
Listen to “Rivers of Babylon” by the Melodians.

The Scriptures teach that God’s word is “alive and active, sharper than any two edged 
sword.”  When we read the Bible we are not only reading a document that had meaning for 
people long dead.  We also are reading something that continues to work and grow and move in 
our lives.  From time to time, we come across a text that has a fascinating and deep history.  Its 
not that the original text or meaning has changed.  Its just that the readers have gone through 
new experiences and that changes the way they read the text.  The readers have new glasses 
which change the way it looks and the way it is applied.  Today’s text is one of these texts.  
 

Before we dig into the heart of the message, we should acknowledge that today’s 
passage is not an easy one.  How do you deal with passages in the Bible that you don’t like?  
What emotions do you feel when you read something in the Bible that offends you?  How do 
you process the dissonance between that concern and your desire to listen to the Bible and 
learn from it?  Similarly, how do you process intense emotion?  Have you ever gotten publicly 
emotional and wish that you hadn’t?  Do you find that sharing emotion is embarrassing?  Why 
don’t we like to share those emotions publicly?  These two issues collide in this text, making it a 
tricky and interesting one.  It is a text that makes us uncomfortable, but much of that comes 
because it is the pouring out of significant emotion.  

We began this study by listening to an old Rastafarian song, “Rivers of Babylon.”  (This 
song is regularly mistaken as a Bob Marley song.  While it lyrically would fit his career, it is in 
fact from The Melodians.)  That song is largely a version of Psalm 137.  While the song is 
relatively happy and cheery in tone (reggae music can be that way!) the Psalm is from a very 
dark time.  Much of our study of the Hebrew Bible this trimester has focused on earlier times in 
Israel’s history, like the calling of Abraham, the building of the nation of Israel, and the time of 
the Kings.  This story occurs at the tail end of that story.  Most of the promised land is taken by 
Assyria in 721 BCE, leaving only a small bit called Judah and the city of Jerusalem standing.  In 
586 BCE the Babylonians take that remaining land.  They then capture most of the capable and 
talented people in Judah and move them to Babylon.  

We must consider how significant such an upheaval is.  These individuals are being 
moved across the known world by force.  Their old homes are destroyed.  The temple where 
they worshiped has been burned down to the ground and desecrated by the invaders.  When 
they arrive in Babylon the local rulers try to kill all their sense of culture and peoplehood.  They 
urge them to eat forbidden foods.  If someone has a theologically significant name it is changed 
to something theologically significant in a pagan way.  So, Mishael in the book of Daniel has a 
name that means, “Who is like God?”  The Babylonians call him Meshach, “Who is like Aku?”  
This is a cultural war agains the Jewish people.  

Psalm 137 is written by Judeans living now in Babylon, coping with all they have lost. 
“By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion.
There on the poplars we hung our harps,
for there our captors asked us for songs, 
our tormentors demanded songs of joy;
they said, “Sing us one of the songs of Zion!”
How can we sing the songs of the Lord while in a foreign land?
If I forget you, Jerusalem, may my right hand forget its skill.
May my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth if I do not remember you, 



if I do not consider Jerusalem my highest joy.”  (Psalm 137:1-6).
In the midst of this upheaval they mourn their losses.  They look fondly back on the land of their 
heritage.  How can we even move on?  The Babylonians are rubbing salt in the wound.  You can 
imagine the Jewish people in chains, trudging along the road to Babylon, while their masters 
scream, “Sing us a song.  Surely you have a good little number about home?”  This is a form of 
hatred and spite that would be difficult to endure.  

It should not surprise us that this passage was read with new interest and emotion 
following the Holocaust.  In many ways, a Psalm like this one can serve as a theological 
resource in a time of an impossible to understand tragedy.  Much like their ancestors, many 
Jews in Europe found their communities destroyed by outsiders and themselves captured and 
moved across a continent.  While the original authors had better prospects than those suffering 
in concentration camps, there is some similarity.  Its nearly impossible for someone who has 
suffered the Holocaust to read this passage and not consider how it speaks to their experience.

A second issue that arises from this intersection of Scripture and history is the rise of 
Zionism.  Many believed and still believe that one of the ways to safeguard the Jewish people is 
to provide them a state of their own, in their historic home around Jerusalem.  This policy has 
obviously created much consternation and poured over into violence in the Middle East.  For 
many Jews, particularly the religious conservative, Psalm 137 is a rallying cry for the attempts to 
gain or maintain control of Jerusalem and the Temple Mount.  Some even desire to see the 
Jewish Temple rebuilt, though this would be exceedingly difficult given the current “Dome of the 
Rock” sitting upon the requisite spot.  This warm longing for Jerusalem in the passage still burns 
bright for many.  

We are going to take a listen to another song that is another adaptation of this Psalm.  It 
highlights many of these themes of the Holocaust and Zionism we have mentioned here.  Listen 
to “Jerusalem (Out of Darkness Comes Light” by Matisyahu.  Notice how Matisyahu uses the 
Psalm differently than the Melodians.  His version is largely about his Zionist leanings.  The 
Melodians, however, say the song as a way with dealing with their own religious situation.  
“Babylon” in Rastafarian theology is more generally a reference to various political entities that 
try to repress their religion or to oppress minorities.  There is a strong sense that Rastafarians 
should stand for the principles of “Zion” over and against “Babylon.”  So the song is a more 
generic stance against institutions of 20th century power in the Melodians version.  

Why does any of this matter?  For a couple of reasons.  One is because it shows how 
Scripture continues to be a resource even long after the issues at the time of writing are over.  
Both Rastafarians and Zionists see in this passage a way to express very real concerns for 
themselves and their communities.  The repatriation of the Jewish people to the promised land 
in the centuries before Jesus and/or the creation of the modern state of Israel do not wipe out 
the value of the text in spiritual communities.  Second, it teaches us something about 
expressing emotion in faith.  These communities take places of great hurt and express it 
spiritually through this son.  When you are overcome with pain, do you want to pray?  Are you 
likely to reach out to God when you are suffering?  What do these passages say about the belief 
that God does or does not stand with the strong or the victorious?   
 

Verses 1-6 are the easier parts of this passage.  Its what follows that truly shakes us to 
our core.  Here is the end of the passage:

“Remember, Lord, what the Edomites did on the day Jerusalem fell.



‘Tear it down,’ they cried, ‘tear it down to its foundations!’
Daughter Babylon, doomed to destruction,

  happy is the one who repays you according to what you have done to us.
Happy is the one who seizes your infants and dashes them against the rocks.”

(For comprehension, we need to understand who Edom is.  The Edomites were a sibling people 
to Israel, the descendants of Jacob’s brother Esau.  Historically the Edomites were at war with 
the Israelites.  It appears they sat from their neighboring nation and mocked Israel in their 
tragedy.)

The raw anger of the situation here boils over and makes this an “imprecatory psalm,” a 
song that asks God to curse another person.  For many Christians, reading this passage is eye 
opening and disconcerting.  How can we be ok with this?  What is this doing here?  Why do you 
think the Bible would include such an obviously hateful comment like this?

Many different approaches can be taken to reconciling this passage with the rest of 
Scripture.  The first thing we should understand is this: Psalm 137 in no way is a validation of 
infanticide and revenge.  The Bible is unambiguous, particularly in the New Testament, as to the 
validity of vengeance.  Paul says, “Do not take revenge, my dear friends, but leave room for 
God’s wrath, for it is written: ‘It is mine to avenge; I will repay,’ says the Lord. On the contrary: ‘If 
your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink. In doing this, you 
will heap burning coals on his head.’  Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with 
good” (Romans 12:17-21). So whatever Psalm 137 brings to the conversation, it is imperative 
that followers of Jesus do not allow the words of this passage to trump the clear instructions of 
Paul and the example of Jesus who does not seek retribution, even while dying unjustly on a 
cross.  

Another helpful perspective on the passage is that it keeps for us here an artifact from a 
time of deep rage in Israel.  Some will criticize the editors of Scripture for not discounting this 
passage out of hand.  Such a decision would have obviously robbed the 20th century examples 
described above of a theological resources of 137:1-6.  More importantly, people of faith are 
often described negatively as both being naive and fake.  This passage is neither.  It 
acknowledges the realities of the depth of darkness of the human heart, particularly in anger.  
No pollyanna thinking is evident in Psalm 137.  Also, no one is putting on a fake smile here and 
pretending that nothing is wrong with the world.  Faith is not simply about unicorns and 
rainbows.  This song and prayer of cursing is preservation of a time of deep pain for generations 
to come, showing us how it looks to pray angry.  

The tension that becomes obvious here is that between of how we should think and 
how often we actually think.  No one will disagree that the statements here are uncalled for and 
extreme.  We must, however, distinguish between calling all to live in congruence with Jesus 
with requiring complete success in doing so before entering into conversation with God.  If 
prayer is only a resource available for us when we have purified ourselves from all ethical 
failures, then we loose the most important tool we have in the battle to attain that goal.  God 
may not want me to be spewing curses against others, but that doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to 
hear from me when I’m in that place.  

It is helpful for us to consider the alternative.  What if the Bible or God was so concerned 
with the ethical failures of an expression like, “happy is one who seizes your infants and dashes 
them against the rocks” that such comments were expunged from the record?  What if every 



time such a thought was expressed it was quickly squashed by a preacher?  What sort of 
environment would we create?  Would the church become a place for people to process and 
heal, or would it be a place to put on a smile and pretend that we feel something we don’t feel?  
Another way to say that, is what do we say when someone is angry?  If we were to sit with a 
Jewish mother in a concentration camp, mourning over the corpse of her toddler, crying out, 
“May God take your children from you too!” would the appropriate response be to silent her?  
Will we allow her to process her anger?  What about the parents who’s child is killed by a drunk 
driver?  Or the wife who looses her husband to a militant in a foreign war?  Should God’s people 
be unable to hear such words of anger?  

It would be easy for us to write off a passage like this as a relic.  Its something buried in 
the past, full of that Old-Testament-y anger and rage.  We should just leave such passages 
behind us.  Hopefully we’ve seen in this study that there is still value to a passage like this.  It 
can, and has been, a rich resource for believers from various backgrounds.  What we find here 
is a faith that refuses to disappear.  God is capable and powerful in my times of anger, not just 
moments of joy.  God does not require me to make myself scarce until my heart can cope with 
things.  It is indeed in those moments we most need the Lord.  


