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Behind Me and Before Me
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Behind Me and Before Me

Imagery/Meaning

This song is based on the imagery of Psalm 139. The psalmist wrestles with the experience
of God’s offer of intimacy, as if the soul says, “You are all around me, in all the places I go,
and all the places with me. Sometimes I relish it and rest in it; sometimes I am afraid of it and
run away.” The issue is trust. Do I trust this closeness not to be intrusive but, rather, a special
blending of courtesy and familiarity? The response of the soul to such a tender yet respectful
offer is gratitude, “every bone, every breath, every day.”

Highlights

The refrain should have the character of calm and simple joy.

Verse one is episodic, using a series of three teasing forays, as if the soul is testing the limits
of God’s presence and watchful care. Each phase begins with a rising energy (e.g., “When I sit,
when I stand”). Sing it with rising intensity, so the energy is released with a realization that God
would know.

Verse two is another series of three wayward wanderings. This time the energy is not released
in each phrase. Each phrase builds on the preceding one, climaxing with “lose myself and dwell
among the dead” (an image of self-destructive behavior). The three phrases are followed by an
act of trust in the intimacy offered by God: “even there you would call me home.” This last part
should return to the tenderness of the refrain.

Verse three starts with the melody of the second half of the first two verses. Its energy should
rise quickly to “knew me” and then diminish with “mother’s womb, in the dark….” The second
half of this verse is a strong, grateful response to the faithful care of God, the high point of which
is “I thank you.” It ends with another series of three measures expressing the complete thankful
response, “every bone, every breath, every day.” The phrases should be sung in a way that
reflects the deliberate self-gift, perhaps with a break between each one.

Performance Suggestions

The refrain tempo should be a bit slower than the verses, connoting a gentle resting in the
presence of God. The verses probe the limits of that presence; they are more self-conscious
and a little less restful. At the end of each verse, the tempo should calm again to match the
refrain. In the third verse, the melody begins in what was used midway through in the other
verses. It should start stronger than the other two.

Liturgical Usage

This song is useful for Communion, the beginning of a retreat or day of recollection. It is
also appropriate for services with a theme of intimacy and times of reflection.

—Bob Dufford, S.J.

Performance Notes
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