The five books of the Psalms
The Psalms come from the collections of songs used in the Temple of Jerusalem. Although tradition has it that David regulated the liturgy just as he composed all the psalms, it is more likely that the Levites – the “Sons of Asaph and Yedutun” – who were in charge of the sacred music of the Temple, had a greater role in the writing and selection of the psalms. With the passage of time, the psalms took on an overlay of personal piety, collective lamentations and the expressions of another era.

As the prayer book of ancient Israel, the psalms fed Jewish piety as they did the prayer of Jesus. To this day, they form the foundation of Christian liturgical prayer used by countless religious, priests and deacons as well as an increasing number of laity.

Not all Christians may find in the psalms the fulfillment of their own aspirations, but adapting them for prayer, or better still, allowing them to educate and form one’s spiritual life may prove to be more valuable. If we are to enter into a conversation with God, we would benefit more by listening to Him and meditating his inspired words than by speaking of our own worries.

The Psalms have come through the ages as a powerful means of prayer. If they do not always satisfy our own sense of prayer, it is not necessarily a bad thing. If they manage to unbalance even slightly our ingrained habits of piety, that is not a small gift. These psalms may be capable of renewing our language and symbolism in a world where God is often a stranger and people would prefer to be left alone, to pursue their own interests.

The Psalms have been collected into five books as one can see from the endings of each book (cf Ps 41, 72, 106). Within different collections one sometimes finds nearly identical Psalms and we can consider them as pairs.

The numbering of the psalms is slightly different in the Hebrew and Greek editions. We have used the Hebrew numbering and placed the Greek number in parenthesis – the one most often used in our Latin Liturgy.

The Songs in the Bible
Together with the psalms we should also indicate other prayers which we find in most parts of the Bible and which we usually call “canticles”:

–
of Moses: Ex 15

–
2nd of Moses: Dt 32

–
of Anna: 1 S 2

–
of Isaiah: Is 12

–
of Hezekiah: Is 38

–
of Habakkuk: Hb 3

–
of the three servants: Dn 3:52

–
of Tobit: Tb 13

–
of Sirach: Sir 36

–
of Mary: Lk 1:46

–
of Zechariah: Lk 1:68

–
of Simeon: Lk 2:29

–
Ephesians: 1:3-14; 3:14-20

–
Revelation: several passages

· See also 2 S 23; Ne 9:6; Is 26:7; 59; 63:7; Jer 20:7; Jdt 16:13; Wis 9:1; Sir 23:1; 51.

Psalm commentary

psalm 1

• 1 The first psalm speaks of happiness, just as Jesus’ first discourse began with “Happy!” (or being blessed, “Fortunate”).

We often find the theme of two ways in the Bible (Dt 30:15; Jer 21:8; Pro 4:18; Mt 7:13). It expresses our personal responsibility which will be clearly seen on the day of judgment. What​ever the appearances may be at times, true happiness is for those who are faithful to the will of God.

Jesus is the green and productive tree, par excellence. All that is good, great, beautiful and holy in the heart of a person blossoms on the tree of the cross.

psalm 2

Verses 6-9 are like an oracle of God warning all nations that he himself has crowned his Son in Zion, the holy hill of Jerusalem. He asks every king to submit. This king is, of course, the Messiah, “God’s Anointed” (we call him the Christ). His cause is that of the innumerable poor who await his justice throughout the entire world.

The kings of the earth, the rulers are not the only ones who persecute, but all those who wield power over people’s minds, who create public opinion among the masses, and the mafias, the powers of darkness. God confronts them and with him the victorious Anointed One who is called the Son.

psalm 9

•  9 Psalms 9 and 10 of the Hebrew text are only the two halves of the Greek or Latin Bible text. This causes the disarrangement in the numbering of the psalms which begins here. Psalm 9 denounces the enemies of Israel. Psalm 10 denounces the wicked within the community. Those who exploit the widow and the orphan, the foreigner and the traveler, are in fact the enemies of God.

psalm 10

• 10 The rich and the powerful may think that God is far away, that he is passive, and that perhaps, he does not exist. But God hears the cry of the oppressed. It is very easy to become rich in spirit in a consumer world: every Christian must ask himself to what extent he is not responsible for the injustice and discrimination which we witness.

psalm 11 (10)

When foundations fall to ruin, what can the righteous do? That is what the tempter suggests, “Do not swim upstream, everyone does it; do as they do and say nothing. Flee to the mountain, simple one; you have seen nothing, forget about injustice and see to your own business, or instead go to your religious practices!”

Let us pray for those who struggle against organized oppression, for those who awake each day to the threat of terrorism.

psalm 13 (12)

Personal prayer, persevering pager will safely be heard.

psalm 15 (14)

This psalm repeats in its own way the word of the prophet Hosea: “I prefer mercy to sacrifice.” To the question, who will dwell in your tent? he replies with a list of ten virtues of justice: service of God and justice are two facets of a same attitude.

psalm 16 (15)

The Israelites lived among pa​gan nations, but even among the people, many shared the pa​gan superstitions while professing their faith in one God. When they took part in sacrifices offer​ed to local gods, they mixed idol​​a​try with the practice of true faith.

The author of this psalm is doubt​​​less a Levite, a priest. In the past when God divided the Promised Land among the tribes, he said to the Levites: “I will be your part of inheritance.” Now he guides this Levite amidst the compromises of a people more unfaithful than faithful.

The commitment of the psalmist is so unconditional that he does not think that even death can sever his relationship with God (vv. 10-11).

You will not abandon my soul to the grave. The psalmist is certain that God can deliver him from this dark, sad place, which, according to the belief of that time, was the dwelling place of the dead. He will place him at his right forever.

From the beginning, Christians took these words as applying especially to the risen Jesus (Acts 2:25 and 13:35).

Loyalty to God does not mean hostility towards those who follow another religion. This loyalty asks of us on the contrary to look more closely at our attachment to all the little gods that encumber our life. Let us not sacrifice our Christian identity on the altar of money.

• 18 We find in 2 Samuel 22 a version only slightly different from this psalm attributed to David.

The author thanks God who has given him the victory, he recognizes with gratitude his intervention. This intervention is expressed in a poetic way like a glorious appearance of God in the heights of heaven (see Hb 3).

18:3. My powerful Savior: literally: my triumphant horn.

18:10. He bent the heavens and came down. It is what he did when his own Son came among us to deliver humanity from its enemies.

18:11. In the traditions of the Middle East, the cherubs were the winged monsters charged to escort the gods. For the Israelites they drew God’s chariot or carried his throne.

18:29. Jesus said: “I am the light of the world,” and we repeat with the psalmist: You give light to my lamp.

psalm 19 (18)

This psalm is an invitation to sing the glory of God. This is manifested by the wonders of the heavens, especially the sun (vv. 1-7), and the Law (vv. 8-15). These two parts were doubtless, in former times, two different psalms.

The order in the vault of the sky is like a symphony. Do we know how to listen to it? Do we join other creatures in praising God our Creator? Do we perceive also the melody of the gospel message (Rom 10:18)? The Law of the Lord is more precious than gold, and sweeter than honey, it speaks to us of God and invites us to submit ourselves totally to him.

19:15. The term redeemer signified “avenger.” It also means savior.

In the “Imitation of Christ,” there is a section indicating other marvels of God:

Happy the one who listens to the Lord when he speaks to us interiorly, accepting from his lips the word of life and of happiness!

Happy the eyes that are closed to what is spectacular so as to be more attentive to the interior vision!

Recollect yourself in this way, my soul, shut the door of your senses, so that you may hear what the Lord, your God says to you.

psalm 20 (19)

 The people pray to God for his king in difficult times. This psalm invites us not to count too much on our own feats, but much more on the power of God. What the psalm says is doubtless valid for our politicians.

May the Lord protect those who struggle to bring about the kingdom of truth, just as he protected Christ, our King.

• 21 The preceding psalm asked help for the king; this psalm in turn gives thanks for the victory gained. We know how to ask, but do we know how to thank?

When we read the Bible, it seems that with so many of God’s blessings, the kings of Israel should have had more success than they did. The Word of God is true: God’s friends discover with surprise that if they persevere in fidelity, God works marvels for them.

• 22 This prayer is a passage from night to day. The first part is gloomy, the second is like a sunrise which gives new life and puts joy in the heart of humans. It is the long lament of the persecuted, who, on the edge of the abyss are given assurance and certitude.

From the beginning, Christian tradition has applied this psalm to Jesus himself. In fact, we find here the passion of Jesus: the bulls, the lions, the dogs are the enemies; only a worm, it is the humiliation of blows and the infamy of the cross; and his clothes were divided just as he said.

Jesus himself made this psalm his own when from the cross he uttered this cry: “My God, why have you forsaken me?” Jesus himself felt he had appealed to God in vain… And yet, in the midst of this terrible darkness, a light in the soul of Jesus does not waver. He knows that in spite of this silence, the Father is always with him and all the second part of the psalm is a song of trust which ends in a cry of triumph.

The Crucified of Good Friday is transformed to the Glorious Lord and his reign will be universal. Jesus had said: “When I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw all things to myself.”

Christian life is a passage from death to life. What is marvelous is that through Jesus we can always bring good from evil, happiness from suffering and even from death.

22:26. I will fulfill my vows: it is a matter of sacrifices and of thanksgiving.

22:27. It is an allusion to the banquet that God has prepared for his elect: Is 25:6; Lk 22:30.

psalm 24 (23)

The earth and its fullness belong to the Lord. A procession goes forward towards the Temple: the Israelites carry the Ark of the Covenant to the place where God himself, the Creator of the universe, will dwell in their midst.

Lift up, O gateways, your lin​tels, open up, you ancient doors, that the King of glory may enter! Let us contemplate this mystery. The All-powerful comes to live among us and reside in the humble dwelling place we prepare for him. He becomes man in the womb of Mary.

Who is this King of glory? On the day of his resurrection and ascension, Christ became the King of glory. He went up to the Holy Mountain and was the first to enter the eternal dwelling place of God. All those who share his upright life and seek God with a sincere heart will follow Jesus in glory and share his eternal happiness.

24:2. Allusion to the vision the Israelites had of the world: the earth was like a disk resting on columns.

24:10. Yahweh Sabaoth, or Yahweh of the armies, the armies of celestial spirits, and also the armies of Israel.

• 25 Remember your compassion, O Lord, your unfailing love from of old. Remember not the sins of my youth. The love of God for us has been eternally expressed by the blood of Jesus. God will never forsake his people. Every mass celebrates this covenant between God and us in the blood of Jesus.

• 26 I wash my hands, such was a liturgical act; it is a way of expressing the absence of faults.

psalm 27 (26)

In the struggles of this life, the believer is not discouraged because she clings to the hope the Lord has in store for her at the end of the conflict. 

A trust without limits: Though my father and mother forsake me, yet will the Lord receive me. 

To such a God the psalmist can say: One thing I seek… (to) dwell in the house of the Lord. All the struggles, trials and temptations will not let us forget the house of the Lord at the end of the road.

I will place the victor like a column in the sanctuary of my God. I will write on him the name of my God and my own new name (Rev 3: 12).

psalm 29 (28)

It only takes a big storm to let us know the limits of our powerful organs and our liturgies. The psalm begins with a call to the sons of God, that is, to the celestial beings who form God’s court. The people of the Old Testament had not renounced the assembly of the gods of their pagan neighbors, but since Yahweh reigned above them all, these were no more than angels and cosmic powers.

• 30 Verse 10 mentions what had become the scandal of believers. Is it possible that the dead go forever to this underworld (they called it Sheol) and that God who is so faithful might forget them?

• 31 Luke attributes these words to Jesus on the cross. A little further on we find other words, “You are my God,” which are also in Psalm 22, and closely linked to the Passion. It will be our last hope at the moment of death.

psalm 32 (31)

It is good to clarify what was not really sin but caused guilt. On the other hand, nothing is gained in denying a fault and still less a sin. In Christian language, sin signifies that we commited a wrong not with a law but towards someone we love.

Our well-being, in the truest meaning of the word, depends on the quality of our relationship with God: what sin has destroyed will only be restored by trust in God who pardons the humble and the repentant. When we ask God to heal someone, we do not separate health of body from health of soul. It is what the following prayer for the anointing of the sick expresses:

Jesus, our Savior, we ask you, through the power of the Holy Spirit to cure the illness from which this person suffers, heal his wounds, pardon his sins, rid him of all that torments his body and soul; give him again spiritual and physical health so that, healed through your goodness, he may return to his work.

psalm 33 (32)

This psalm opposes the projects of nations, what they thought, and the projects of God, what he thinks (vv. 10-11).

The language of this psalm may seem simplistic to many: is the world really so docile to God’s wishes? It is a problem of faith. Faith does not enable us to see through rose-colored spectacles what is not rosy; but the vision of a forest is not the same for the one who goes through the bushes and for the one who looks at it from a helicopter.

The psalm speaks of foreign nations who threaten the people of God. It is a great privilege to belong to his people!

• 36 The first part (vv. 1-5) shows us evil as a personified power. The second (vv. 6-13) tells us that the power of God is still greater.

• 37 The psalm is addressed not only to believers, but to a people of God concerned about its land.

Do not be discouraged when others cause you difficulties; or when they multiply little vexations intended to make you leave. Keep calm and have courage. The children of a people who lives in solidarity and believes in God’s promises will be masters one day.

Time works for God; the tree that the Father did not plant will be uprooted. History turns against those who impose their truth.

• 38 The third of the so-called seven Penitence Psalms: Ps 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143. The greater the sin, the greater must be our trust in God.

I confess my transgression, I repent of my sin (v. 19). The Old Testament does not clearly distinguish sin from misfortune: if someone is sick and has trials, it is surely because there is a debt with God. In theory, of course, it is not true: beware of guilt when things go wrong for us! In fact, the sick person is always a sinner; his weakness will help him to know the truth.

• 40 Two prayers have been combined in this psalm. The first is verses 2-12 (or 13).

With resolve I waited for the Lord. Who speaks in this psalm? If one compares it to the Poems of the Servant (Isaiah 49–53) or to Psalms 22 and 68, it seems that it is not a matter of only one person. The psalm expresses the thanksgiving of the believing minority of God’s people, agents of God for the salvation of the world. It is also a fact that in the Bible someone, a savior or the Savior always embodies the people or the faithful group. This psalm then is in a special way applicable to Christ, even if it ex​presses the prayer of the people of God in their trials.

Out of the horrid pit he drew me. Many will see and be awed and put their trust in the Lord. The Church is in the hands of God and he will not spare it from trials along the way. Could it, without that, be the instrument of salvation? God asks all of us to accept in different ways this vocation of sacrifice, but it is only perfectly accomplished in the case of Christ: Then I said, Here I come!

From verse 14, we have the text of Psalm 70: verse 13 was probably part of it.

• 44 Everywhere, including Christian countries, Christians are only a minority among a mass of people of other religions, or far removed from faith in Christ. That is why we remember with nostalgia other times when everyone professed the same faith and took part in religious celebrations.

The Jews were in a similar situation when this psalm was written. It must have been the time of the Maccabees, when a minority of believers were trying to uplift Israel in the face of Syrian persecution and the resignation of the majority.

In a poetical contrast, the psalmist opposes the failure of the faithful troops to the triumphant conquest of Palestine, six centuries earlier when the Israelites left Egypt under the leadership of Moses and Joshua (vv. 2-9).

Verses 10-17: These humiliated people express anguish at having lost God himself: he no longer does the wonders he did before to prove that he alone is God.

Yet this passionate complaint (vv. 24-25) is not without hope: the psalmist is convinced that God is all-powerful and his love is faithful (v. 27). It is the same for us. We have good reason to be discouraged: how many counter testimonies! how many apostolic efforts that seem to fail; how God seems to let his Church get stuck in the mud of old, lifeless structures!  How the mission to the masses has been forgotten! Will God not come back? Whatever may be the responsibility of Christians in the actual situation, God still knows how to draw a greater good from it.

psalm 45 (44)

This psalm could have been written on the occasion of the marriage of a king of Israel with a foreign princess, but perhaps it was a poetic call to the chosen people to fully enter into a covenant with its God, its spouse. God made himself present through his King-Messiah, anointed by him (v. 9). Israel is party to the divine marriage, followed by all the nations who accept the revelation of God and salvation. Verses 13-16 take up the same expressions that we find in Isaiah 60–62. 

All this can apply to the Church and to each of us also. Baptism was nothing less than a total gift to Christ. For our part the gift remained with words and gestures, but we already belonged to him and a whole life is not too long for that to become a reality.

Listen, O daughter, pay attention; forget your father’s house and your nation. When marriage takes place, much has to be abandoned. Here, it is the same: one day God will be all for all, but to reach that, one has to forget country and family, one must change one’s way of thinking and one’s habits for those of God.

Forget your fathers, and think of your sons. We can see here Jesus’ promises to those who leave all to serve him.

psalm 46 (45)

This psalm is one of those that recall the miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem in the time of Isaiah (Is 36–37).
We will not fear… though the mountains quake and totter. The Hebrew poetry always associates nature and political events. The history of Israel has been a troubled history: marked by internal crises and enemy invasions. Yet, it is not a chaotic history. This history is guided by an invisible hand, powerful and tender – the hand of God.

A river brings joy to the city of God. The pool of Shiloah, where the water entered through a tunnel in the interior of the ramparts assured the life of the city at the time of a siege: symbol of the secret protection of God. Ezekiel will recall the source which flows out of the Temple, symbol of life and fecundity.

He has put an end to wars. The spiritual Israel (the Church) will be there again to proclaim the wonders of God when the armies and imperial powers will have fallen.

At the sound of his voice, the earth melts away. And it is still true when God feels at home with us: if we had many reasons to fear, suddenly the scene changes and all is certitude and peace.

• 48 This psalm, like Psalm 46, mentions the miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem.
The holy mountain, the text reads: Mount Zion in the far north – ancient traditions considered the mountains of the north as the residence of the gods.

Walk around Zion: this refers, perhaps, to the very ancient religious practice of walking around a sanctuary and touching the wall.

• 50 For a long time, it has been a subject of reflection and discussion for the people of God to know what, in God’s eyes is more important: the offering of sacrifices or keeping the Law? The psalm demands honoring God with sacrifices, but clearly gives priority to an upright life.

psalm 51 (50)

For certain people, Christians included, the word “sin” is out of date. Sin is only a weakness of our na​ture or the product of evil social structures and so the remedy lies with doctors, psychia​t​rists and sociologists. The cross of Jesus is there: it is a sign of the existence of sin and its total destruction.

Not for nothing has God educated the people of the Old Testament throughout the centuries, giving them a sense of sin. This psalm has kept the ancient terms: guilt, sin, fault, evil actions but has gradually put aside what came from fear, or what was a failure to observe the law, in order to point out what was essential: that which is evil in your sight and which is a betrayal of God who loves us.

You desire truth in the heart! To recognize sin is to enter into truth. A broken spirit will be the proof of our love. The cry to God to give us a pure heart will be the expression of our faith.

In your great love, O Lord, have mercy on me. God is not loved, or he is poorly loved. The experience of pardon is the door which gives access to knowing God, as will be said in Romans 5–6. And the result of this will be that the Spirit of God will be given to us, making us steadfast and joyful.

Deliver me from the guilt of blood. The evil or the crimes we have committed make us fear death: we carry it within us. From this comes the desire of reparation, to start again, to save others. I will teach them your ways. That will depend more on God than on us.

This psalm refers to the adultery of David (2 S 11): it was in fact written much later when God’s people in general became aware of the experience of its sin. At the end it reaffirms that the God of truth is not interested in our religious gestures if our inner being has not been deeply moved. Such an affirma​tion was at that time difficult to accept and that is why someone wanted to correct it by adding verses 20-21 so as not to shock the good people who came to pray in the Temple.

The whole psalm breathes an atmosphere of serenity (10-14) because God does not want the death of the sinner, but rather that he may live. The sinner, pardoned and sure of God’s constant pardon, will be the witness of divine mercy in an embittered and pessimistic world.

When in the Church, we receive the sacrament of pardon, we meet Jesus himself, the Savior who intercedes, and the Father who pardons. Each of our confessions is a joyful celebration of God’s mercy and a source of renewal.

• 52 The psalmist asks God to do justice against an oppressor. The fall of an unjust system is a judgment of God, but we know that it is not only a question of a group of good people confronting a wicked group.

• 53 This psalm is almost identical to Ps 14.

• 54 In verse 1, we see that the name of God and his strong intervention are almost identical (see Mk 16:17; Acts 3:6; Phil 2:9). If we place our trust in the name of Jesus, our prayer will not be in vain.

• 58 The rulers and those responsible for social justice are called gods because they represent God in carrying out their functions.

• 59 Is God far from evil places? Does he do nothing there? Is there no prayer, no witness which can move them?

• 60 Perhaps it is difficult for us to understand this psalm. The people have been humiliated and are complaining to God that it is his fault. Then, in the Temple, a priest or a prophet proclaims a comforting message from God: he is going to war and his arms will be the tribes of Israel: Gilead, Ephraim, Judah… and he will tram​​ple the neighboring countries… Edom, Moab…

• 61 The king of Israel has trouble and he says his prayer or someone says it for him. How much, perhaps, do we ask of God daily, for house, husband, children and the cat. God knows it is better not to hear everything but it pleases him that we want to call on him: in fact, he is all that we lack.

• 64 Everyone will stand in awe. We should not despise the fear of God, unless we belong to those perfect people who have become pure love of God. A child is not educated without correction. The great majority of humans are not angels, and they need to see that justice is effective. How many people have seen the justice of God rise in the eastern countries! Ask him to let it rise in our western world.

psalm 65 (64)

This material abundance makes us think of another kind and for which God assured his friends. The Church also knows about spring rains, the summer harvest and songs of happiness.

That should not make us forget that God is at work through seasons and rainfall. If the majority of Christians and Church communities no longer dare to ask God for the weather needed for harvest, that is not a proof that our faith is now more spiritual but that we unfortunately feel at ease with a helpless God.

• 68 We have here a very ancient psalm, fairly picturesque, although in certain places the text may be obscure, having been badly preserved.

This psalm was sung in processions going up to Jerusalem. The faithful knew God was with them and the procession was like the entry of the triumphant God into his Temple.

This explains the images we find in this psalm. The Lord God has come from Sinai to the Holy Land, mounted on the clouds, or on the cherubim. He has been at the side of his people, and his miracles in the desert startled nature (vv.9-10). The enemy kings are defeated: this is a reference to the victory of Deborah at the torrent of Kishon (Jdg 4). The psalmist then remembers the choice of God’s mountain, Jerusalem (vv. 16-17). This choice causes jealousy in the great mountains.

All ends with a vision of the future full of hope. God who rides on the clouds will manifest himself to all the nations. In the liturgy, this psalm is used for the Ascension of the Lord.

• 69 The prayer of a believer who, no doubt, would be less a target of mockery and affront from his circle if he were not known as a Chris​tian. A jealous love of your house devours me, draws insults from those who insult you (see Jn 2:17). Let us not think too quickly that if we are persecuted, it is because we are believers; and yet Jesus said that must be. Humiliation – often justified – will  accompany the graces and the glory which God gives his children (2 Cor 4:7).

• 70 This psalm is almost a repetition of Psalm 40:14-18; here, Lord is replaced by God. This is due to the fact that before they were included in the Bible, the psalms circulated in different collections.

• 71 We shall have a better knowledge of the love of God at the end of our lives, and it will be easy for us to remember the wonders he worked for us. May God grant us true consolation at the end of our present life.

psalm 73 (72)

 “Why have I been honest?” asks the father of a family who finds it difficult to live and feels insulted by the luxury of the dishonest rich.

How suddenly they are destroyed the wicked disappear while God leads his friends to share his glory.

Yet I am always with you. At this point the psalm comes to what is essential. It is not enough to say that the dishonest rich will have to pay and it is not always true. The experience of the presence of God here below compensates for whatever trials there are, and the psalmist, even if he dares not affirm that there is another life, is convinced that God, for his part, will not abandon him to death.

psalm 74 (73)

• 74 The great trials and persecutions at the time of the Maccabees had been a challenge to God: could he not and should he not act? It is the same in those places where the Church is really persecuted. With verse 14, we find the ancient legends about creation: God split in two the sea monster, the wicked goddess Rahab, and thrown her to the sea turtles to be eaten.

psalm 77 (76)

• 77 The Most High no longer acts as before. The psalmist meditates on God’s marvels in the past, and then returns to his own time. It would seem that God abandons his people in the midst of insoluble difficulties. The fact is that the past is seen more beautiful than it was, even in the Bible. Similarly, the actual crises in the Church could be seen as collapse, but the next generation will find that there has been a resurrection. Likewise, in the life of every believer, there are moments when God reveals himself and lifts us, and others when he asks for our fidelity even though he offers no encouragement.

I remember the deeds of the Lord, I re​call his marvels of old. We say with Paul: “Why will God, who has given his Son for us, not give us all with him?” Let us remember our past, the past of our nation and of our Christian community and let us search to discover God’s patience and to see in our misfortunes the consequence of our sins. In particular, the division of Christians into so many churches should make us feel that we have not been faithful to the teaching of Christ.

psalm 78 (77)

• 78 Ephraim… Jacob… Joseph. We must not forget that for centuries, Israel was divided into two kingdoms. The strongest, the one in the north called the kingdom of Israel, considered itself the true heir of the ancestor Jacob–Israel, and the chief tribe was that of Ephraim, son of Joseph. 

Doubtless the psalm was written in this kingdom before it disappeared. When it was again taken to the Temple of Jerusalem, in the kingdom of Judah, verses 67-72 were added. The first part showed the disobedience of the people in the north, and then ended with the kindness of God for those of the south ​– for us, of course, who are still here.

psalm 79 (78)

• 79 Here again is a psalm born of the religious persecution at the time of the Maccabees. The Bible liked to consider the psalms as prayers composed by David. When the apostles quote a psalm, they say: “God said through the mouth of David…” The psalms are in fact the prayer of a people that lived and suffered.

This psalm reminds God that his honor is at stake: what does he think? Are we ready to accept that the glory of God includes failure and and at times, humiliations for his people?

psalm 80 (79)

• 80 This psalm refers to the years of trial for the kingdom of Israel at the time of Elisha. Ephraim, Benjamin and Manasseh were the more important tribes of the northern kingdom. In the former century, it extended from the Mediterranean to the Euphrates (v. 12).

Verse 18 refers to the King.

psalm 83 (82)

• 83 Verses 10-13 refer to the wars of liberation of Israel at the time of the Judges (chaps. 4 and 7).

psalm 84 (83)

Every believer is a pilgrim in search of the eternal homeland. Sometimes we feel the need to join the great marches and pilgrimages when people both relive and reaffirm their faith.

Happy are those who live in your house: the priests and Levites in charge of celebrations and music.

I would rather be left at the thres​hold… Better to sleep outdoor in the courtyard of the Temple than ask a citizen of Jerusalem for lodging – one who might be arrogant and unable to share the joy of a pilgrim.

psalm 85 (84)

This psalm, written when the Israelites had returned from captivity in Babylon adopts the most universal terms of the human vocabulary: liberty, life, joy, salvation, love, justice, peace, happiness.

This return of the exiled Jews, however, was only one step towards authentic liberation. Nothing is definitive and each phase in the realization of God’s plan leads us to another stage. God’s people are forever being called to go further ahead. Even the actual reign of the risen Christ and the work of salvation accomplished by the Church are only an image of the eternal kingdom.

God loves our earth. When we feel troubled and discouraged by so much that is ugly around us, let us come back to the declaration of this psalm: You have favored your land, O Lord; justice bends down from heaven; glory will dwell in our land.

Salvation comes from God, but it is brought by a man, Christ, freely welcomed by a woman in the name of humanity. With the incarnation, it is not possible to believe in God without believing in humankind.

• 86 Here is a very tranquil psalm, without cursing and cries of anguish: the son of your handmaid has enemies, of course, but in the setting of a small town. But his sorrow is no less great because of that.

We add here some verses from the Imitation of Christ: Christ calls us to share his anguish.
Many are in love with my kingdom, but few are ready to carry my cross.

Many want my consolation, but few want my tribulations. I find many companions at my table, but few to share my privations.

Everyone would like to rejoice with me, but few wish to suffer with me.

Many follow me to the breaking of bread, but few to drinking the cup of my passion.

Many venerate my miracles, but few are devoted to the ignominy of my cross.

Many love me as long as they are without trials.

Many praise me and bless me as long as they receive favors.
But if I hide and leave them for a while, they complain and sink into depression.

On the other hand, those who love me for my own sake and not because of a particular interest, bless me in time of trial and anguish of heart, just as in their time of great joy.

psalm 88 (87)

• 88 A psalm that seems quite pessimistic. Yet the sick person has not lost confidence. The vision he has of the “beyond death,” that which the Jews themselves had up to a short time before the coming of Jesus, was hardly encouraging (vv. 5, 10, 12).

• 89 Love and fidelity are the theme of this psalm. These two dominant qualities of God are emphasized throughout the Bible. Love or grace, goodness, tenderness, mercy; fidelity or loyalty, truth. The day after the great defeats, the author of this psalm remembers God’s promises: Where is the Savior-King who is to give glory and prosperity to his people? Similarly today, the believer sometimes asks: Lord, what has happened to your promises? Why is there no bread for your children? Where is your justice? Why does your Church not live the Gospel?

psalm 91 (90)

The prayer of the pilgrims who pass the night in the patios of the Temple. They are the guests of the Lord and they count on his continual protection.

psalm 92 (91)

The martyr St. Polycarp said to his judges: “How could I curse Christ? For eighty years he has always been good to me.” The saints are those who leave the most lasting impact on human history.

psalm 96 (95)

More than on the splendor of the universe, human society is founded on justice that glorifies God: there is joy in creation when God establishes his kingdom among us. Yes, joy of the universe, until then devastated by our exaggerated ambitions. Joy of nations that have discovered why they exist.

psalm 97 (96)

We often find it hard to share the enthusiasm and joy of the psalmist who sees so clearly the world divided between the good and the wicked. We rather see the world covered by a fog where each one has his own excuses and share of wickedness. The confusion is temporary, however, there is good seed and there are weeds, and each one goes towards what he prefers. God hates evil as much as he loves himself, and what cannot return to God should be destroyed.

• 99 Yes, he is holy! This exclamation will appear three times in the psalm. Let us take the vision of Isaiah if we want to find the meaning of the word “holy.” It signifies, according to some, that God is totally different, removed from what is not “of him”: he is the “totally other.” That is true. It might be necessary to add here what the word “high tension” means for us: a mysterious power which upsets all our mechanisms, magnetizing all its surroundings, drawing sparks from bodies thought to be inert, striking down whoever approaches it (2 S 6:7). 

This sovereign holiness has a beauty which leaves us speechless with a love that dispels our resistance and oppressive heaviness. It will not prevent God from giving himself totally to us in definitive marriage. The true fear of God, the fascination that his mystery has on us (we shall live it for eternity) has nothing to do with fear or defiance. The formidable aspect of death – necessary for returning to God – helps us to gauge what separates us from him.

• 101 In beginning his daily work, the believer sets out to live according to the truth, to struggle for justice, while hoping for the coming of the Lord.

• 102 This psalm blends two poems: the cry of a forsaken, sick person, and a prayer for the rebuilding of Jerusalem.

Verse 10 says: The bread I eat is ashes, which means: I’m fasting, I’m going with​out bread and I’m covering myself with ashes.

• 103 Because of their origin and their inconsistency, humans are dust. They are also God’s creation and God’s children. God is all-powerful but his authentic greatness is his infinite capacity to love, to increase the flame of his love from his own fire. God’s characteristic is to be mercifully forgiving. In this regard, the psalmist uses a simple but grandiose image: the enormous distance between heaven and earth, the east and the west, is less representative of the greatness of God than of his merciful love. Chris​tians will dis​cover many resonances in this psalm:

– 
God is indulgent because he knows we are but dust, but also because he wanted to experience the human condition including suffering, death and even temptation.

– 
His pardon can be seen: the cross of Jesus Christ surmounting the world and history to the end of time.

– 
His covenant with Israel: definitive and universal.

– 
All the good that has come to us through Christ goes far beyond what the psalmist had hoped for: the truth of the Gospel and the grace of redemption leading us to eternal life.

– 
The permanence of the Church, the crowd of witnesses to Jesus Christ, those of yesterday and those of tomorrow, and finally our own experience of God in this life.

These are some of our reasons for hoping in God and for celebrating his immense glory.

psalm 104 (103)

Not only does all come from God but all belongs to him and speaks of him. Atoms, nature, shapes and colors, everything is a radiation of his own riches: light is your cloak; the clouds, your chariot; the firmament, the tent of your dwelling. The beauty of the cosmos is the cloud that hides God’s beauty.

Even if today we have a scientific vision of the world, this psalm, 2,500 years old, retains its value. The world we know is much vaster, diverse and marvelous. How could we ever think that it has formed itself or that it is the product of an accident?

God continually sustains every being and holds it in his hands. What would become of them should he in an instant take away his Spirit? Just think what happens when there is a power failure – no longer is there light, energy, movement – it is rather as if the world ceased to exist.

Invitation to optimism. All creatures are good and are linked together in harmony. One by one the psalmist names with admiration the great cosmic powers and almost with tenderness the birds, wild animals and fish. This psalm has a deeply human touch: everything exists for the benefit of humanity. Humankind is called to be the consciousness that understands the universe and is able to admire it, the voice that praises the Creator, the artisan called to beautify it and organize it for the service of people, all people. Our psalms and songs of praise would be useless if they did not express human effort to build a world reflecting the purity and infinite riches of God.

“He formed me from of old, from eternity, even before the earth. When he laid the foundations of the earth, I was close to him, the designer of his works and I was his daily delight, forever playing in his presence, playing throughout the world and delighting to be with humans” (Pro 8:23, 29--31). 

• 108 This psalm combines part of Psalm 57 and part of Psalm 60.

• 109 It is perhaps the psalm that most scandalizes Christians, well-educated as we are. An attempt has been made to change the translation (instead of a curse verses 6-20 would be a charitable way of saying what could happen to the evildoer). It has been excluded from the breviary. Whose fault is it, if it is part of the Bible and the word of God?

We have not yet completely come to the new Gospel age (we continue to kill each other in a “nice way” in Christian countries) and certainly no one has attained it. They all have the right to pray. These curses are a cry to the justice of God who understands them and who – yes, he too – knows how to curse.

psalm 110 (109)

Most probably, this psalm was first written for Simon Macca​bee: see the commentary on Melchi​zedek in Heb 7. It was charged with a prophetic message and we can no longer read it without relating it to Christ.

The Lord said to my Lord. Sometimes we feel we are trap​ped, as if in prison, by the problems of life. This psalm is like a flash of lightning illuminating the prison and showing us an unexpected escape towards heaven. In spite of some obscure ex​presssions, the overall meaning is clear: from Zion will come the one, as the warlike tone of verses 5-6 indicates, who will be victorious over all the hostile powers. He has lapped up the water from the brook which is an allusion to Judges 7:4 – the warriors who can cope with trials. The struggle will be hard, but God will finally ask him to sit at his right and all will be subject to him.

“Melchizedek” is the mysterious person in Genesis (14:18) – whose ancestors are not mentioned – but to whom Abraham offered the tenth part of his conquests. Melchizedek, king and priest, is already Christ (Heb 7).

psalm 111 (110)

An alphabetical psalm, the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet begin the twenty-two verses. Other psalms are also written in this way (e.g. Psalms 34; 37; 119).

Psalm 112 (111)

Like the preceding one, this psalm is alphabetical. It uses the same terms, but this time praises the just person, the image of God.

psalm 115 (113 B)

We must constantly denounce the idols of ordinary people as well as the idols of those who pretend to be free of every prejudice. Here is a thought of the poet, Paul Claudel:

“Blessed are you, O my God, who freed me from all the idols and who made me adore you alone, and not Isis or Osiris, or Justice, Progress, Truth, Divinity, Humanity, the Laws of Nature, of Art or of Beauty.

“And who has not permitted these things to exist, things that are not, or are the vacuum left by your absence. I know that you are not the God of the dead, but of the living.

“Lord, I have found you! The one who finds you no longer tolerates death.”

psalm 116 (114-115)

Jesus prayed this psalm at the beginning of his passion, and certain words take on a different meaning when we relate them to Jesus: He has saved me from death; I will raise the cup of salvation; the death of his faithful ones is precious to the Lord. The mass – the presence among us of Christ’s sacrifice ​– is “eucharist” or thanksgiving.

psalm 117 (116)

Less than a quarter of a psalm, but all is there: goodness (grace, favor) and fidelity (truth) that is the truth of God. 

psalm 118 (117)

This psalm was sung when the processions entered the Temple of Jerusalem. The peo​ple and their leader alternated with the choir of the Levites. At the end the priests gave Aaron’s blessing (Num 6:22). What does Israel sing? Their thanksgiving to God who saves them from death or raises them, thanksgiving to God who chooses the poor and the despised of this world to build his kingdom with them.

The stone rejected by the builders… A way of repeating the announcement of Isaiah 28:16. Who would dare to do this, if not the risen Christ? (see Mt 21:42; Acts 4:11).

psalm 120 (119)

The pilgrims who went up to the Temple were not without their troubles: some were not at peace with their neighbors; others complained that they were not living with believers but with pagans. They wanted the peace that God gives to those who draw near to him.

The Psalms 120–134 have the same title: “Song of Ascents.” The pilgrims, surely, sang them while going up to the Jerusalem Temple. That is why we find at times an antiphon that the crowd of pilgrims would repeat.

psalm 121 (120)

God is faithful, he watches by day and by night. On the road to Emmaus, Jesus accompanies them but they do not recognize him.

“If God is with us, who could be against us?”

Prayer for the beginning of a difficult task: a conversion, a vocation, the beginning of a family, risks taken for the good of all.

Psalm 122 (121)

A cry of enthusiasm and joy of a pilgrim arriving at the Temple. Admiration for the building, joy in seeing the crowd, and something deeper: a happiness in sharing the experience with other believers.

The Temple is the sign of God’s presence among his people, Jesus found himself there with his Father. For centuries, Christian pilgrims have walked thousands of kilometers to find the places where God has revealed himself, Compostela, Lourdes, Fatima or Medjugorje. It is a fact that true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth (Jn 4:21), but they are still flesh and blood and God often waits for them at the end of a march without which their effort would not have been a real one. Prayer of the believer who admires the presence of God in the Church, and also of those who seek the joy that accompanies faith.

psalm 123 (122)

Prayer of the afflicted.

The cry of petition and hope of the Jews who, on returning from exile, are humiliated and despised by their pagan neighbors.

How often in the Gospel do we hear the same cry of the afflicted!

Think especially of the Cana​anite woman: “Lord, have pity on me!” She pursues Christ with desperate insistence for she feels it is now or never.

psalm 124 (123)

With admiration and gratitude, the people of God remember how they overcame their trials because God was with them. An invitation to give thanks. In the Gospel, of the ten lepers who were healed, only one came back to thank the Lord. If we haven’t the heart to thank God, it is because we do not know how to discover the wonders in our own life and in the world.

It is strange, that in the communities of the poor and the persecuted, the prayers of thanksgiving are interminable.

psalm 125 (124)

The pilgrims admire the walls of Jerusalem – high and reinforced. It is an image of God’s protection. Prayer for dark moments, when we feel powerless in the face of injustice and organized violence, when faced with corruption and stupidity – perhaps even in the Church.

psalm 126 (125)

Prayer on the return from exile – the great trial of the peo​ple. Happiness and suprise at the end of captivity, something that seemed unbelievable: “We thought we were dreaming.”

We cannot help thinking of the Virgin Mary: “The Lord has done won​ders for me, holy is his name,” or of Peter freed from prison. Today, many sow in tears; it is not the same one who sows and who reaps the harvest.

psalm 127 (126)

The believer lives life day by day. She does not neglect giving time to prayer, family, friendship and sharing Christian community life. She does not damage health by overworking. She is aware that families with larger incomes and one child who have nothing to share are not always the ones who best make ends meet, and that the richest homes are not the happiest. The Father asks us to work but also wants us to keep the sabbath.

Sons are a gift from the Lord. The Bible does not forget that each one of us has received everything from family and country. Not to pass on life and education to a new generation, is not to pay a debt, for sure, but it is also to lose one’s life.

psalm 128 (127)

“Seek first the kingdom of God and his justice and the rest will also be given to you” (Mt 6:33).

psalm 129 (128)

psalm 130 (129)

The prayer during a long expectation. Years of a human life, generations perhaps in the life of a nation. Have we already asked for twenty years?

I waited for the Lord; I put my hope in his word. It was true for the Jews expecting national liberation, it is also valid for us: have we received and are we enjoying all that God has promised us?

All has been given us in hope. As the watchman waits for  the dawn, so the believer waits for a coming of Christ – the coming that she longs for.

psalm 133 (132)

This is yet another psalm inspired by the sight of the Temple where the Levites and the priests, the “sons of Aaron,” celebrated the cult together and sang continual praise. There will always be the need of Christian communities vowed to the service of God.

psalm 134 (133)

At times, Jesus spent the entire night in prayer. Jesus went up a hill to pray alone.

We can think of our companions who work during the night, of those who are sick and cannot sleep, so that their work, their fatigue, their sufferings may be a song of praise to the Lord.

psalm 139 (138)

There is a way of contemplating the presence of the all-powerful God which crushes us. There is another way which fills us with assurance. The Bible cannot contemplate this unfathomable mystery of God without immediately coming back to the struggles of the real world: its God has a passion for justice, and the faithful person cannot be satisfied with half-measures or compromise with evil. This accounts for the declaration which shocks some but we can guess its inspiration which is always valid: “I detest them, they are my enemies.” It is actually a hatred of evil.

psalm 146 (145)

Let us not be drawn away by pastimes which devour time, but let us look at reality. The world is full of evil and injustice and God asks us to do what he does: to “straighten what is crooked.”

Let us proclaim without fear that God is the one who liberates the poor. The more we are convinced of this, the more shall we try to share the Lord’s thoughts, placing our lives at the service of the marginalized, the hungry and the humiliated.

psalm 147 (146-147)

For the Jews, Jerusalem was more than a capital: it was the Holy City where God dwelt in his Temple. His presence protected the city and the people against hostile forces: Jerusalem is really the Church. Our God fills the distance between the order of the universe and the life of each one of us. He calls the stars by name and helps the humble. He is intimately near to each one of his children but he comes to them through the reality – so humanly deceiving in many cases – of his Church.

The Jews marveled at the transformation of water into ice: how could God so transform the elements? In the same way we marvel, when suddenly God melts situations in our world that seemed permanently solidified.

• 148 Once more: Praise God! It would seem that peoples more simple than ourselves have never finished praising God. Would something be wanting when we are assured of everything and our eyes constantly enjoy the marvels we have fabricated?

psalm 150 (149)

The book of psalms ends with a song performed by the whole orchestra which is symbolic: to be complete, the praise of God requires the participation of all nations, of all races, of all civilizations, and of all cultures. “All who have breath, praise the Lord.” Revelation will repeat it (5:13), “To him who sits upon the throne and to the Lamb, be praise, honor and glory and power for ever and ever.”

