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Underwater 
 

Save me, O God, 
    for the waters have come up to my neck. 
I sink in deep mire, 
    where there is no foothold; 
I have come into deep waters, 
    and the flood sweeps over me. 
Do not let the flood sweep over me, 
    or the deep swallow me up, 
    or the Pit close its mouth over me. 

— Psalm 69:1-2, 15 (NRSV) 
 

As I write this, an unusual thing is occurring outside my window. 
Though the calendar says we’re in mid-January, a soaking rain is 
inundating what was, not so many days ago, the snow-encrusted 
ground. Reportedly, the temperature is in the mid-40s today. So, 
instead of being blanketed by snow, we’re “underwater.” 
 

But I haven’t personally felt the mild air today, nor the raindrops. 
That’s because my head is “underwater.” You know the feeling. 
When a particularly nasty cold or flu bug hits you, sometimes you 
get that “underwater” feeling. It affects your breathing, hearing, 
and equilibrium. You feel the pressure in your face, your ears, and 
even your teeth. In fact, my head today is kind of like a seashell. I 
constantly hear that vague ocean-like sound in my head. I feel a 
bit dizzy and a bit disoriented. It’s hard to focus. It’s hard to get 
my bearings. It really is kind of like being underwater.  
 

The psalmist, it seems, understood that being underwater is an 
apt metaphor for being overwhelmed, threatened to the point of 
panic, stressed to the max, at your wit’s end. If you read Psalm 69 
in full, you’ll quickly realize that it’s not about water. It’s about 
enemies, accusations, hatred, insults, traps, snares, oppression, 
distress, despair, and potential destruction. In fact, in the New 
Revised Standard Version (NRSV), Psalm 69 is printed under this 
heading: “Prayer for Deliverance from Persecution.”  

 
Over à 

The writer understood that the imagery of rising floodwaters, and 
the prospect of sinking beneath them, naturally spoke to the 
reader’s sense of being threatened or stressed. The thought of 
being underwater calls to mind all the various and sundry things 
that press on our minds and weigh on our hearts.  
 

As we begin a new year, what the things in your own life make 
you feel “underwater” (at least sometimes)? What are the 
expectations, assumptions, and deadlines that most concern you?  
What’s going on at work or at home or around the community 
that causes you to worry? What’s going on in our nation and 
around the world that gives you a sense of angst or trepidation as 
we begin 2017?  
 

I’m struck by what this prayer (Psalm 69) does not say. It doesn’t 
say, “Thank you, O God, for making me a really good swimmer,” 
nor does it ask, “Help me, O God, to be a better swimmer.” 
There’s not much in this psalm that speaks of self-reliance. The 
psalmist isn’t saying, “Lord, watch as I pull myself up by my own 
bootstraps.” He isn’t saying, “Hey, God, let me show you how I 
put my rugged individualism into action here!”  
 

What I do see in this psalm is an abundance of confessional 
humility. The writer acknowledges his own imperfections and 
wrongdoings. And he repeatedly declares that he stands in need 
of help. In our culture today, this posture isn’t exactly seen as 
admirable. We hold in high esteem those who “have it all 
together,” those who are “on top of the world.” How awkward and 
difficult it feels to say things like “I was wrong” or “I need help.” 
It’s not always easy to say these things to God, and it’s surely not 
easy to say them publicly to other humans. 
 

The other thing I see in abundance in this psalm is a recognition 
that the writer is not in any way in control of the floodwaters. It 
resonates with Reinhold Niebuhr’s “Serenity Prayer,” asking for 
the wisdom to distinguish between “the things I cannot change” 
and “the things I can.” Truth be told, the former category makes 
for a much longer list! 
 

If the new year, or just the thought of a new week, has you 
feeling “underwater,” perhaps Psalm 69 can help you clear your 
head. The weather is what it is, and flu and cold symptoms will 
come and go. We will have good days, bad days, and ugly days. 
But through it all, God reigns...and God cares. 


