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THE PSALMS AS CHRISTIAN PRAYER

Fr. Victor Okum OSB

The psalms are a Christian prayer; we will look first of to the Psalms and later to the psalms as prayer. The aspects we will deal with are:

1- Bibliography on Psalms

2- What are the Psalms

3- What is prayer to us

4- How and why Psalms are prayer

5- Field study of prayer and different types of prayer

6- Formulation of our own prayer

BIBLIOGRAPHY
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2) Craven T                 The book of Psalms

3) Kelsman J.S            Psalms  (in the New Jerome Biblical commentary)

4) Kelsman                  The Psalms in Israel worship

5) Westman                 The living Psalms

6) Straling L.E.            Praying the Psalms

WHAT ARE THE PSALMS?

Answers from the novices: prayer, songs, poems, praises, thanksgiving, petitions, laments, worship, feelings expressed in different ways, personal experience, forgiveness, instruments for our life, curses, traditions, personal dialogue with God, customs, words of inspirations, mourning.

When we look at the Psalms the striking thing is: they reveal a lot of both individual and community experience. It is the experience of their daily life as it comes to them as individuals or as community expressed in how and what they feel; addressed to somebody who can help them.

Definition: The Psalms are an individual or community expression of their daily life experience expressed as feelings to God, or somebody above, more able, more potent who can help them, revealing:

Satisfaction, dissatisfaction, helplessness, hopelessness, sadness, joy, happiness, longing, yearning for something, faith commitment, lamentations, etc.

 WHAT DO THE CHURCH CONSIDERS THE PSALM TO BE?


For the Church they are the enduring prayer of the people of God. Enduring = without any limit of time, a classical prayer of believing people who put God in the first place and express their relationship with Him. The Psalms are everlasting, something special for the people of all the ages. They express the human longing (deep longings) coming from the deepest part of the human person.


Enduring = everlasting, indestructible, 

expressing something special of the individual or of the community to God. They lead us to communicate with God for something special.


The Psalms are prayer as communication (endless communication) of the people of God to God. They are conversation, presentation of the people of God to God, speaking to God.


How do they communicate to God? As chosen people, people of the covenant, believers in the one they remind and believe. So they see Him as Creator, Savior, Provider, the Ever There, etc.


Definition: The Psalms are the enduring prayer of the Church (of the people of God) expressing something special that leads them to communicate with God for something special.


We are the people of God by Baptism, so the psalms are a real value, an important aspect of our life, without which we are dry people. 

The Psalms are our prayer as chosen people (baptized).

HYSTORY OF THE PSALMS

1- Psalms is a collection :

      Of 5 major books (150 Psalms). The Psalter is a Hymns book of Israel: a collection of hymns, songs used either by an individual or by the community.

They are hymns used in the Temple for Yahweh as God of Israel. (See 2Samuel 19:16; Psalms 6:5,16; they were used to accompany prayers with dances and singing.

In the liturgy the Psalms are used as response to the readings, that is why they should be sung.  So the Psalms are considered Hymns (see Psalm 145) = Telohim

Mizmor = musical accompaniment; it means that the Psalms were accompanied by a musical instrument, so sung.

Songs = (120 –124) they are Psalms of assent: so they are songs.

2- Formation of the Psalms: 
      They are the prayer of the people of God, so we should not avoid the Psalms. They are the

      expression of an individual or of the community about what they felt in their daily life and presented to God: provoking the reaction of God. The Psalms are part of the prayer of Israel to provoke the reaction of God.

Most of the authors are:
· 73 Psalms are attributed  to David as author (he doesn’t mean that he was the author)

· 12  to Asaph

· 11  to Korah

·   1  to Heman

·   1  to Ethan

·   1  to Jeduthun

·   1  to Moses

·   1  to Solomon

· The Brew version attributes to David 83 Psalms

· The Syriac version attributes to David Psalms 1 to 50.

Why David is considered the major author of the Psalter?
· David was considered to have started the tradition of the liturgical music in Israel, so he was considered the great musician (1Samuel 16:18; Amos 6:5).

· David was considered also a poet: (1Samuel 1:19-27; 2Samuel 33,34)

· David as liturgist ( 2 Samuel 6:15-16; 2 Chronicles 29:30; Ezra 3:10)

· David was considered the patron of the liturgical music in Israel and so this music was considered to have come from the musical talent of David as the book of wisdom came from the wisdom of Salomon (Ben Sira or Ecclesiaticus 47:8-10).

· David composed some Psalms: we cannot attribute to him specifically any Psalm, there is no evidence of it. They may not have been composed by him even if they bring his name. So it can be that David asked people to sing the Psalms to him and because he was a musician they have been put under his name.

· Some Psalms have been composed after the death of David.

· Some Psalms have been attributed to him as an authority in Israel.

· When it is said: of David, it can be that they have been sung for David and so David kept them in his palace as collection and when they have been found they where put under the name of David.

· Some were only a dedication to David.

· Psalm 18 and Psalm 22. (It seems composed by David). If we compare the two Psalms we find out:

1) The two psalms speak of God’s acts

2) They are an understanding of God acting (Who is God to us or to me?)

3) They are Israel’s reaction to God  (the community’s reaction to the Acts of God).

4) They are the reaction of an individual to God (thanksgiving, petitions, laments, etc.).

· The two Psalms are both:

1. Connected with the religious feasts of Israel

2. They are a connection between the Exodus’s events and the Passover

3. They are connected with the enthronement of the king

4. They are connected with the pilgrimage to the temple (to pay homage to God).

5. They are connected with the Kingship of Yahweh. 


The composition of the Psalms is beyond the time of the exile.
· The Psalms composed before the exile are (2-18-20-21-45-72-87-101-110)

· After the exile (1-8-19-77-90-100-137-145-149). 

· It is practically impossible to date every Psalm because they were revised later in the history of Israel. What is clear is that they contain all that is religious and Israel believe as a community expression of faith (therefore composed for liturgical celebrations), or as individual expression of faith, or as commitment to God either in the Temple or anywhere else. Anyhow expressions ( individual and community) interfere  together , they are interchanged and used by both. So it is true that we cannot give the total authorship of the Psalms to David.

DIVISION OF THE BOOK OF PSALMS

There are 150 Psalms. These are divided into 5 major Books:

1 – 41;  42 – 72;  73 – 89;  90 – 106;  107 -  150.

Each of the books ends with a doxology. The doxology may have been used at the end of the Psalm, just as we do with the Glory be to the Father…

· The reason for the doxology was to mark the end of the division or book.

· The five-fold division parallels the Pentateuch i.e. the Five Books of Moses.

OTHER COLLECTION OF PSALMS

There where earlier, smaller collections of Psalms. Traces of these are found in the present Book:

A- the Yahwehistic Psalter (3 - 41)

1- The title “Yahweh” is generally used for God

2- It is probably formed during the period of the monarchy (before 586 B.C.)

B- the Eloistic Psalter ( 42 – 89)

1- Both Eloihim and Yahweh are used for God. This is thought to be the work of a later scribe composer i.e. “O God , my God” instead of  “O Lord (Yahweh) my God”.

2- Subdivisions

a) Psalter of the Sons of Korah  (Pss 42-49)

b) Eloistic Prayer of David  (Ps 51-72).  There is a suggestive note that the Prayers of David formed a distinct collection: Ps 72:20

c) Psalms of Asaph  (Ps 50;  73-83)

d) Yahwistic Supplement  (Ps 84-89)

There is also later Yahwistic Collections (Ps 90-150), without any real unity. But this collection always uses Yahweh except for Ps 108 and Ps 144:9, which is quoted from the Eloistic Psalter. Note that 17 of these are attributed to David, one (Ps 90) to Moses, and one (Ps 127) to Solomon. The rest of them have no authorship titles.

These are:

a) Pss of Yahweh”s Kingship (93-99)

b) Halleluia Psalms (104-106;  111-117;  135;  146-150)

c) Pilgrim Psalms (120-134). The  Pilgrim Psalms were probably sung by Pilgrims in the last stage of their journey to Jerusalem. There is also a possibility that they were responses offered to the priestly Blessings pronounced over the Pilgrims on the steps of the Temple, ascents of the titles.

d) Other Davidic Psalms (101; 103; 108-130;  138-145)

e) There are ten isolated Psalms belonging to no Collection.  Hence the later Yahwistic Collection that we have seen were collected after the Exile  (after 539 B.C.).  

There is enough reason to believe that the Book of Psalms as we have seen, is certainly post exilium.

THE NUMBERING OR ENUMERATION OF PSALMS


There is a difference between the way the Hebrew texts Psalms are numbered and that of the Greek texts.


The Latin Vulgate version follows the LXX enumeration. This has made the Catholic translations alter its numbering / enumeration from the non Catholic translations as these have followed the Hebrew texts.


However, today, almost all Catholics translations have adopted the Hebrew enumaration and often only put the LXX in brackets.

What is the difference in Enumeration?

1- The LXX combines Pss 9 and 10 into one Psalm which becomes Ps 9; Pss 114 and 115 are also one, Ps 113 

2- It divides Ps 116 into two and numbers them as Ps 114 and Ps 115.    Ps 147 is divided into Ps 146 and Ps 147.
But both versions end up with 150 Psalms.

Hebrew ----------LXX – Vulgate                               Hebrew----------LXX – Vulgate

1 – 8                         1 – 8                                           116                        114 – 115

9 – 10                       9                                                 117 – 146              116 – 145

11- 113                    10 – 112                                     147                         146 – 147

114 – 115                113                                             148 – 150               148 – 150

THE TITLE OF PSALMS


116 0F THE TOTAL NUMBER OF Pss have titles as their first verse. The other 34 are sometimes called Orphan Pss. But these titles are the most confusing elements in the Pss because they do not offer us the precise meanings of the Pss they stand for. 

However, the titles indicate three things in general:

A) THE LITERARY FORM  i.e. what kind it is:

1) MISMOR: a Ps accompanied by musical instruments

2) SHIR: a Song to be sung publicly

3) MASKIL: probably means a didactic (teaching Ps) but it may mean a Ps to be sung with skill and artistry

4) TEPHILLAH (PRAYER): supplication or petition

5) MIKTAM: implies atonement or reconciliation

6) TEHILLAH: Psalm = only in Psalm 145

B) MUSICAL DIRECTIONS

This category is quite obscure. But most commentators commonly agree on the following:

1- To the CHOIRMASTER (Lammenassah): this is the most common direction appearing 55 times, but no one knows the duties of this official (Cf 1Chron 15:24; 23:4). However, it may be a dedication to David, a kind of Patron Saint of Liturgical Song.

2- SHEMINITH:  probably an eight-stringed instrument (Cf Pss 6 and 12)
3- MAHALATH: Mahalath Leannoth: probably a flute, used in singing the Psalms of Lamentations (Cf PSS 5;  53;  88).
4- There are some phrases like do not destroy and lilies may refer to popular tunes that were used for the Ps
5- SELAH: this is not a title but is used in Ps 39 as a refrain. It is probably an indication to pause for private prayer, or musical interlude or both. In some modern translations, the word Selah is omitted (Cf Ps 32)
6- Some titles indicate the Occasion on which the Ps was to be used or sung e.g. Ps 45 a love song for a marriage; Ps 92 for the Sabbath; Ps 100 for thanksgiving, etc.
C) AUTHORSHIP, REAL OR ATTRIBUTED

The authors named most often are David, Korah, and Asaph.

Korah (cf 1Chron 9:19); Asaph (cf 1Chron 15:17, 19).

One or two Psalms are attributed to Solomon (cf Ps 72 and Ps 127).

One to Moses (Ps 90); Jedruthun (Ps 39); Herman the Ezrahite (Ps 88); Ethan the Ezrahite (Ps 89).

Jedrudum, herman and Ethan are referred to in !Chron 16: 38,42; 15:17-18.

The word Ezrahite may mean Canaanite or native  i.e. this indicates that some of the Pss were of foreign or pagan origin  (Cf Ps 88 for this).

TYPES OF PSALMS


Each Psalm has more than one characteristic: it is not easy to classify them. Some fall under several heading or types.


HYMNS: some are under the category of Hymns:

a) Cosmic (Pss 8; 19:2-7; 29; 89:17; 102; 148)

b) Historical (regarding the chosen people in exile Pss 105; 114; 149). 

c) Mixed types (103; 113; 117; 135; 145; 146; 147).

d) Invitatory (inviting God to come) (95:1-6;  100; 134; 150)

e) Escathological  (Future activities of God in the human history) (29; 47; 93; 96; 97; 98; 99; 149)

f) Didactic Psalms (33; 92; 111)

g) Pilgrimage to Zion (46; 48; 76; 84; 87; 122)

h) Thanksgiving Psalms (Prayers of thanksgiving):

1- Royal prayer of thanksgiving (used by the palace people) (18; 81; 138; 114)

2- Believing community (used by the rest of Israel) (65; 66; 67; 68; 107; 118; 124; 129)

3- By individual (30; 40:1-12; 93; 116)

4- Didactic to the people (34; 92)

i) Prayers of petition

1- by the community (12; 44; 60; 70; 74; 79; 80; 83; 94; 106; 123; 129; 137)

2- by an individual ( 3; 5; 13; 22; 25; 28; 31:10-19; 39; 42; 43; 54; 55; 56; 57; 63; 64; 69; 70; 77; 86; 102; 140; 141; 142; 143).

3- Petitions for the King (20; 61).

4- Petitions for the aged  (71).

5- For the sick  (6; 38; 41; 88)

6- Petitions for the innocent  (7; 17; 26).

7- For a penitent (40:13-18;  51; 130).

8- With cases  (lamentations)  (109:10-15; 31:18;  35:48; 40:15; 58:8-10; 59:12; 69:23-39; 137:8).

9- For  a  confident (4; 11; 16; 23; 27:1-6; 62; 125; 131).

l) Didactic Psalms

1- New Hebrew alphabet  (9; 10; 25; 34; 37; 101; 112; 119; 145)

2- Teaching of the Law of Moses (1; 19:18…; 119).

3- Moral life (14; 15; 24; 32; 52; 62; 101; 112; 127; 133)

4- Sacred history of the people of Israel (78; 105; 106)

5- Human conditions   (8; 90; 139).

6- Retribution  (34; 37; 49; 73; 91)

7- Prophetic and eschatological Psalms  (Oracles)  (2:6-7; 12:6; 48:11; 50; 60:8-10; 68: 23-24; 75; 81; 82; 85:9-14; 87:4-5; 91:14-16; 95:8…; 110)

8- Reign of Yahweh (God) (47; 93; 96; 97; 98; 29; 68; 95; 100; 149).

9- Eschatological Songs of Zion  (46; 48; 76)

10- Pilgrim Psalms  (15; 24; 28; 50; 81; 84; 87; 91; 95; 100; 121; 122; 133; 134)

11- Processional Psalms (46; 47; 68; 93; 96; 98; 99; 132; 149). They are used only once a year.

12- Messianic Psalms  (2; 45; 72; 101; 132).

13- Royal Psalms  (2; 20; 21; 45; 72; 89; 101; 110; 132; 144).

STRUCTURE OF THE PSALMS


Hymns of praise. They deal with the celebration of life and joy as response to a living God who gives life to the community or the individual.

· This God acts and is the Savior of the people (community) and he continues his saving acts all the times. Ex. Exodus: these events show the salvific acts of Yahweh and the people feel the need to praise Him. This God saves his people “Now and forever” . Ex: Ps 35: it is the response to the present acts of God. God giver of life (it is a continuous always present act). Why should we baptized use the Psalms as praise? Because  He gives us much more than what He gave to them.

· God is the God of life .The gift of life must be celebrated and we must recognize the giver of life; so the Jews celebrated in honor of Yahweh the giver of life.

· The Kingship of Yahweh is very much recognized. He is the King of the people of Israel.

· The Yahwehship is also very much pronounced (as God). Always there for his people, available, ready for Israel.  These things are not expressed only in the Psalms (in words) but also in dances and leaping. 

· Hallelujah: “praise the Lord”.

OUTLINE OF THE PSALMS 

1- Introduction: a call to praise

2- Praising God for His acts

3- Ending or conclusion: ask – trust – call to praise God.

In the Christian life how can we use them?

1- All Christian prayers should be a praise to the One who gives us life, cares for us, protects us, because He is what He is and He makes us what we are.

2- All Christian prayers should recognize His constant presence amidst us in many ways.

3- All Christian prayers should recognize His gift of life in us and the joy that comes from it; the gift of Salvation.

4- All Christian prayers should recognize His coming among us in Jesus and through Jesus who came and lived as one of us (man). Humanly and divinely present among us. We can approach Jesus every time (day and night).

5- Praise for his salvific death: for our Salvation.

6- Praise for His Resurrection: He brings us near to God.

7- Praise for the gift of life and joy through the Holy Spirit who helps us to say “ABBA”.

STRUCTURE OF THE THEMES OF THANKSGIVING


It flows from praise and gifts received. They speak of the goodness of God as Provider to the community and to the individual.

· Spontaneous thanksgiving to the God of generosity.

· More personal and specific (it springs from the profound awareness on how the gifts of God are coming to us). Specific for the benefits received in particular times.

· Public acclamation: we proclaim in public what God has done for us. He cares, rescues from death, from danger, from the enemies…

· Accompanied by a meal (the Eucharistic celebration is coming from this: we eat together, we become one, strong so that we can continue our pilgrimage, journey).

· The offering: invites friends to come and to eat with him. Jesus invites the disciples to share and eat.

· Communion: with friends expresses communion with God. (In the Eucharist it is the same).

OUTLINES

· Declaration of gratitude to God

· Declaration of difficulties of life

· Proclamation of God’s acts

· Exultation of thanks to Yahweh and trust in Him

HOW TO APPLY TO OURSELVES?

APPLICATIONS:

· God’s acts in the OT are only a shadow of God’s acts in the NT (God’s favors in the NT for the community and individuals).

· God’s favors in ordinary events of life (in need – sickness – death pain – dangers – time of evil)

· The individual is called to respond to God.

· God’s favors to his people, community. He is the God of truth, the faithful one, the protecting one, the saving one.

· The Church is called upon to thank God. Why must we pray as the Hebrew prayed? Because we are as human as they were.

· The Hebrew praised God in foreseeing the fulfillment of His promises, and because they saw that God was for them. Featuring these acts of God not only for them but for the all humanity ( He was the Savior of all men and not of Israel).

· God’s favor through Jesus for the whole world, for all of us.

· The Church stresses in the Mass this sense of thanksgiving “ through Him, in Him, with Him” (Jesus Christ).

· We pray the Psalms in union with Jesus Christ

·  The Psalms are put before the Gospel and they introduce us to the Gospel.

· In the celebration of the Eucharist we proclaim in action the goodness of God

· Psalms, therefore, are very perfect accompaniment of the Eucharist, of the thanksgiving action.
STRUCTURE OF THE PSALMS OF PETITIONS AND LAMENTATION

· They express the absolute and deep trust of the psalmist in God. Nobody else can be trusted, only God; so he cries, laments to the One he trusts

· The psalmist expresses his conviction that he needs Redemption. But who can help him? Only God. Redemption, salvation from ordinary or extraordinary dangers, moral crises, etc…

· He expresses his profound trust in God’s love.

· He expresses the depth of his heart (sorrow, depression etc…)

· “       “            his own helplessness 

· “       “            his misfortunes

· “       “            his complete dependence on God alone for Redemption and Salvation. He feels he is depending on God’s love, favor, goodness, kindness, steadfastness.

OUTLINE OF THE PSALMS OF LAMENTATION

· Same addressing to God over difficulties, problems, sadness.
· The author arguments with God to come to help and not let him to be alone
· He gives reason to God to come to act, to the God of mercy, goodness, etc…
· The petitioner declare his innocence
· Prayer of petition (can You help me? Forgive these things?)
· Expression of trust in God-Yahweh.
· Thanksgiving promise (I will do this and this, I will make sacrifices to You, etc..)
APPLICATION TO OURSELVES

· Jesus himself on the Cross laments: (My God, my God why have you forsaken me?)

· Jesus comes as the ultimate proof that God  loves us.

· Can God deny us forgiveness, justice when he gave us Jesus already? Can He deny other things when He gave us his Love? (Jesus).

· Can He deny his Spirit to us? He lives already in us. So how can God deny to comply to the lamenting of the Spirit in us?

· Any prayer it is always pointing out to the fact we are not complete, and so we look at Somebody greater than us.

· God cannot help those who are self-relying. God help those who rely in Him.

· The Psalm is expressing the very sincere, real condition and situation of the one who prays; he is not a liar.

· True prayer requires complete confidence in God and does not pretend.

· Through laments and petitions we are united to Jesus who prays for us to the Father.

PSALMS OF CONFIDENCE 


They are similar to the Psalms of petitions and lamentations.

OUTLINE

· Expression of trust
· Prayer of petition (sometimes laments)
· The author calls on others to come to trust in God (he is not selfish)
DIDACTIC AND PROPHETIC PSALMS

· Poetic (Poetry) (a lot of poetry)

· Creation (God Creator: he has created all things)

· Salvation: through the Exodus

· Observance of the Divine Law (Law of Moses)

· Moral exhortation ( To behave according)

CHRISTIAN CONTEXT

· The theme of creation is still very valid even in our time. It calls us to have respect, to care for the earth and all the creatures which come all from God. Not to destroy what God has created. They are Divine manifestation of God’s love.

· He is the Lord of Love; He provides for us everything we need.

PILGRIM PSALMS

They deal with the events of visiting the Temple, the Holy places.

· They show the Temple; and the Holy places are very important because God dwells in them; so the pilgrims go to praise, thank, sacrifice and pray to God. 

Our Christian life is a Pilgrimage towards God: so these Psalms help us to go towards Yahweh, God. They help us to be constantly on the way to be united with God. In singing them we express our happiness, joy in being united with God.

· They show the oneness of all the people of God in the pilgrimage towards God. We are the Church, so the more we are united as Church the more we show the great city of the great King: God. The Church is the great City of God. One day the City will shine off (see the book of Revelation). 

· Jesus is the new Temple: no need to go to Jerusalem; we can meet Jesus where we are; He is in us, everywhere.

· Through Jesus God is present in the whole world. In the incarnation Jesus bring God down to us and we back to him.

PROCESSIONAL PSALMS AND ENTHRONEMENT


These Psalms are used in honor of the King. They were sung in big occasions (Procession of the Ark; our Corpus Christi)

· Procession through the City with the King elevated on high; adoration and enthronement of the king (see procession of the Corpus Christi)

· Honor to the great king. They sing: Hosanna (come and save us)

CRISTIAN APPLICATION

· Yahweh is our God as King; is our leader, King.

· His Kinship has no end

· So we sing the praises of this loving and great King

· We express Jesus’ humanity, Kinship, everything He is for us

· The Psalms are really appropriated to be applied to Jesus

·  Jesus becomes the model of the leader (leadership) (kingship of service of love).
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