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 Tonight’s service is based on the Psalms.  Through words and music we will 
journey through the Psalms and hopefully teach you something about the different kinds 
of Psalms that you can find in the Psalter.  We’ll be using the categories of Walter 
Brueggemann.  He is an influential Old Testament scholar, and he has identified three 
different kinds of Psalms.  Those three kinds are: Psalms of Orientation, Psalms of 
Disorientation and Psalms of New orientation.  Most of the Psalms in the Psalter fit into 
one of these classifications, and tonight when you leave this place we hope to give you a 
decent idea of what each of these categories mean.  I hope we can do more than that.  
What’s really great about Brueggemann’s categories is, not only that they are nice ways 
of identifying Psalms, when you take them together, when you put them in order, they 
form a kind of story, they form a shape, they form a pattern.  A pattern which follows the 
rhythms and seasons of life. Let’s start with Psalm 37:1-7. 
 Psalm 37 is a Psalm of Orientation. What does that mean? Psalm 37 celebrates a 
world where everything is good and orderly. Psalm 37 sings a world where God is in His 
heaven and all is right with the world. Psalm 37 sings a world where fields are fertile and 
plates are full. Psalm 37 sings a world where the women are strong, the men are good 
looking, and all the children are above average. In this Psalm, everything is properly 
oriented.  Everything is the way it’s supposed to be. Another way to put it: Psalms of 
orientation are Mike Hoogeboom Psalms. For this weekend at least. While we were doing 
our things this weekend, somewhere in Texas, Mike Hoogeboom was sitting on an easy 
chair in a warm living room with his brand new beautiful, healthy granddaughter fast 
asleep on his shoulder. That’s an orientation moment. That’s a moment when you might 
sing a Psalm of orientation. 
 So Psalms of orientation positive psalms, and their positive tone comes from the 
goodness of creation. They celebrate the good order of God’s creation and they do that in 
two different ways. Some psalms of orientation celebrate the goodness and beauty of the 
natural order. Those are some of our favorite psalms. Psalm 8: “Lord our Lord how 
majestic is your name in all the earth.  You have set your glory in the heavens!” Psalm 
33, Psalm 104, Psalm 148. These are all psalms of orientation that celebrate the beauty of 
the created order. Psalm 37 is a little different. What order is it celebrating? Not the 
beauty of the created order so much; it’s more the beauty of the moral order. “Commit 
your way to the Lord; trust in him and he will do this: he will make your righteous reward 
shine like the dawn.”  The righteous will flourish; the wicked will perish. There are other 
psalms of moral orientation.  Psalm 1 is like this.  So is Psalm 119 and Psalm 112. All of 
them celebrate the goodness of a God of righteousness who will come against evildoers.   
 Psalms of Orientation are good Psalms for beginnings. These are the kinds of 
Psalms we teach our children when they are beginning to learn about God. We don’t start 
them with ambiguity and grey areas. We teach our children that God made the world and 
he made it good. We teach them that when you follow his rules you are blessed, when 
you disobey, you are in trouble.  The Lord is good, the Lord is righteous, and his love 
endures forever. The message of these Psalms is what we give to our children at the 



 

beginning of their lives. And these are also Psalms for the beginning of worship. If you 
were to go back through our liturgies and look at the kind of music we pick to start off 
the service, you would see that most of the time we start with something like psalm of 
orientation. We pick a hymn that celebrates God’s goodness, his glory, his order, his 
power. Holy, holy, holy.  Praise to the Lord the Almighty. Praise my Soul the King of 
Heaven.  All Creatures of My God and King. All opening hymns and all of them songs of 
Orientation. We usually start our services in the mode of orientation. And it’s a good 
place to start. Especially these days. These days we aren’t sure of very much. These days, 
uncertainty seems to reign supreme. We come into church dizzy and disoriented; how 
wonderful to start the service by singing as we did tonight, “God is your glory and your 
strength; he will your children bless.” It’s good. It’s very good. 
 While the Psalms of Orientation are the place to begin, life doesn’t let you stay 
there.  I remember a story that the author David James Duncan once told at the Calvin 
Festival of Faith and Writing.  He was out canoeing with his five year old son and his 
wife. Somehow on this trip the topic of death had come up.  I can’t remember if a family 
pet had died or a distant relative, but they were talking about death in an age-appropriate 
way. It wasn’t the first time this had happened. It wasn’t a subject that they were eager to 
bring up with their son, but you can’t get through 5 years of life without hearing about 
death. But for some reason this conversation was different. At some point in the 
conversation, the full weight, the full implication of death hit the boy, and right there in 
the cone he began to wail and cry uncontrollably. It was like he realized for the first time 
that the happiness and security he knew there with his parents out in that canoe out in the 
beauty of creation, would be shattered by this enemy. 
 The beauty of orientation, the serene goodness given to us in creation is shattered 
by sin and death, and our second type of Psalm - Psalms of disorientation - are for the 
inevitable shattering. The Psalter has many Psalms of disorientation and they come in at 
least three different types. There are Psalms of Lament. These are Psalms where the 
psalmist cries out to God in a sense of personal sadness and personal abandonment.  
‘Lord, sorrow is drowning me, and where are you!’ Just a few examples of these pain-
infused psalms are: Psalm 22. Psalm 13. Psalm 88. Psalm 90. There are also Imprecatory 
Psalms. These Psalms are the prayers of people who have experienced injustice, who 
have felt the world tilt out of moral balance. They are calling on God to make things right 
by punishing the wicked. The call can be pretty angry: “O Lord, break the teeth of the 
wicked! Trample don your enemies!” Psalm 3, Psalm 60, Psalm 137, Psalm 58, all fit this 
pattern. And finally some Psalms of Disorientation are Psalms of Confession. Here the 
Psalmist realizes that he is the problem.  He caused the disorientation. He shattered the 
peace. That’s the position of the Psalmist in Psalm 130. “Lord I cry to you for mercy.  If 
you kept a record of sins, who could stand.” I’m the problem Lord, I have no excuse. All 
I can ask for is mercy. Psalm 32 and psalm 51 are other examples of this sort of Psalm.   
 We said Orientation psalms are good Psalms for the beginning.  Psalms of 
disorientation are good songs for the middle. We already saw how the orientation of 
youth, the innocence of youth, must give way to sorrow and complexity. These are good 
psalms to teach our children when the trouble comes.  You can’t get through middle 
school and high school on Psalms of orientation; you need Psalms of lament and 
confession. These are also Psalms for the middle of our worship. We talked about how 
our worship starts with joyful Psalms of orientation. What always comes next in our 



 

service? The service of confession.  “Lord I have sinned.” Our pastoral prayer. “Lord 
help us!  Lord heal us!  Lord bring down your enemies!” We start our worship with songs 
of orientation. We continue our worship with songs of disorientation. These are not the 
nicest Psalms to sing.  But they are good. They hurt, but they also heal. It is good that we 
sing them. Man cannot live by songs of orientation alone! Because we will be angry at 
God, we will be frustrated with the world, we will be angry at ourselves. And when that 
anger and frustration comes into your life, you don’t want to be angry away from God’s 
face, all by yourself in a bitter corner; you want to be angry right there in front of God, 
right there where he can reach you and hold you and keep you safe.  
 So we began our journey in Orientation where God was in his heaven and all was 
right with the world. We sang joyful Psalms in that happy place. Then we moved into the 
valley of disorientation where there was sin and death and we sang psalms for that. Now 
we come to the third part of our journey and now we sing Psalms of new orientation. 
Psalms of new orientation also praise God, and celebrate his goodness and steadfast love, 
but they do it from a slightly different perspective. These are psalms of praise for people 
with a past. These are Psalms of people who’ve been in the pit. Look at Psalm 40.  Is it 
praise?  Yes.  But it’s different than Psalm 37, Psalm 37 generally praises God for his 
goodness in creation. Here the psalmist is praising because he has been saved from 
trouble: “I waited patiently for the Lord, he turned and heard my cry. He lifted me out of 
the slimy pit, out of the mud and mire.” The Psalmist has either been mired in either sin 
or misery and God rescued him and now he is singing. The Psalmist can still remember 
the pain of his ordeal. He can still see the scars of the struggle. But he’s still singing, only 
his song is different. It has new depth.  It has a kind of joy in it that can only be sung by 
someone who thought they were in a dead end, only to find themselves lifted up by a God 
who lifts the fallen and raises the dead.  It’s a song of praise composed from broken notes 
 At the top floor of the Helen DeVos Children’s Hospital there is a chapel.  It’s a 
circular room with a large cross-shaped skylight above it. Through the skylight you can 
see the dome of the sky. It’s a place where worried people can come and pray. My 
favorite thing about the chapel is the entry way. It’s a red-orange path that leads you from 
the hospital into the chapel itself. It’s a kind of flaming road of tile. Like the fire of the 
Spirit I suppose, inviting you to come into the chapel. That path is made up of broken 
pieces of tile. Busted pieces of red and orange and white tiles. It’s like someone was 
laying a floor and some of the tiles broke and they were no good anymore so they threw 
them into a bucket. A bucket of brokenness. But then someone took that bucket of useless 
pieces and made something out of it. Through the vision of the architect and the skill of 
the tile worker, these broken pieces form a kind of a hopeful path; the broken pieces have 
become a beautiful road that can lead you from fear and sadness into a place of hope. 
That beautiful tile path made of broken pieces is like a psalm of re-orientation. A 
perfectly constructed tile path made up of whole pieces of tile, expertly assembled and 
finished…that’s a Psalm of orientation. This path made of broken pieces; that’s a psalm 
of new orientation. It has new kind of beauty and a different kind of hope. 
 There are lots of these psalms in the Bible, and they are some of my favorites.  
Psalm 30. Psalm 118. Psalm 116. Psalm 23 with its valley of death and its enemies. 
Psalm 29. Psalm 103. A lot of our favorite hymns are songs of new orientation: Amazing 
Grace. Great is Thy Faithfulness. He Leadeth Me. When I survey the Wondrous Cross. 
When Peace Like a river. In Christ Alone. These are all songs of praise sung by people 



 

with a past, people who know how hard it can be, but who still praise. These are songs 
for the endings. These are the songs we sing at the conclusion of our funerals. They are 
also the songs we sing at the end of our worship services. We start with the Orientation of 
praise. We go through the valley of confession and the Pastoral prayer. In the sermon we 
hear the good news of God’s redeeming love in Jesus Christ, and now we are ready to 
sing a new song; a new song of new orientation. So…do you see what’s going on here?   
These three kinds of Psalms form a pattern, a rhythm a journey. It’s the pattern, the 
rhythm of worship. It’s the pattern the rhythm of a life following Jesus Christ our Lord. 
When we pray these Psalms we aren’t just singing old words; we are learning how to live 
as his children in the world. We are putting ourselves in the stream of his grace.  Thanks 
be to God.    
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