
Series of presentations of the Psalms

Introduction



• The  word  ‘psalm’  comes  from the  Greek  verb 
psallein, meaning to pluck a stringed instrument 
with the fingers. 

• Later  it  was  used  more  generally  for  ‘to  make 
music’ or ‘to sing’. 

• The word psalterion refers to a harp.

• The word psalmos refers to the plucking with the 
fingers, and later to the song plucked in this way. 



• Sing psalms (psalmos) and hymns and 
spiritual songs among yourselves, singing 
and making melody (psallein) to the Lord 
in your hearts. 

– Ephesians 5:19



• Book of 150 Psalms in the Bible. 

• Divided  into  five  sections  (reflecting  the 
five books of  the Torah),  each concluding 
with  a  solemn liturgical  formula  of  praise 
(see  Psalm  41:13;  Psalm  72:18-19;  Psalm 
89:52; Psalm 106:48; Psalm 150). 

• Jesus speaks of the Book of Psalms in Luke 
20:42,  and  again  in  24:44:  ‘Everything 
written about me in the law of Moses, the 



• Some of the psalms are not so much prayers 
as  reflections  on God’s  action in  creation 
and in the history of the people of Israel, or 
on the meaning of life, or on the advantages 
of living in accordance with the covenant. 

• Others  celebrate  the  position of  the  king 
and Jerusalem and the temple in the life of 



• Most  of  the  psalms,  however,  are  prayers 
addressed  to  God  which  found  their  way 
into,  or  were  composed  for,  the  liturgical 
prayer of the community of ancient Israel 
and Judah.



• Pope Pius X in his Apostolic Constitution on 
the Psalter (Divino Afflatu, 1911), quotes from 
Saint Anthanasius: 

• ‘The Book of the Psalms is like a garden which 
contains the fruits of all the other books, grows 
a crop of song and so adds its own special fruit 
to the rest. It seems to me that for the person 
who recites them the psalms are like a mirror 
in  which  we  may  see  ourselves  and  the 
movements  of  our  heart  and  mind  and  then 
give voice to them.’ 



• He quotes  from Augustine  (Confessions  9.4):  ‘I 
wept at the beauty of your hymns and canticles, 
and was powerfully moved at the sweet sound of 
your Church’s singing. These sounds flowed into 
my ears, and the truth streamed into my heart, so 
that my feeling of devotion overflowed, and the 
tears ran from my eyes, and I was happy in them.’ 

• Pope Pius  X continues:  ‘Who is  not  fired with 
love  by  the  faithful  portrait  of  Christ  the 
Redeemer  whose  voice  Augustine  heard  in  the 
psalms,  singing,  sorrowing,  rejoicing  in  hope, 
sighing in distress?’



• Pope Paul VI writes (1970): 
‘Christian prayer is primarily the prayer of the 
entire  community  of  humankind  joined  to 
Christ himself. Each individual has his or her 
part in this prayer which is common to the one 
Body,  and  it  thus  becomes  the  voice  of  the 
Beloved Spouse of Christ, putting into words 
the wishes and desires of the whole Christian 
people  and  making  intercession  for  the 
necessities  common  to  all  members  of  the 
human race. 



•  Paul VI continues: ‘It obtains its unity from 
the heart of Christ himself. Our Redeemer, as 
he  himself  had entered into life  through his 
prayer  and  sacrifice,  wished  that  this  should 
not cease throughout the ages in his Mystical 
Body, the Church, and so the official Prayer of 
the Church is at the same time the very prayer 
which Christ himself, together with his Body, 
addresses  to  the  Father.  Thus,  when  the 
Divine  Office  is  said,  our  voices  re-echo  in 
Christ and his voice in us’.



• We can hear Jesus praying because: ‘Jesus is able 
for  all  time  to  save  those  who  approach  God 
through  him,  since  he  always  lives  to  make 
intercession for them’(Hebrews 7:25). 

• ‘Christ  Jesus  is  at  the  right  hand  of  God 
interceding for us’(Romans 8:34)

• Did he not say: ‘Where two or three are gathered 
in my name I shall be there with them’(Matthew 
18:20)?



• Marie-Eugène  OCD  ‘I  want  to  see  God’,  191: 
‘Liturgical  prayer,  like  every  other  prayer,  is  to  be 
vivified by interior prayer. If the external movement 
that  it  imposes,  the  art  that  it  cultivates,  the 
sustained attention that it requires, should hinder or 
even destroy the contemplation that it is meant to 
serve, the devotion that it should stimulate, or the 
interior spirit that it  wants to express,  it  would be 
mere  external  worship  that  God could  not  accept, 
according to the words of Scripture:  ‘These people 
honour me with their lips, but their heart is far from 
me’(Isaiah 29:13, quoted by Jesus in Mark 7:6). 



• Marie-Eugène  OCD  continues:  ‘The  beginner 
must learn to pray with the Church, to enter into 
the  majestic  beauty  of  her  ceremonies,  to 
penetrate  their  symbolism  and  delight  in  her 
liturgical  texts.  We  must  above  all  seek  in 
liturgical  prayer  the  movements  of  the  soul  of 
Christ in the Church, listening to the movements 
of his Spirit of Love, and so learn in the school of 
Jesus  Christ  our  Master  his  daily  intimate  and 
silent prayer.’



• We have the assurance of hundreds of years 
of believers in ancient Israel and Judah that 
the  psalms  are  inspired,  and  Jews  and 
Christians continue to find them inspiring. 
We  will  utterly  fail  to  appreciate  their 
meaning  or  their  value  if  we  fail  to  read 
them  in  the  spirit  in  which  they  were 
composed,  cherished,  copied,  handed  on, 
and  prayed  in  the  temple,  the  synagogue 
and the church. 



• As with all  inspired words,  they express all  the 
limitations  of  the  people  and  the  culture  that 
welcomed God’s  inspiration and wrote  from it. 
The psalms are not abstract revelations that have 
no connection with our human limitations. God 
has  to  inspire  a  real  person  to  write  in  a  real 
language.  God  inspires  limited  human  beings. 
There are no unlimited human beings to inspire.



• The psalms express praise, thanksgiving, longing, 
wonder, delight and trust.

• Psalms  of  petition,  not  to  change  God but  to 
open ourselves to welcome grace.

• Luis Alonso Schökel SJ  ‘I Salmi’ (1. 1992; 2.1993)


