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Remember and Thirst 
Psalm 143:5-6 

 
One of the most fascinating books I ever read was The Man who Mistook His Wife 

for a Hat by Dr. Oliver Sacks. It’s a book of neurological cases, the strange 
things our thinking can become through physical, emotional or psychological 
trauma. Chapter 12 is about a man named William Thompson, who Dr. Sacks 
treated for a brain disorder called “Korsakov’s Syndrome.” ‘What’ll it be 
today?’ he says, rubbing his hands. ‘Hafa pound of Virginia, a nice piece of 
Nova?’ (Evidently he saw me as a customer. He would often pick up the phone 
on the ward, and say ‘Thompson’s Delicatessen’.) ‘Oh Mr Thompson!’ I 
exclaim. ‘Who do you think I am?’ ‘Good heavens, the light’s bad. I took you 
for a customer. As if it isn’t my old friend Tom Pitkins... Me and Tom’ (he 
whispers in an aside to the nurse) ‘was always going to the races together.’  

‘Mr Thompson, you are mistaken again.’ ‘So I am,’ he rejoins, not put out for a 
moment. ‘Why would you be wearing a white coat if you were Tom? You’re 
Hymie, the butcher next door. No bloodstains on your coat though. Business 
bad today?’ Feeling a bit swept away in this whirlpool of identities, I finger 
the stethoscope dangling from my neck. ‘A stethoscope!’ he exploded. ‘And 
you pretending to be Hymie! You mechanics are all starting to fancy 
yourselves doctors, as if you need a stethoscope to listen to a car! You’re my 
old friend Manners from the Mobil, come in to get your boloney-and-rye …”  

So it would happen, with variations, every time, with improvisations, always prompt, 
often funny, sometimes brilliant, and ultimately tragic. Mr Thompson would 
identify me, misidentify, pseudo-identify me, as a dozen different people in 
five minutes. Abysses of amnesia continually opened beneath him, but he 
would bridge them, nimbly, by fluent fictions of all kinds. For him they were 
not fictions, but how he interpreted, the world. Its radical flux and incoherence 
could not be acknowledged for an instant. Such a frenzy may call forth quite 
brilliant powers of invention and fancy, a veritable confabulatory genius. For 
such a patient must literally make himself (and his world) up every moment.  

We have, each of us, a life-story, an inner narrative whose continuity, whose sense, 
is our lives. It might be said that each of us constructs and lives, a ‘narrative.’ 
To be ourselves we must have our life-stories. We must ‘recollect’ ourselves, 
recollect the inner narrative, of ourselves. This narrative need, perhaps, is the 
clue to Mr Thompson’s desperate tale-telling, his verbosity. Deprived of 
continuity, of a quiet, continuous, inner narrative, he is driven to a sort of 
narrational frenzy. It is comic, but not just comic, it is terrible as well.  
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For here is a man who, in some sense, is desperate, in a frenzy. The world keeps 

disappearing, losing meaning, vanishing, and he must seek meaning, make 
meaning, in a desperate way, throwing bridges of meaning over abysses of 
meaninglessness, the chaos that yawns beneath him.” This abridgement does 
little justice to the fascination of Sacks’ story. But my point is to show the 
importance of remembering. If we don’t remember our own narrative, our 
world becomes chaos. And if we don’t see God’s narrative, remember what 
he’s done, we may remain too bound to the chaos of painful lives to lament. 
Remembering what God has done is a way to trust him in the midst of pain. 

As we continue to look at Psalm 143 today we’ll see two ways of beginning to trust 
God in the midst of pain. Lament, you’ll recall, is a prayer in pain that leads 
to trust. Last week in the first four verses of Psalm 143 we saw that the first 
steps in lament are being willing to turn to God and being willing to complain 
to God. If our pain, or our anger over the pain, is so consuming that we cannot 
turn to God, then it will be hard to enter lament or receive its benefits. But as 
we turn to God and lay out our situation, complain, we can begin to find ways 
to trust God in the midst of our pain. The first response to despair is to 
remember God and the second is to thirst for him. Remember and thirst. 

Let’s read the whole Psalm, as we will each week, because it all fits together. Psalm 
143:1-12 Hear my prayer, O LORD; listen to my pleas for mercy! In your 
faithfulness and in your righteousness, answer me! 2Do not bring your servant 
into judgment, for no one living is righteous before you. 3For the enemy has 
pursued my soul; he has crushed my life to the ground; he has made me dwell 
in darkness like those long dead. 4Therefore my spirit is weak within me; my 
heart within me is desolate. 5I remember the days of old; I meditate on all that 
you have done; I ponder the work of your hands. 6I stretch out my hands to 
you; my soul thirsts for you like a parched land. Selah 7Answer me quickly, O 
LORD! My spirit fails! Hide not your face from me, lest I be like those who go 
down to the pit. 8Let me hear in the morning of your steadfast love, for I put 
my trust in you. Show me the way I should go, for to you I lift up my soul. 
9Deliver me from my enemies, O LORD! I flee to you for cover. 10Teach me to 
do your will, for you are my God! Let your good Spirit lead me on level 
ground! 11For your name’s sake, O LORD, preserve my life! In your 
righteousness bring my soul out of trouble! 12In your steadfast love vanquish 
my enemies and destroy all those hostile to my soul, for I am your servant. 

We talked last week about the things that weigh on our souls. Life is hard, and we 
often don’t understand why things happen or the difficulties that confront us. 
This coronavirus thing with all the conflicting wisdom of men is just typical 
of the fog of unknowing we walk through in a fallen world.  
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Why did I get this disease? Or why did I not and that person, who didn’t deserve it, 

did? Why can’t I have a child? Why can’t she be blessed with a marriage? 
Why does their prodigal keep making these foolish life choices? Why can’t I 
find a job, and when I find it why can’t I keep it? What has she done to deserve 
an abusive husband, an angry father? Why do I keep falling into this sin, this 
addiction? These things lead to depression, discouragement, doubt or despair. 

Last week too, we introduced the first two of Mark Vroegop’s four stages of lament, 
turning to God and complaining. We saw the depth of complaint in verses 3 
and 4, “my soul is weak, my heart is desolate.” But there is another aspect of 
complaint, not fully reflected Psalm 143, that is very common in Scripture, 
and that’s questioning God, asking questions like “why?” and “how long?” 
Listen to a few examples and ask yourself “do I allow myself this much 
freedom in my conversation with God?” “Why, O Lord, do you stand far 
away? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?” Psalm 10:1 “My God, 
my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from saving me, 
from the words of my groaning?” Psalm 22:1, the words of Jesus on the cross. 
“Awake! Why are you sleeping, O Lord? Rouse yourself! Do not reject us 
forever!” Psalm 44:23 “How long, O God, is the foe to scoff? Is the enemy to 
revile your name forever?” Psalm 74:10 “O Lord God of hosts, how long will 
you be angry with your people’s prayers?” Psalm 80:4 “O Lord, why do you 
cast my soul away? Why do you hide your face from me?” Psalm 88:14  

When circumstances weigh on our souls, whether our own or the circumstances of 
others or the circumstances of the community, we have the privilege of turning 
to God in complaint and asking honest questions. Vroegop’s third category 
builds on that, it is bold asking that God would reverse our seemingly out-of-
character circumstances. This psalm does have that kind of asking and we’ll 
begin to see it next week. Finally the fourth stage is to trust, and we’ll spend 
most of this series looking at things we can do that help us to trust. 

So, verse 5 “I remember the days of old; I meditate on all that you have done; I 
ponder the work of your hands.” The first thing we can do that will help us to 
trust is to practice remembering. This is an important Biblical concept, based 
on a word used over 230 times. This word has two main uses in the psalms, 
either calling on ourselves to remember God’s works and character or calling 
on God to remember. We’re only going to look at the first of these this week, 
but when we later talk about asking boldly we’ll see this word ‘remember’ 
used to ask God to pay attention to his promises and treat us according to his 
character. But here the Psalmist says “I remember the days of old,” and then 
adds two parallel phrases “I meditate on all that you have done,” and “I ponder 
the work of your hands.” These three verbs have overlapping meanings.  
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To remember is to call to mind something from the past. That’s what Mr. Thompson 

couldn’t do. But the word also used of ‘reciting.’ The out loud rehearsal of 
what God has done adds to the memory. Whole Psalms, like 104, 105, 106 are 
given to reciting the Lord’s works to remember. To “meditate” is prolonged 
reflection on what you remember. The root word is used of the moaning of a 
turtle dove or the low continuous growl of a wolf. The word is often combined 
with the phrase “day and night,” the man whose “delight is in the law of the 
LORD,” who “meditates on the law day and night.” The third word, “ponder,” 
can also be translated “meditate.” The Theological Wordbook says “The basic 
meaning [is] “rehearse,” “repeat,” or “go over a matter in one's mind." This 
meditation or contemplation may be done inwardly or outwardly, [in] silent 
reflection on God's works and word. . . [or in] rehearsing aloud God's works.”  

We meditate and ponder to amplify the value of our remembering, but all three are 
focused on God’s character, works and words: “on the days of old, on all that 
you have done and on the works of your hands.” The psalmist isn’t saying the 
works of God in your own life are meaningless. They are meaningful, and 
elsewhere David often remembers how God has rescued him personally. But 
here the focus is on the works of old, remembering things God did long before 
you were born. Do you see that? For years now I’ve been saying that the 
accounts of Scripture, the Old Testament stories and the events of the Gospels 
and Acts, should be just as real to you as if they had happened to you. The 
faithfulness of God in the past, through the power of the Holy Spirit can speak 
to your heart in the present distress. I’m in a mess, but so was Joseph, David, 
Daniel, Jeremiah, the woman at the well, the leper by the road, the tax 
collector, and I’ve seen God and Jesus come marvelously to their aid. 

This is not “what he did for them he will do for me.” This is better than that: “what 
he did for them he has done for me, in my sight, in my experience, and because 
that’s true this present distress need not disable me.” Remembering that way 
builds trust. This is not escapist fantasy. We know God doesn’t always do 
miracles to rescue his people. The great hall of faith in Hebrews 11 remembers 
people in the Old Testament who lived by faith. Faith is another word for trust. 
So Hebrews 11 remembers Abraham and Joseph and Moses, their trust, and 
the great things God did for them. But it also says “Some were tortured, 
refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a better life. 36Others 
suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37They 
were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword. They 
went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated, 38of 
whom the world was not worthy, wandering about in deserts and mountains, 
and in dens and caves of the earth. 39And all these, though commended 
through their faith, did not receive what was promised.”  
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This remembering does not delude us about how God will handle our circumstances, 

it informs us of his faithfulness and truth. Mark Vroegop uses Psalm 77 to talk 
about remembering. That psalm starts with turing to God and complaint, and 
then begins to remember. Psalm 77:5 “I consider the days of old, the years 
long ago. 6I said, ‘Let me remember my song in the night; let me meditate in 
my heart.’” It’s interesting that at this point the psalmist thinks first of his 
personal experience, his song in the night. But that leads him back to these 
hard questions. “Then my spirit made a diligent search: 7“Will the Lord spurn 
forever, and never again be favorable? 8Has his steadfast love forever ceased? 
Are his promises at an end for all time? 9Has God forgotten to be gracious? 
Has he in anger shut up his compassion?” This more narrow remembering 
seems to not be an effective response to his current crisis. So, Psalm 77:10 
“Then I said, “I will appeal to this, to the years of the right hand of the Most 
High.” Alright, I’m going to look back and remember what you have done. 

Vroegop says “This is where the lament prayer makes its turn toward resolution. In 
all we feel and all the questions we have . . . we call to mind what we know 
to be true. The entire psalm shifts with the word “then” in verse 10 and the 
appeal to the history of God’s powerful deliverance.” In the next two verses 
the psalmist focuses on God’s wonders, probably the wonders of creation: “I 
will remember the deeds of the LORD; yes, I will remember your wonders of 
old. 12I will ponder all your work and meditate on your mighty deeds.” Then 
he looks at the character of God, verse 13: “Your way, O God, is holy. What 
god is great like our God?” Vroegop says “Earlier in this chapter I said that 
laments are possible only if you believe God is truly good. The character of 
God, his sovereignty, goodness, and love, creates a tension when we face 
painful circumstances. Lament is how we learn to live between the poles of a 
hard life and God’s goodness. It is an opportunity to remind our hearts about 
God’s past faithfulness, especially when the immediate events of life are 
overwhelmingly negative. The biblical language of lament is able to redirect 
weeping people to what is true despite the valley they are walking through.” 

So Psalm 77 is amplifying on the concept of remembering found in our Psalm, 143. 
In fact this psalm cites, as an example to us, the central topic of remembering 
in the Old Testament. Psalm 77, verses 16-20 “When the waters saw you, O 
God, when the waters saw you, they were afraid; indeed, the deep trembled. 
17The clouds poured out water; the skies gave forth thunder; your arrows 
flashed on every side. 18The crash of your thunder was in the whirlwind; your 
lightnings lighted up the world; the earth trembled and shook. 19Your way was 
through the sea, your path through the great waters; yet your footprints were 
unseen. 20You led your people like a flock by the hand of Moses and Aaron.”  
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Do you see what is happening? The psalmist points his questioning, hurting heart to 

the single greatest redemptive event in the life of Israel. The exodus was an 
anchor for his weary soul, and defines his understanding of God’s character. 
For us the place we find ultimate deliverance is the cross of Christ. This is 
where we seek the character of God lived out. The cross shows us that God is  
for us. Vroegop quotes Romans 8, “For I am sure that neither death nor life, 
nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor 
height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us 
from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” “The promise for Christians 
is as glorious as it is deep: Jesus bought the right to make everything right. 
Even if we are killed all day long like sheep going to the slaughter, nothing, 
no sorrow, no disappointment, disease, betrayal, not even death, can separate 
us from God’s love. Lament prayers celebrate this truth with tears.” 

So the first thing we can do to move toward trust in the midst of pain is to remember. 
We’ll practice in a few minutes when we take communion. The second thing 
we can do is to cultivate a thirst for God. Psalm 143, our psalm, verse 6 “I 
stretch out my hands to you; my soul thirsts for you like a parched land.” For 
years one of my only jokes has been the one about the psychologist and the 
light bulb. “How many therapists does it take to change a light bulb. Just one, 
but the light bulb has to really want to change.” I hope everybody gets that 
joke. For decades psychology has been saying that it is those who want to get 
better, to change, who can really be helped. This would apply to those in 
despair and discouragement, and even true clinical depression at times. You 
need to want to get better. I remember a few decades ago now when I slipped 
into a season of depression, that I didn’t want to do anything. Getting help, 
doing something to fight depression felt like too much work. It took someone, 
specifically Gail, pushing me to do something before I could begin to change.  

I think that for believers the desire for God is an important part of coming to trust 
God in pain. So, the psalmist says “I stretch out my hands to you.” He’s 
reaching out toward God, crying out for help from God. He had said at the 
beginning that God was not answering his prayers. He felt alone and deserted. 
Despite that he continues to reach out to God. It reminds me a little bit of Job 
who says “even if he slays me I’m going to trust in him,” or hope in him. I 
don’t feel like I’m receiving answers, but I’m not going to give up. I know I 
need God, need his help, his strength, his rescue in this trial.  

Then he says “my soul thirsts for you like a parched land.” This week “I remember” 
is the first response and “I thirst” is the second. We’ll see several more in the 
weeks to come. And I chose the word “thirst” despite the fact that the word 
does not actually appear in the verse.  
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It’s implied, and most English translations have supplied it, but a literal translation 

would be “my soul is like a parched land for you.” Bruce Waltke says “‘My 
soul,’ his spiritual drive and appetite, ‘is like a thirsty land.’ His soul is faint, 
weary” as from exertion, hunger and specifically thirst. The poetry stands for 
“as a dry and thirsty land yearns for water so my soul yearns for you.”  

And despite the fact that we have to supply the word here, thirst is a common image 
in both the Old and New Testaments, often used for the thirst of the soul for 
God. Psalm 42 “As a deer pants for flowing streams, so pants my soul for you, 
O God. 2My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and 
appear before God?” Here the word thirst is explicit, Hebrew “tsawmay.” This 
is often used literally. The Theological Wordbook says “Israel is a dry land, 
with some desert regions and hot dry summers. Whoever travels in this land, 
especially in the wilderness or the Negev, experiences parching thirst. Such 
thirst drives one to extreme distress. Thirst was especially felt during the siege 
of a city. With the supplies cut off the besieged had to ration their water. Thus 
thirst was considered a means of judgment. But a far greater thirst is for God.”  

Psalm 63:1 “O God, you are my God; earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you; 
my flesh faints for you, as in a dry and weary land where there is no water.” 
Or how about Amos 8:11 “Behold, the days are coming,” declares the Lord 
GOD, “when I will send a famine on the land. Not a famine of bread, nor a 
thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the LORD.”  There are dozens of 
other Old Testament uses which either imply or state that thirst for God is 
something those in pain experience. Isaiah 55:1 “Come, everyone who thirsts, 
come to the waters; and he who has no money, come, buy and eat! Come, buy 
wine and milk without money and without price.” 

But this imagery of thirst is not limited to the Old Testament. In the Sermon on the 
Mount Jesus says “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
for they shall be satisfied.” We saw at the beginning of this Psalm the cry for 
grace because God is righteous, but no mortal is righteous. When we thirst for 
God we are seeking his righteousness. In John’s gospel, “on the last day of 
the feast, the great day, Jesus stood up and cried out, ‘If anyone thirsts, let him 
come to me and drink. 38Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, 
‘Out of his heart will flow rivers of living water.’” 39Now this he said about 
the Spirit, whom those who believed in him were to receive.” Do you see the 
connection? The Psalmist says “My soul thirsts for you like a parch land” and 
Jesus says what satisfies your thirst is God the Holy Spirit. He’s like living 
water welling up inside. God has promised to help those who thirst for him. 
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And so, in lament, in pain, we do well to long for God like a parched land longs for 

water, a parched person longs for water. Imagine yourself, just for a moment 
dying of thirst. You’re out in a desert, that parched land and your last drink of 
brackish water was untold hours ago. Your lips are swollen and cracked, your 
tongue fills your mouth. Your thinking slows, first consumed by the need to 
find water, then numbed as your brain slowly dehydrates. Your kidneys stop 
functioning. You begin to die in your own poisons. You retch and retch, but 
there is nothing there. Your skin shrinks and tightens, your joints seem to 
expand and burst with pain. You know you’ll eventually swoon and the agony 
will end without your awareness. But in those moments all is thirst.  

This is the desperation of our lament, at least of the Psalmists lament. I must have 
God or all is lost. Remembering moves us to trust because it reminds us of 
who God is, at work for good regardless of our current circumstance. Thirsting 
moves us to trust because it reminds us that on some level the current 
circumstance is intolerable. We were not made to survive without God.  

Mark Vroegop tells how his journey into lament began. He and his wife Sarah lost a 
full term baby daughter, Sylvia, days before her due date. The details are heart 
wrenching, and probably triggering for some. I’ll skip them. But Vroegop says 
“Following Sylvia’s death, I poured out my heart to the Lord with desperate 
candor. I fought the temptation to be angry with God. I wrestled with sadness 
that bored a hole in my chest. In the midst of my pain, I began to find words 
and phrases in the Bible that captured the emotions of my heart. Some leapt 
off the pages. Although I had been a student of the Bible for many years, 
biblical lament was new for me. I didn’t even know what to call it at the time. 
I was merely trying to voice my fears and struggles while at the same time 
pointing my heart toward God. You see, I knew the assurances of God’s love 
in passages like Romans 8 and others. I believed somehow God would work  
everything for his good purposes. Yet my grief was not tame. It was vicious. 
I battled fears, disappointments, and sorrow. And in my journey, I discovered 
the grace of lament, a song I never wanted to sing.”  

I hope as we continue this series that you will discover the grace of lament. Psalm 
143 is giving us a glimpse into depths of lament, the desolation that can come 
on our hearts as our lives are torn apart by circumstances and by sin. But Psalm 
143 is also showing us ways to build trust. We build trust by remembering. 
And we build trust by thirsting for God. 


