables a more multifaceted interpretation, exposing 
underlying truths and challenging established interpretations, 
as previously outlined. In addition to this, it is perceptive to 
recognise that poetic deconstruction is vital for contesting 
traditional interpretations of the selected Psalms herein because 
it helps to unravel the affluence and complexity of these ancient 
discourses. In other words, by demystifying the poetic elements 
such as imagery, metaphor and linguistic complexities, this 
interpretative technique enables critics to explore alternative 
meanings and interpretations that may have been overlooked 
or suppressed by traditional readings. That is the reason 
Pieterse (2018:37) underlines that this investigative technique 
advances a greater comprehension of the Psalms, allowing for 
a more inclusive and dynamic engagement with their spiritual, 
cultural and historical significance.

Inevitably, poetic deconstruction thrives on ambiguity and 
paradox. This means that it embraces the idea that a poem 
may contain conflicting or paradoxical elements that contend 
with easy categorisation or forthright interpretation. In view 
of this indication, the focus is on navigating the rigidities 
within the literary text – three selected Psalms in this context. 
In addition to this, Diko (2023a) cautions that the broader 
ethnological, historical and literary context is considered. 
This suggests that poetic deconstruction precipitates probing 
how the poem interacts with or negotiates prevailing cultural 

1.Assessing linguistic attributes for their potential to convey multiple meanings or 
disrupt conventional interpretations is particularly important in the examination of 
the Psalms, given that by probing linguistic attributes, such as word choices, syntax 
and literary devices, scholars could uncover layers of meanings within the Psalms 
that may not be immediately apparent. This potentially enhances the depth of 
interpretation and allows for a more nuanced understanding of the narrative’s 
theological, spiritual and cultural significance. Over and above this fact, the Psalms 
serve as a central component of religious worship and spiritual reflection in Jewish 
and Christian traditions, among others. Thus, exploring the linguistic richness of the 
Psalms allows theologians and believers to engage more profoundly with their faith, 
drawing out theological insights and applying them to contemporary life. In the 
process, assessing linguistic attributes helps uncover the Psalms’ enduring relevance 
and adaptability to diverse theological contexts.
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ethical codes and literary traditions. In the main, contextual 
considerations could edify the poet’s impetuses and the 
poem’s reception. Deconstructionism, and by extension, 
poetic deconstruction, engenders interrogating binary 
oppositions and dualistic thinking. In other words, it seeks to 
destabilise predetermined categories and explore the fluidity 
of language and meaning (Singh 2022:959). In other words, 
poetic deconstruction involves scrutinising how a poem 
challenges cultural norms and literary traditions by 
interrogating binary oppositions and exploring the fluidity 
of language and meaning.

Ultimately, poetic deconstruction aims to uncover the subtext 
and underlying themes that may not be immediately 
apparent. This subsumes exploring the implied or suppressed 
meanings within the language and structure of the poem. In 
the context of this scholarly discourse, the use of poetic 
deconstruction constitutes a meticulous and multifaceted 
evaluation of the selected Psalms, aiming to uncover layers of 
meaning, challenge traditional interpretations and explore 
the intricate undercurrents within this biblical poetry. In a 
nutshell, a poetic deconstruction of Psalms involves a 
convoluted and exploratory interpretation, delving beyond 
superficial readings to unmask the intricate and often 
paradoxical nature of the poetry. It challenges preconceived 
ideologies, encourages a dynamic engagement with the 
literary narrative and opens up new avenues for 
understanding the profound messages entrenched in these 
ancient religious poems. Because the poetic deconstruction 
has been explained and its operations detailed, it is now 
appropriate to focus on the findings and discussions in the 
‘Interpretation and discussion: Unmasking Psalms 23, 51 and 
137’ section.

Interpretation and discussion: 
Unmasking Psalms 23, 51 and 137
This section contains three subsections. This implies that the 
selected biblical poems are discussed in different subsections, 
and poetic deconstruction is applied to the discourse. The 
motivation for discussing this phenomenon in subsections is 
that it enhances clarity, organisation and reader engagement. 
Above all, subsections allow for a sequential flow of 
information, guiding readers through the discourse in a 
structured manner. This helps them comprehend the subject’s 
various dimensions in a systemic order. Similarly, breaking 
content into subsections creates manageable chunks of 
discourses. In the end, this enhances readability by preventing 
information overload and allowing readers to focus on one 
component at a time.

Psalm 23
Psalm 23 is a striking and prominent piece of poetry found in 
the Book of Psalms in the biblical narrative. Through poetic 
deconstruction, one could potentially make an inquiry into 
its language, themes and symbolisms to ascertain a profound 
comprehension of its exposition. In the pastoral symphony 
of Psalm 23, the psalmist conducts a lyrical overture that 

resonates through the corridors of time. The opening verse, 
‘The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want’ uncovers a 
profound relationship, casting the divine as a philanthropic 
shepherd. This pastoral metaphor weaves throughout the 
Psalm, depicting God’s guidance akin to a shepherd tending 
to his flock. This shepherdly imagery unfolds, painting a 
tableau of serenity and provision. In fact, the metaphor of 
God as a shepherd is a recurring and powerful image in the 
Bible, particularly in the Old Testament (Eastvold 2018:240). 
This metaphor is remarkably established in the cultural and 
historical context of the ancient Near East, where shepherding 
was a common and familiar practice (Kloppenborg & Callon 
2010:239). In other words, in ancient Israel, many people 
were familiar with shepherding as it was a common 
occupation. The pastoral setting and the relationship between 
a shepherd and his flock were well understood. This made 
the shepherd metaphor a relatable and meaningful way to 
convey aspects of God’s care and guidance. Undeniably, 
shepherds were responsible for the welfare of their sheep, 
providing protection from predators, guiding them to 
greener pastures for grazing and ensuring they had access to 
water. This mirrors the idea of God providing, protecting 
and guiding his people through the setbacks of life. As a 
result of this biblical interpretation, this metaphorical 
expression goes far beyond a distant and authoritative figure 
to depict a nurturing, involved and caring presence in the 
lives of believers. By the same token, the utilisation of 
the shepherd metaphor is not confined to one passage in the 
Bible. It is found throughout the Old and New Testaments, as 
previously outlined. For instance, in the Old Testament, 
Psalm 23 explicitly refers to God as a shepherd, and in the 
New Testament, Jesus identifies himself as the ‘Good 
Shepherd’ in the Gospel of John 10:11 (also see Ezk 34, Heb 
13:20, 1 Pt 2:25 and Rv 7:17). In particular, sheep, among 
other domestic animals, are recurrently regarded as 
vulnerable and in need of guidance, much like humans in 
their spiritual journey. Given this fact, the shepherd metaphor 
underscores God’s role in leading and directing his people, 
offering them the way of morality and protection from 
spiritual dangers or risks. No wonder, therefore, Tappy 
(1995) proposes that:

Psalm 23 bears a message of trust and reliance on God’s 
guidance, provision, and protection, likening the relationship 
between God and believers to that of a shepherd and his sheep. 
It assures believers of God’s constant presence, care, and 
goodness, even in the midst of life’s trials and uncertainties. 
(p. 273)

In the verse, ‘He maketh me to lie down in green pastures; 
He  leadeth me beside the still waters’, the imagery 
metamorphoses into a vivid panorama of tranquillity. As 
one  may recall, greener pastures evoke abundance and 
nourishment, while still waters signify a calmness that 
transcends the turbulence of life (Markose 2019:247). With 
this assertion in mind, we contend that the shepherd’s role 
extends far beyond mere provision; it constitutes the 
restoration of the soul, a respite amid life’s tumult. What is 
also significant to observe is that the mention of ‘green 
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pastures’ invokes a visual and sensory experience. This is 
based on the ideology that the colour green traditionally 
symbolises growth, fertility and life (Markose 2019:250). It 
stands to reason, therefore, to argue that in this biblical context, 
green pastures become a metaphor for profusion and 
sustenance, suggesting not just physical nutriment but an 
affluence that extends far beyond mere survival. It implies a 
place of flourishing, where the soul potentially finds 
contentment and vitality. In the same vein, the use of ‘still’ 
denotes a serene and undisturbed state, suggesting a respite 
from the turbulent currents of life. In this juxtaposition with 
green pastures, the image is one of a serene oasis – a place of 
rest and rejuvenation. This means that by connecting these 
images to the shepherd’s role, this assertion suggests that the 
shepherd is not only concerned with meeting basic demands 
but is also actively involved in providing a haven for the soul. 
The pastoral imagery herein goes beyond the extrinsic, 
touching upon the emotional and spiritual dimensions of 
human experience. It paints a picture of a compassionate guide 
leading the way to a place where the soul could find solace and 
healing, a respite amid the tumultuous journey of life. This 
exposition aligns with the broader themes of Psalms 23, where 
the spiritual shepherd is (re)produced as a source of opulence, 
enlightenment and profound care for the individual. It is for 
these reasons we put forward that Psalm 23 underlines the 
restorative power of God, depicting him as a source of comfort 
and renewal who leads his people beside still waters and 
restores their souls. In the process, this psalm expresses 
confidence in God’s authenticity, asserting that goodness and 
mercy will follow believers all the days of their lives, ultimately 
leading them to dwell in the presence of God forever.

As the verses progress, the tone shifts towards a darker 
tableau, introducing the valley of the shadow of death. This 
valley, a metaphorical representation of life’s trials and 
tribulations, becomes a crucible of spirituality. For instance, 
‘I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me’ articulates an 
unwavering credence, echoing the profound assurance of 
supernatural companionship even in the face of life’s darkest 
moments. On the grounds of this claim, we contend that the 
juxtaposition of shadows and supernatural presence 
accentuates the Psalm’s emotional profundity (see Demchuk 
2023; Parker 2020). In addition to this fact, the psalmist’s 
journey culminates in a divine banquet, prepared in the 
presence of adversaries. This banquet is more than a physical 
feast; it symbolises spiritual abundance and vindication. This 
underscores that the imagery transcends the material realm, 
(re)producing God’s providence as a feast that defies the 
constraints of adversity and humanity. By the same token, 
the anointing with oil becomes a sacred consecration, a 
gesture of divine favour, marking the psalmist as chosen and 
cherished (Parker 2020:199). In contrast to this reality, the 
initial reference to the ‘valley of the shadow of death’ marks 
a turning point in the psalm’s emotional terrain. In poetic 
deconstruction, this shift signifies a transition from the idyllic 
scenes of green pastures and still waters to a more ominous 
terrain, representing life’s inevitable setbacks or ordeals. 
In  the same vein, the use of the phrase ‘crucible of faith’ 

denotes that this valley becomes a transformative experience, 
a place where the psalmist’s faith is tested and refined, much 
like metal in a crucible. In consideration of this view, we 
argue that this poetic deconstruction underlines the poet’s 
skill in conveying a profound sensibility of assurance in the 
face of life’s darkest moments. That is the reason it was 
underscored earlier that the juxtaposition of shadows and 
spiritual presence emphasises the emotional depth of the 
Psalm, portraying a resilient faith that transcends the 
shadows of adversity and humanity.

Having said that, we must add that in contemporary 
interpretations, this biblical poem implies a recognition of 
the intricacies of human experiences, acknowledging that 
faith is not immune to trials but rather succeeds in the midst 
of them, emerging stronger and more refined. Above all, it 
underscores the timeless relevance of the Psalms, illustrating 
how their imagery and themes continue to reverberate with 
individuals navigating the complexities of faith and life in 
the modern world. Over and above this assertion, in 
contemporary contexts, this biblical poem holds particular 
significance for women and young girls, offering them a 
narrative that validates their experiences of struggle and 
resilience (Diko 2023b). In other words, it presents a model of 
faith that empowers them to confront adversity with courage 
and trust, recognising their capacity for inner strength and 
spiritual growth. In the process, it underlines the inclusivity 
of the Psalm’s message, inviting women and young girls to 
find solace and inspiration in its timeless wisdom, regardless 
of their circumstances or background. Nonetheless, we 
deliberately make reference to women and young girls in 
contemporary contexts given that they recurrently face 
unique challenges and societal expectations that test their 
conviction and resilience. As a matter of fact, in many 
cultures, women and young girls contend with gender 
discrimination, societal pressures and various forms of 
adversity that profoundly impact their spiritual journey. 
Inevitably, highlighting the contemporary relevance of the 
Psalm’s message for women and young girls serves to affirm 
their experiences, offering them encouragement and 
guidance in navigating life’s trials with faith and strength. 
In  addition to this, it underscores the significance of 
inclusivity in interpreting religious narratives, ensuring that 
their wisdom speaks to the diverse experiences and demands 
of all individuals, regardless of gender.

In the final verses, the psalmist’s cup overflows, symbolising 
an abundance that exceeds mere sustenance. Inevitably, this 
Psalm concludes with a powerful affirmation, ‘Surely 
goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; 
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever’. The phrase 
‘all the days of my life’ speaks to the temporal component of 
God’s goodness and mercy, assuring the psalmist of spiritual 
companionship throughout their earthly existence. The 
declaration ‘I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever’ 
extends the assurance into eternity, buttressing an immortal 
connection with God. Therefore, this affirmation is structured 
with a form of parallelism, a common feature in Hebrew 
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poetry (Kosmala 1966:157). The repetition of similar ideas in 
different words (‘Surely goodness and mercy’ and ‘all the 
days of my life’ paired with ‘I will dwell in the house of the 
Lord forever’) creates a rhythmic and memorable cadence. 
This metaphorical image of being followed by these qualities 
suggests God’s continuous watchfulness and provision. This 
poetic denouement encapsulates the psalmist’s unwavering 
trust in a God whose goodness and mercy are perpetual 
companions, culminating in an eternal dwelling in spiritual 
presence. In a nutshell, Psalm 23, through its poetic tapestry, 
explores the dynamic interplay between the human soul and 
the spiritual shepherd. It traverses the terrains of provision, 
tranquillity, adversity and profusion, ultimately unmasking 
a profound truth – that in the shepherd’s care, one finds 
solace, guidance and an everlasting dwelling in the house of 
the Lord. That is the reason Adamo (2018:7) concludes that 
Psalm 23 is a psalm of trust or a psalm of confidence owing to 
the reality that it expresses solid faith and reliance on God’s 
guidance, provision and protection. This is on account that 
throughout the psalm, the biblical poet places complete trust 
in God as their shepherd, affirming their belief that he will 
lead them through all circumstances, including times of 
darkness and danger. This profound sense of trust and 
confidence in God’s care and provision reverberates with 
many readers and has made Psalm 23 one of the most beloved 
and comforting voices in the Bible.

Psalm 51
It is now time to embark on a poetic deconstruction of Psalm 
51, an acutely poignant and introspective psalm. This Psalm, 
continually referred to as the Miserere, reflects on repentance, 
amnesty and the transformative power of spiritual generosity 
(Brooks 1995:63). In the opening stanzas of this biblical poem, 
the psalmist’s plea for generosity ensues with an urgent and 
humble tone. The words ‘Have mercy on me, O God’ resonate 
with a profound sensibility of contrition, as the psalmist 
acknowledges the weight of their transgressions. For this 
reason, we argue that acknowledging the weight of one’s 
transgressions holds significant importance in various 
dimensions, including personal, interpersonal and spiritual 
dimensions. As a matter of reality, acknowledging the weight 
of transgressions is an essential step in cultivating self-
cognisance. It requires individuals to candidly confront their 
actions, motivations and the impact of their behaviour on 
themselves and others. By the same token, recognising the 
gravity of transgressions provides an opportunity for personal 
growth and transformation. It opens the door to reflection and 
an obligation to making constructive changes in behaviour 
(Bernstein 1994:58; Duncum 2009:233). Bearing this claim in 
mind, the psalmist’s use of repetition, a common poetic device, 
advances the intensity of the plea, creating a rhythmic cadence 
that mirrors the beating of a remorseful heart. On account of 
this observation, we contend that acknowledging 
transgressions is a critical component of the reconciliation 
process in relationships. It demonstrates an inclination to take 
responsibility for one’s actions and acknowledge the wound 
or harm caused to others. It is on the grounds of this that as 
Psalm 51 progresses, the poet employs evocative imagery to 

depict the depth of their guilt. The metaphor of being ‘blotted 
out’ and ‘washed thoroughly’ conveys a desire for complete 
purification, a cleansing that transcends mere physicality. 
Through these images, the psalmist articulates a heartfelt 
longing for spiritual regeneration, emphasising the 
transformative potential of spiritual forgiveness. In fact, this 
goes far beyond a superficial acknowledgement of immorality; 
it implies a longing for a clean slate, where the record of sin is 
entirely obliterated. Beyond this assertion, in various religious 
traditions, the concept of God blotting out sins signifies an act 
of mercy and grace, indicating a disposition to forgive and 
forget (Minas 1975:140).

The motif of cleansing continues, with the psalmist beseeching 
for purification from their ‘iniquity’ and ‘sin’. In this regard, 
the psalmist’s choice of words carries weight. For example, 
‘iniquity’ suggests a perversion of moral integrity, while ‘sin’ 
implies a deviation from the spiritual path. This meticulous 
selection of language amplifies the emotional gravity of the 
poet’s self-reflection. This makes it clear that cleansing and 
purification hold significant theological and symbolic 
importance throughout the Bible (Diko 2024). The themes of 
spiritual sterility and purity are interwoven into various 
biblical narratives, rituals and dogmas, emphasising the 
metaphysical relationship between humanity and the divine. 
For instance, in this biblical context, cleansing and purification 
symbolise holiness and separation from impurity (Evans 
1989:237). In addition to this, the Bible depicts God as holy, 
and those who seek to draw near him are called to be holy as 
well (Fleischacker 2023:424). Given this fact, rituals of 
purification, both in the Old and New Testaments, are 
designed to symbolise the separation from sin and consecration 
to God (Diko 2024:7). To the same effect, we propose that the 
poet’s pursuit of spiritual forgiveness and renewal should be 
regarded as an act of cleansing tied to a contrite heart and a 
divergence from sinful behaviour. This is based on the idea 
that the process of purification signifies a commitment to a 
renewed relationship with God and the reception of 
supernatural forgiveness. Unquestionably, through 
purification, individuals are symbolically washed clean of 
their transgressions, and a sense of spiritual resurgence is 
underscored. This theme is particularly patent in biblical 
passages that speak of God making individuals ‘white as 
snow’ in Isaiah 1:18 or creating a ‘clean heart’ within them in 
Psalm 51:10. That is the reason in the Old Testament, rituals of 
purification are prerequisites for approaching the presence of 
God in the tabernacle or temple (Diko 2024:5). The idea behind 
this is that a cleansed and purified individual could potentially 
draw nearer to the divine presence (see Lv 11:44–45 and Heb 
10:22). This concept is also echoed in the New Testament, 
where believers are regarded as a ‘holy priesthood’ with direct 
access to God through Christ (see 1 Pt 2:5).

Therefore, it could be accepted that Psalm 51 unfolds as a 
multifaceted exploration of the human condition, elucidating 
the intricate interplay between immorality, repentance 
and  redemption. As previously outlined, the poet’s 
acknowledgement of their transgressions is not merely a 
confession but a poetic journey of the soul, revealing the 
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significant vulnerability inherent in seeking forgiveness. This 
denotes that this psalmist recognises the necessity for inner 
transformation, a theme that resonates across cultures and 
spiritual traditions. In any case, the turn of events in this 
biblical voice comes as the poet implores a ‘clean heart’ and a 
‘right spirit’ within him. This pivot marks a shift from a focus 
on extrinsic actions to an earnest plea for internal regeneration. 
The heart, often exemplifying the seat of emotions and 
intentions, becomes the focal point of the psalmist’s 
supplication, underscoring the psalm’s timeless relevance in 
exploring the complexities of human nature. Unequivocally, 
while extrinsic rituals and sacrifices were part of the religious 
mores of the time, the poet recognised the necessity for a 
deeper and inner transformation. This is on account that the 
heart and spirit represent the core of one’s being, 
encompassing emotions, intentions and the seat of one’s 
moral and spiritual life. As evident in this biblical poem (Ps 
51), rather than relying solely on external rituals or sacrifices 
to atone for their sins, the psalmist turns inward and 
acknowledges the need for a genuine change of heart. This 
mirrors a shift from a legalistic approach to a more personal 
and relational understanding of sin and forgiveness. In fact, 
the heart, in biblical and ancient Jewish thought, is seen as 
the centre of one’s being – the source of sensibilities, desires 
and intentions. Under these circumstances, by underlining 
the necessity for a clean heart and a right spirit, the poet is 
expressing the importance of genuine repentance and 
transformation at the innermost level of his being. With this 
view in mind, we argue that the poet’s plea for internal 
regeneration makes Psalm 51 pertinent across time and 
cultures. This is because the exploration of the intricacies of 
human nature, the struggle with sin, and the yearning for 
spiritual regeneration resonate with universal human 
experiences. Consequently, this psalm becomes a timeless 
expression of the human condition and the universal demand 
for spiritual grace and mercy.

Accordingly, the concluding verses reverberate with 
conviction as the poet anticipates the restoration of felicity 
and a steadfast spirit. Therefore, it stands to reason to contend 
that the poet’s use of the word ‘create’ in the context of a 
‘clean heart’ suggests a supernatural act of renewal, 
emphasising the transformative power of divine grace. This 
imagery echoes themes found in various poetic traditions, 
where creation is synonymous with renewal and rebirth. In 
essence, Psalm 51 stands as a masterpiece of poetic 
deconstruction, unravelling the intricacies of repentance and 
forgiveness. Through vivid imagery, meticulous word 
choices and a profound exploration of the human spirit, the 
psalmist invites readers to contemplate the universal themes 
of redemption and the enduring quest for inner purity. Over 
and above these scholarly discourses, it is significant to bear 
in mind that Psalm 51 is ordinarily categorised as an 
individual lament (Ross 2019:611). This classification implies 
a specific type of psalm in which the speaker, identified as an 
individual, expresses profound distress or sorrow, usually in 
the context of personal sin or transgression. Given this 
consideration, in Psalm 51, traditionally attributed to King 
David after his affair with Bathsheba, the poet recognises 

their sin and pleads for forgiveness, repentance and 
restoration of their relationship with God. Thus, the psalm’s 
structure and themes align with the typical characteristics of 
individual lament psalms found throughout the Book of 
Psalms in the Bible. Remarkably, Psalm 51 further underscores 
the poet’s recognition of God’s mercy and resolute love, 
buttressing the theological themes of grace and redemption 
amid personal failure (Boaheng & Twumasi-Ankrah 
2024:505). Therefore, this biblical poem serves as a model for 
sincere repentance and contrition, guiding readers in 
expressing remorse and seeking resolution with God in times 
of moral failure or spiritual struggle.

Psalm 137
Psalm 137 is a poignant expression of exile and the profound 
sense of loss experienced by the Israelites during their 
captivity in Babylon. This biblical poem begins with a vivid 
scene by the rivers of Babylon, where the captives sit and 
weep, their harps hanging on willow trees. This opening 
imagery sets the tone for a lament that encapsulates the 
anguish and nostalgia of displaced people. In this biblical 
context, the river symbolises a physical and metaphorical 
boundary. Physically, it represents the foreign land of 
Babylon, a place of captivity. Metaphorically, it becomes a 
powerful metaphor for the emotional and spiritual separation 
from the sacred land of Israel. The hanging harps are a silent 
testimony to the silenced worship, and the inability to 
celebrate their faith in a foreign and hostile environment. 
Bearing this in mind, we argue that this dual symbolism 
underscores the multifaceted nature of exile, encompassing 
both physical displacement and the profound loss of spiritual 
connection. By the same token, harps are musical instruments 
traditionally associated with praise and worship in the 
religious practices of the ancient Israelites (Lebaka 2014:5). 
On the grounds of this claim, the fact that they are hanging 
implies an involuntary silence – a cessation of the joyous 
expressions of faith that would typically accompany the 
playing of these instruments. In this biblical context, the 
hanging harps become a visual representation of loss and 
mourning. They testify to the disruption of the spiritual and 
ethnological mores of the community. The inability to play 
the harps mirrors the subjugation of religious liberation and 
the mourning of a way of life that has been taken away.

In contemporary contexts, the themes and imagery of Psalm 
137 resonate with various experiences of displacement, loss 
and longing that people continue to face around the globe. 
For example, the imagery of sitting by the rivers of Babylon 
may evoke the scenes of displaced populations today, 
particularly refugees forced to leave their homelands because 
of social and political conflicts, persecution or environmental 
disasters (Yusuf & Umejesi 2024). Like the Israelites in 
Babylon, these refugees continually find themselves in 
unfamiliar lands, yearning for their homes and struggling to 
maintain their cultural and religious practices in exile. 
In addition to this challenge, beyond physical displacement, 
contemporary contexts also include cultural dislocation 
experienced by migrant communities. Therefore, the 
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metaphorical boundary of the river mirrors not only 
geographical separation but also the barriers to preserving 
one’s cultural identity in a new environment (Munyoka 
2023:41). This is based on the reality that immigrant 
communities often grapple with the tension between 
assimilation and maintaining their cultural legacy (Munyoka 
2023:47). This denotes that when individuals or communities 
migrate to new countries or regions, they encounter a host of 
challenges in preserving their cultural identity while adapting 
to the norms and expectations of their new environment. 
Beyond this concern, in a secular context, the metaphor of the 
river and the hanging harps symbolise the forfeiture of 
connection to one’s ‘ancestries’ or spiritual traditional 
structures. In view of this fact, in an increasingly globalised 
and fast-paced world, individuals may feel spiritually adrift 
and disconnected from their heritage or traditional belief 
systems. This sense of forfeiture could potentially manifest as 
a longing for deeper meaning or a search for belonging.

Nonetheless, this Psalm takes a dramatic turn as the poet’s 
voice shifts from describing the external scene to an internal 
struggle. For instance, the captives are asked to sing the 
songs of Zion, their homeland, in a foreign land. This request 
unmasks a profound tension between the desire to remember 
and uphold their identity and the agonising reality of their 
present circumstances. It mirrors the complex interplay 
between memory and loss, tradition and adaptation. In 
contrast to this view, the request for the captives to sing the 
songs of Zion reflects a poignant desire to uphold and 
remember their identity. The songs of Zion would have held 
remarkable ethnological, religious and national significance, 
serving as a link to their ancestry and a means of preserving 
their collective memory. However, despite being in a foreign 
land and facing challenging circumstances, the act of singing 
the songs of Zion becomes an expression of cultural defiance. 
It epitomises the captives’ determination to retain their 
identity and legacy even in the face of adversity. While this is 
the case, it cannot be downplayed that the reality of being in 
captivity in a foreign and potentially hostile environment 
adds an agonising layer to this request. For this reason, we 
argue that the internal struggle faced by the captives is 
palpable. This is based on the premise that the act of singing 
becomes both an affirmation of their identity and a painful 
reminder of their displacement and captivity. This 
juxtaposition of the familiar songs with the unfamiliar 
surroundings amplifies the emotional turmoil experienced 
by the poet and the community. Similarly, the request to sing 
the songs of Zion buttresses the importance of memory 
preservation. In the midst of their displacement, the captives 
are encouraged to hold onto the cultural and spiritual 
treasures of their homeland. Despite this, the very act of 
singing in a foreign land underscores the reality of loss and 
adaptation. Having said that, the context has changed, and 
the act of singing becomes a bittersweet expression of both 
remembrance and adaptation to the new circumstances.

Once more, in contemporary contexts, the internal struggle 
depicted in Psalm 137 reverberates with the experiences of 
diaspora communities and individuals who find themselves 

navigating the tension between preserving their ethnological 
identity and adapting to their new surroundings. This 
implies that the tension between the desire to remember 
one’s cultural legacy and the reality of displacement and loss 
is a central theme for many diaspora communities. Like the 
Israelites in Babylon, individuals and communities forced to 
leave their homelands often grapple with the loss of familiar 
landscapes, traditional systems and ways of life. On the 
grounds of this, the act of singing the songs of Zion in a 
foreign land epitomises a yearning to hold onto memories 
and traditions that connect them to their past, even as they 
confront the challenges of their present circumstances, as 
previously underlined. That is the reason Ahn (2008:267) 
argues that the request to sing the songs of Zion mirrors a 
poignant desire to sustain and perpetuate cultural traditions 
in the face of misfortune. This is on account that these songs 
hold profound significance as symbols of identity, faith and 
determination. Nevertheless, the act of singing them in a 
foreign land underscores the necessity of adaptation to new 
environments and realities. As a matter of fact, diaspora 
communities recurrently find themselves navigating a 
delicate balance between preserving their cultural legacy and 
integrating into the social, economic and political fabric of 
their host societies.

Beyond this, it is imperative to observe that the poet’s resolve 
to preserve Jerusalem in their hearts, even if forgetting their 
physical existence, introduces a paradoxical subject. On the 
grounds of this fact, the act of forgetting becomes a form of 
remembrance, a way to keep the essence of Jerusalem alive 
within their spirits. This paradoxical subject echoes the 
resilience of the human spirit in the face of calamity, finding 
solace and strength in memories that transcend physical 
setbacks. As this Psalm progresses, a sudden shift occurs 
with a fervent expression of vengeance and retribution 
against Babylon. The vivid and visceral imagery of dashing 
infants against rocks is a shocking and intense invocation of 
the rage and despair felt by the captives. This outburst reveals 
the depths of their suffering and the overwhelming desire for 
justice, even at the cost of forsaking their own humanity. The 
graphic nature of the imagery suggests a level of helplessness, 
where the captives, unable to change their circumstances, 
channel their frustration and despair into a powerful cry for 
justice, even if it takes an extreme and shocking form. In the 
context of ancient Near Eastern literature, such expressions 
of vengeance were not uncommon (Barré 2001:178). They 
served as symbolic redress, expressing the profundity of the 
community’s agony and longing for a reversal of fortunes. 
Ultimately, the starkness of the imagery introduces a moral 
ambiguity, forcing readers to grapple with the tension 
between the captives’ justified desire for justice and the 
shocking nature of the proposed retribution.

Having said that, the imagery of vengeance and retribution 
in Psalm 137 could be uncovered in the context of 
contemporary conflicts and struggles for liberation. In 
regions marked by unending conflict or oppression, such as 
the Middle East or parts of Africa, the desire for justice and 
retribution against oppressors is profoundly entrenched in 
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collective memory and cultural narratives. Bearing this claim 
in mind, the Psalm’s vivid imagery could resonate with 
communities grappling with historical injustices or enduring 
violence, serving as a symbolic expression of resistance and 
defiance against oppressive forces. We must further underline 
that the intense sentiments expressed in Psalm 137, including 
rage, despair and longing for justice, invite reflection on the 
lasting impact of trauma and the journey towards healing 
and reunion. In contemporary contexts marked by 
widespread displacement, persecution and social unrest, 
individuals and communities often carry unfathomable 
wounds from past and present injustices. Therefore, the 
psalm’s exploration of vengeance and retribution prompts 
consideration of alternative paths towards healing, 
forgiveness and reunion, denouncing biblical readers, or 
readers in general, to confront the cycle of violence and seek 
avenues for collective healing and restoration.

Conclusively, in the context of this biblical voice, the 
invocation of such intense imagery could be regarded as a 
plea for God’s intervention as an avenger. The captives may 
be expressing their trust in spiritual justice, believing that 
God will ultimately bring about the retribution they seek. 
Ultimately, this biblical context raises ethical questions about 
the appropriateness of the desired retribution. It evokes 
reflection on the complexities of justice, vengeance and the 
fine line between seeking redress and succumbing to a cycle 
of violence, savagery and barbarism. In a nutshell, Psalm 137 
is an affluent tapestry of emotions, homogenising themes of 
exile, loss, memory and the complex interplay between the 
desire for remembrance and the harsh reality of displacement. 
The psalmist navigates the reaches of human experience, 
interweaving together a poetic voice that captures the essence 
of a people’s struggle to maintain their identity and 
spirituality amid the challenges of exile. With these scholarly 
findings and discussions in mind, it is perceptive to draw 
some concluding remarks in a bid to underline the key issues 
to be noted in this phenomenon of interest in the final section.

Conclusion: Drawing a nexus
In the scholarly exposition of Psalms 23, 51 and 137 through a 
poetic deconstruction, a tapestry of sensibilities, themes and 
profound reflections emerges. Psalm 23, with its serene 
pastoral imagery, evokes a sense of spiritual comfort and 
guidance in the midst of life’s trials and tribulations. In this 
context, the metaphorical shepherd becomes a symbol of 
solace and protection, guiding the reader through the intricate 
terrain of spirituality. Psalm 51, a poignant plea for absolution 
and spiritual regeneration, unravels the complexities of human 
frailty and the yearning for redemption. Through poetic 
deconstruction, these psalms unmask layers of remorse, 
contrition and the transformative power of supernatural 
mercy. The evocative language employed underscores the 
profundity of the psalmist’s introspection and the universal 
human experience of seeking resolution with the sacred. In 
Psalm 137, the poetic deconstruction unravels a poignant 
narrative of exile, loss and the delicate interplay between 
memory and identity. In this specific context, the river becomes 
a metaphorical boundary, disjointing the displaced from their 

sacred homeland. Ultimately, the paradoxical subject of 
remembering through forgetting speaks to the resilience of the 
human spirit amid adversity. The psalm’s intense climax, 
expressing a fervent desire for justice, (re)produces the 
profound emotional toll of displacement and the struggle to 
maintain one’s humanity in the face of profound suffering. 
Collectively, the poetic deconstruction of Psalms 23, 51 and 
137 reveals a spectrum of human experience – from the serene 
pastures of solace and repentance to the tumultuous rivers of 
exile and yearning for justice. These psalms, through their 
poetic complexities, invite readers to reflect on the intricacies 
of spirituality, the complexity of emotion and the timeless 
pursuit of spiritual connection. As the verses resonate through 
the ages, this poetic deconstruction opens a gateway to 
understanding the enduring impact of these sacred 
compositions on the human soul.

Examining Psalms 23, 51 and 137 through a poetic 
deconstruction not only provides insights into the timeless 
human experiences captured in these verses but also holds 
implications for the future. The themes and emotions 
conveyed in these Psalms possess a universality that 
transcends historical and cultural boundaries, offering 
enduring lessons and reflections for generations to come. In 
the case of Psalm 23, the pastoral imagery and the metaphor 
of the shepherd continue to resonate as symbols of comfort 
and guidance. As humanity navigates an ever-changing 
future, the Psalm’s assurance of supernatural presence and 
protection may potentially serve as a source of consolation 
and motivation in times of uncertainty and catastrophe. The 
enduring pertinence of these subjects suggests that the poetic 
deconstruction of Psalm 23 could contribute to an ongoing 
dialogue about the human quest for meaning and spiritual 
sustenance. Psalm 51, with its exposition of contrition and 
forgiveness, carries forward a timeless message about the 
human capacity for transformation and renewal. In a future 
where moral and ethical dilemmas persist, the psalm’s 
profound acceptance of human frailty and the possibility of 
redemption remain a poignant and relevant guide. The 
deconstruction of Psalm 51 offers a foundation for dialogues 
on personal accountability, exoneration and the continual 
pursuit of spiritual advancement. Looking ahead, Psalm 
137’s depiction of exile, loss and the complex interplay 
between memory and identity has implications for 
societies  grappling with displacement, whether physical 
or  metaphorical. As global dynamic forces evolve, and 
communities face challenges of migration and cultural shifts, 
the psalm’s exploration of determination, remembrance and 
the pursuit of justice becomes a resonant voice. For this 
reason, the deconstruction of Psalm 137 invites contemplation 
on the enduring human struggle for identity and belonging 
in an ever-changing world.

Acknowledgements
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no financial or personal 
relationships that may have inappropriately influenced them 
in writing this article.

https://theologiaviatorum.org


Page 11 of 12 Original Research

https://theologiaviatorum.org Open Access

Authors’ contributions
M.D. and A.B.C. contributed equally to this work.

Ethical considerations
This article followed all ethical standards for research without 
direct contact with human or animal subjects.

Funding information
This research received no specific grant from any funding 
agency in the public, commercial or not-for-profit sectors.

Data availability
Data sharing is not applicable to this article as no new data 
were created or analysed in this study.

Disclaimer
The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of 
the authors and are the product of professional research. It 
does not necessarily reflect the official policy or position 
of  any affiliated institution, funder, agency or that of the 
publisher. The authors are responsible for this article’s results, 
findings and content.

References
Adamo, D.T., 2018, ‘Reading Psalm 23 in African context’, Verbum et Ecclesia 39(1), 

1–8. https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v39i1.1783

Adamo, D.T., 2020, ‘Reading Psalm 90 in the African (Yoruba) perspective’, Verbum et 
Ecclesia 41(1), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v41i1.2029

Adamo, D.T. & Olusegun, B., 2022, ‘The assurance that Yahweh can and will keep his 
own: An exegesis of Psalm 121:1–8’, Theologia Viatorum 46(1), 125. https://doi.
org/10.4102/tv.v46i1.125

Ahn, J., 2008, ‘Psalm 137: Complex communal laments’, Journal of Biblical Literature 
127(2), 267–289. https://doi.org/10.2307/25610120

Allen, L.G., 1982, ‘Psalm 73: An analysis’, Tyndale Bulletin 33(1), 93–118. https://doi.
org/10.53751/001c.30606

Barré, M.L., 2001, ‘Wandering about as a topos of depression in ancient near eastern 
literature and in the Bible’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies 60(3), 177–187. 
https://doi.org/10.1086/468915

Ben-Dov, N., 2010, ‘The dead do not praise the Lord: Alter’s Psalms, Agnon’s Tehilla, 
Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago’, Hebrew Studies 51(1), 203–210. https://doi.
org/10.1353/hbr.2010.a400584

Bernstein, J., 1994, ‘Conscience and transgression: The Persistence of Misrecognition’, 
Hegel Bulletin 15(1), 55–70. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0263523200002950 

Boaheng, I. & Twumasi-Ankrah, E., 2024, ‘Exegetical and theological analysis of Psalm 
51:1–12’, International Journal of Social Science Research and Review 7(1), 
504–517. https://doi.org/10.47814/ijssrr.v7i1.1962

Brooks, C.V., 1995, ‘Psalm 51’, Interpretation 49(1), 62–66. https://doi.org/10.1177/​
002096439504900107

Brueggemann, W., 1984, ‘Unity and dynamic in the Isaiah tradition’, Journal for the Study 
of the Old Testament 9(29), 89–107. https://doi.org/10.1177/030908928400902905

Davage, D., 2023, ‘Stitching Psalms together: On the function and use of Psalms in 
4Q171’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 85(2), 256–275. https://doi.org/10.1353/
cbq.2023.0042 

De Beer, S., 2015, ‘Reading Psalms, and other urban poems, in a fractured city’, 
Verbum et Ecclesia 36(1), 1–8. https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v36i1.1472

Decock, P.B., 2022, ‘Psalm 22 LXX in Origen’s commentary on the Song of Songs’, Acta 
Theologica 33(1), 35–47. https://doi.org/10.18820/23099089/actat.Sup33.4 

Demchuk, D., 2023, ‘The shepherd in no man’s land: Psalm 23 and early Pentecostal 
pacifism’, Vanguard Journal of Theology & Ministry 2(1), 60–68.

Diko, M., 2023a, ‘An examination of the educational and instructional facets in 
isiXhosa children’s oral songs’, Journal of Language and Cultural Education 11(1), 
90–101. https://doi.org/10.2478/jolace-2023-0007

Diko, M., 2023b, ‘Intersectionality and the oppressive incidents of women in the Old 
Testament and the South African context’, Old Testament Essays 36(3), 612–634. 
https://doi.org/10.17159/2312-3621/2023/v36n3a5

Diko, M., 2024, ‘A symbolic and ritualistic exposition of purification rites in the Old 
Testament’, Journal for Semitics 33, 1–21. https://doi.org/10.25159/2663-6573/​
15886

Duncum, P., 2009, ‘Toward a playful pedagogy: Popular culture and the pleasures of 
transgression’, Studies in Art Education 50(3), 232–244. https://doi.org/10.1080/
00393541.2009.11518770 

Eastvold, K., 2018, ‘The image of God in Old Testament theology’, Stone-Campbell 
Journal 21(2), 239–251. https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2009.11518770

Evans, C.A., 1989, ‘Jesus’ action in the temple: Cleansing or portent of destruction?’, 
The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 51(2), 237–270.

Fleischacker, S., 2023, ‘God’s Things: An essay in secondary holiness’, Journal of Analytic 
Theology 11, 424–436. https://doi.org/10.12978/jat.2023-11.180011051117 

Fox, E., 2008, ‘Robert alter and the art of Bible translation’, Expositions 2(2), 231–238. 
https://doi.org/10.1558/expo.v2i2.231

Gillingham, S., 2020, ‘The Psalms as Christian praise: A historical commentary by 
Bruce K. Waltke and James M. Houston’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 82(4), 
692–694. https://doi.org/10.1353/cbq.2020.0143 

Greaney, J., 2021, ‘On the legacies of Derrida and deconstruction today: An Interview 
with Jean-Michel Rabaté’, Derrida Today 14(1), 91–106. https://doi.org/10.3366/
drt.2021.0254

Guyette, F.W. & Begg, C.T., 2023, ‘The writings: The Psalms’, Old Testament Abstracts 
46(1), 202–215. https://doi.org/10.1353/ota.2023.0010 

Human, D.J., 2017, ‘Psalm 132 and its compositional context(s)’, Scriptura: Journal for 
Contextual Hermeneutics in Southern Africa 116(2), 75–92. https://doi.
org/10.7833/116-2-1323

Jarick, T., 2022, ‘Challenges and opportunities of staff formation in Lutheran schools 
– A case study’, Lutheran Theological Journal 56(1), 21–35.

Jones, E.C., 2022, ‘Forming the imagination: Reading the Psalms with poets’, Scottish 
Journal of Theology 75(4), 329–346. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930622000618 

Kloppenborg, J.S. & Callon, C., 2010, ‘The parable of the shepherd and the 
transformation of pastoral discourse’, Early Christianity 1(2), 218–260. https://doi.
org/10.1628/ec-2010-0003

Kosmala, H., 1966, ‘Form and structure in ancient Hebrew poetry (continued)’, Vetus 
Testamentum 16(2), 152–180. https://doi.org/10.1163/156853366X00025

Langley, K., 2022, ‘Preaching hope and lament from the Psalms’, Journal of the 
Evangelical Homiletics Society 22(1), 34–54.

Lebaka, M.E., 2014, ‘Music, singing and dancing in relation to the use of the harp and 
the ram’s horn or shofar in the Bible: What do we know about this?’, HTS: 
Theological Studies 70(3), 1–7. https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v70i3.2664

Leggo, C., 1998, ‘Open(ing) texts: Deconstruction and responding to poetry’, Theory 
into Practice 37(3), 186–192. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405849809543804

Li, X., 2023, ‘Deuteronomistic theology in Psalms 44, 74, 80 and 89: Examined through 
the lens of trauma’, HTS Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 79(2), 8506. 
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v79i2.8506 

Lombaard, C., 2015, ‘Hol (e) y texts; hol(e)y lives: On the Psalms and spirituality, with 
particular attention to Thessalnia DePrince, Thomas Merton and Beat Weber-
described, compared and evaluated’, Scriptura: Journal for Contextual Hermeneutics 
in Southern Africa 114(1), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.7833/114-0-1139

Markose, A.A., 2019, ‘The green pastures and still waters in Malayalam cinema: 
Reflections on environmental legacies, Christianity, and minority politics’, South Asian 
Popular Culture 17(3), 247–267. https://doi.org/10.1080/14746689.2019.1667649 

Marlow, H., 2022, ‘Creation, humanity and hubris in the Hebrew Bible’, Practical 
Theology 15(5), 491–503. https://doi.org/10.1080/1756073X.2022.2069541

Michal, G., 2022, ‘Exploring Rabbinic approaches to the Psalms’, Old Testament Essays 
35(1), 84–110. https://doi.org/10.17159/2312-3621/2022/v35n1a7

Minas, A.C., 1975, ‘God and forgiveness’, The Philosophical Quarterly (1950-) 25(99), 
138–150. https://doi.org/10.2307/2217629

Mtshiselwa, V.N.N., 2016, ‘The Poor in the Psalms and in Tsepo Tshola’s song Indlala: 
African liberationist remarks’, HTS: Theological Studies 72(1), 1–7. https://doi.
org/10.4102/hts.v72i1.3173 

Munyoka, E., 2023, ‘Identity documents, employment and livelihoods of refugees in 
South Africa’, The Australasian Review of African Studies 44(1), 38–63.

Owens, D.C., 2005, ‘The Psalms: A therapy of words’, Journal of Poetry Therapy 18(3), 
133–152. https://doi.org/10.1080/08893670500232254

Parker, J.D., 2020, ‘“My Mother, My God,” “Why have you forsaken me?”: An exegetical 
note on Psalm 22 as Christian scripture’, The Expository Times 131(5), 199–204. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0014524619883200 

Phillips, J.W., 2011, ‘The poetic thing (on poetry and deconstruction)’, Oxford Literary 
Review 33(2), 231–243. https://doi.org/10.3366/olr.2011.0019

Pieterse, A., 2018, ‘Knowledge and unlearning in the poetry of Koleka Putuma and 
Sindiswa Busuku-Mathese’, Scrutiny2 23(1), 35–46. https://doi.org/10.1080/1812
5441.2018.1505937

Ramantswana, H., 2017, ‘Beware of the (Westernised) African eyes: Rereading Psalm 
82 through the vhufa approach’, Scriptura: Journal for Contextual Hermeneutics in 
Southern Africa 116(1), 1–18. https://doi.org/10.7833/116-1-1205

Ross, W.A., 2019, ‘David’s spiritual walls and conceptual blending in Psalm 51’, Journal 
for the Study of the Old Testament 43(4), 607–626. https://doi.org/10.1177/​
0309089218786097

Saner, A.D., 2023, ‘Hope for this in-between time: Interweaving complaint and praise 
in the Psalms’, Vision: A Journal for Church and Theology 24(1), 15–22.

Sela, Y., 2022, ‘Sacred poetry, eternal felicity, and the redemption of Israel: Obadiah 
Sforno’s commentary on Psalms in the Berlin Haskalah’, European Journal of 
Jewish Studies 16(2), 261–280. https://doi.org/10.1163/1872471X-bja10044

https://theologiaviatorum.org
https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v39i1.1783
https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v41i1.2029
https://doi.org/10.4102/tv.v46i1.125
https://doi.org/10.4102/tv.v46i1.125
https://doi.org/10.2307/25610120
https://doi.org/10.53751/001c.30606
https://doi.org/10.53751/001c.30606
https://doi.org/10.1086/468915
https://doi.org/10.1353/hbr.2010.a400584
https://doi.org/10.1353/hbr.2010.a400584
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0263523200002950
https://doi.org/10.47814/ijssrr.v7i1.1962
https://doi.org/10.1177/002096439504900107
https://doi.org/10.1177/002096439504900107
https://doi.org/10.1177/030908928400902905
https://doi.org/10.1353/cbq.2023.0042
https://doi.org/10.1353/cbq.2023.0042
https://doi.org/10.4102/ve.v36i1.1472
https://doi.org/10.18820/23099089/actat.Sup33.4
https://doi.org/10.2478/jolace-2023-0007
https://doi.org/10.17159/2312-3621/2023/v36n3a5
https://doi.org/10.25159/2663-6573/15886
https://doi.org/10.25159/2663-6573/15886
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2009.11518770
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2009.11518770
https://doi.org/10.1080/00393541.2009.11518770
https://doi.org/10.12978/jat.2023-11.180011051117
https://doi.org/10.1558/expo.v2i2.231
https://doi.org/10.1353/cbq.2020.0143
https://doi.org/10.3366/drt.2021.0254
https://doi.org/10.3366/drt.2021.0254
https://doi.org/10.1353/ota.2023.0010
https://doi.org/10.7833/116-2-1323
https://doi.org/10.7833/116-2-1323
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0036930622000618
https://doi.org/10.1628/ec-2010-0003
https://doi.org/10.1628/ec-2010-0003
https://doi.org/10.1163/156853366X00025
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v70i3.2664
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405849809543804
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v79i2.8506
https://doi.org/10.7833/114-0-1139
https://doi.org/10.1080/14746689.2019.1667649
https://doi.org/10.1080/1756073X.2022.2069541
https://doi.org/10.17159/2312-3621/2022/v35n1a7
https://doi.org/10.2307/2217629
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v72i1.3173
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v72i1.3173
https://doi.org/10.1080/08893670500232254
https://doi.org/10.1177/0014524619883200
https://doi.org/10.3366/olr.2011.0019
https://doi.org/10.1080/18125441.2018.1505937
https://doi.org/10.1080/18125441.2018.1505937
https://doi.org/10.7833/116-1-1205
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309089218786097
https://doi.org/10.1177/0309089218786097
https://doi.org/10.1163/1872471X-bja10044


Page 12 of 12 Original Research

https://theologiaviatorum.org Open Access

Singh, N., 2022, ‘Girmit root and pacific shoot: An Indo-Fijian autobiographical 
poetic narrative for constructing, deconstructing and reconstructing the Girmit 
story’, Qualitative Inquiry 28(8), 954–961. https://doi.org/10.1177/10778004​
221087682 

Somervell, R., 1902, ‘The historical character of the Old Testament narratives’, 
The  Expository Times 13(7), 298–302. https://doi.org/10.1177/00145246​
0201300702

Sutton, L., 2017, ‘The dawn of two dawns: The mythical, royal and temporal 
implications of dawn for Psalms 108 and 110’, HTS: Theological Studies 73(3), 1–7. 
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v73i3.4463

Sutton, L., 2021, ‘Practising piety in a (post-) pandemic time: A spatial reading of 
piety in Psalm 66 from the perspectives of memory and bodily imagery’, HTS 
Teologiese Studies/Theological Studies 77(4), 6883. https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.
v77i4.6883

Tappy, R., 1995, ‘Psalm 23: Symbolism and structure’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 
57(2), 255–280.

Treurnicht, S., 2020, ‘Psalm 80: An exegetical discussion on the model of an abandoned 
child’, Scriptura: Journal for Biblical, Theological and Contextual Hermeneutics 
119(1), 1–15. https://doi.org/10.7833/119-1-1454

Wilson, G.H., 1992, ‘The shape of the book of Psalms’, Interpretation 46(2), 129–142. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/002096439204600203

Yusuf, M.S. & Umejesi, I., 2024, ‘Life as struggle: A narrative of coping strategies of 
elderly refugees in South Africa’, Cogent Social Sciences 10(1), 2334115. https://
doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2024.2334115

Zenger, E., 1998, ‘The composition and theology of the Fifth Book of Psalms, Psalms 
107–145’, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament 23(80), 77–102. https://doi.
org/10.1177/030908929802308005

https://theologiaviatorum.org
https://doi.org/10.1177/10778004221087682
https://doi.org/10.1177/10778004221087682
https://doi.org/10.1177/001452460201300702
https://doi.org/10.1177/001452460201300702
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v73i3.4463
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v77i4.6883
https://doi.org/10.4102/hts.v77i4.6883
https://doi.org/10.7833/119-1-1454
https://doi.org/10.1177/002096439204600203
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2024.2334115
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2024.2334115
https://doi.org/10.1177/030908929802308005
https://doi.org/10.1177/030908929802308005

	Poetry is a subject as precise as geometry: A poetic deconstruction of Psalms 23, 51 and 137
	Introduction
	Notable scholarly discourses concerning the Book of Psalms
	Poetic deconstruction
	Interpretation and discussion: Unmasking Psalms 23, 51 and 137
	Psalm 23
	Psalm 51
	Psalm 137

	Conclusion: Drawing a nexus
	Acknowledgements
	Competing interests
	Authors’ contributions
	Ethical considerations
	Funding information
	Data availability
	Disclaimer

	References


