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Psalms and Liturgical Life,
Psalms and Life
BY MARY REABURN NDS

The psalms were a very important element of Jesus’
prayer life because they were foundational for the
prayer and liturgy of his people, the Jewish people.
The Evangelists quoted them often in writing the
gospels. Paul also cites them in his Letters. There are
150 of them in the Book of Psalms. Thus they are both
part of the Scriptures we inherited from Judaism and
now an important part of our Christian Bible.
There are several different types of
psalms: hymns, thanksgiving psalms,
laments, wisdom psalms and Torah
psalms. These different types, or
genres, give expression to different
experiences and emotions in the life
of the community and its members.
Many psalms are prayers, addressed
to God with joy, thanks, pain,
abandonment, hope and complaint.
Amongst the laments there are
seven Penitential Psalms: 6, 31, 37,
50, 101, 129 and 142 (6, 32, 51, 102,
129, 143) and several cursing or
imprecatory psalms, these psalms
contain curses or prayers for the
punishment of the psalmist's
enemies: 7, 34, 54, 57, 58, 68, 78, 108,
136, and 138 (7, 35, 55, 58, 59, 69, 79,
109, 137, 139).
There are psalms which speak
directly to God about God’s
lack of response to the troubles
surrounding the people. These can
be a little shocking for Christians, but
upon reflection we can discover that
they are an expression of a deep and
honest relationship with God. Thus
the laments, which at first may not
appeal, are also an important means
of deepening our relationship with
God. In them we can tell God how

we really feel and then in truth and
humility await God’s response.
The hymns and thanksgiving
psalms are a means of praising and
thanking God for the goodness in
life and to ‘sing a new song’. These
can give expression to our own
praise and at times they serve as a
reminder of just how many good
things there are in our life. Always
we can pray these psalms with
others, both near and far.
You may be feeling very happy and
then in liturgy you are presented
with a lament concerned with
enemies. This can be a reminder
that many in our world are
experiencing oppression, slavery or
manipulation imposed on them by
‘enemies’. Pray with and for them. In
this way the psalms take us beyond
ourselves even as they take us deep
within the self.
You will notice in what I have listed
above that often the numbers differ
by one. This is because of a slightly
different division within some
psalms in the Hebrew and Greek.
Catholics traditionally follow the
Greek numbering found in the Latin
Vulgate.
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Yet these ancient prayers and
meditations are not always
well known. Most Catholics first
encounter the psalms as the
Responsorial Psalm in the Liturgy
of the Word within the Sunday
Eucharist. The other important place
of the psalms is in the Liturgy of the
Hours. They have been part of our
liturgical life from the time of Jesus
and it is important to know that they
can also enhance our private prayer
life, as does all good liturgy.
It is as the Responsorial Psalm
that many of us pray psalms on a
regular basis. Its place in the midst
of the readings, in the Liturgy of
the Word, is very important. You are
probably aware that on Sundays
the First Reading and the Gospel
are thematically related; the Second
Reading provides an opportunity to
reflect on the Letters, especially the
Pauline Letters, in an ongoing way.
The psalm is chosen in relation to
the First Reading and the Gospel.
Often it deepens and always it
enhances these readings. When
it is sung it is more likely to stay
with us even when we leave the
church, reminding us of the word of
God and allowing it to continue to
nourish us as we are sent out to live
God’s word. It is preferable for the
whole congregation to sing at least
the refrain; a cantor may sing the
verses or a Reader proclaim them.
A less well-known liturgy is the
Liturgy of the Hours or the Prayer
of the Church. ‘This is not exclusive
possession of clergy or monks;
it belongs to the whole Church’
(General Instruction on the Liturgy
of the Hours §270). This liturgy is
desirous of providing a form of
prayer which intersperses the day:
morning, daytime, evening, night
and readings. Many people find
morning and evening prayer suits
their rhythm of life. These prayers
have some introductory segment
and then three psalms, a reading,
intercessions and prayer. One of the
psalms is usually called a Canticle,
which means, in this context, that
it is a psalm which is from another
book of the Bible; for example,
the Magnificat (Lk 1:46–55) or the
Canticle of the three young men
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from the book of Daniel (Dan
3:52–90). In earlier times morning
and evening prayer were said in
the church by some members of
the community who could gather
together. Others said it in solidarity
with the community but could not
be physically present. Always this
prayer is communal, even if said
alone. It includes the whole Church
and world in its intention and in its
intercessory prayers. Since Vatican
II there has been a reclaiming of
this prayer by many people. I invite
you to begin by praying morning
and evening prayer yourself. Ideally
it is prayed with others and in time
you may invite others to pray it in
the church or in your home, or even
in the park. The rhythm of prayer
gives shape to the day and more
importantly gives glory to God and
nourishment to us.
We rightly regard the psalms as
prayer and at the same time they
are also God’s word, spoken to us
in the Scripture. This has many
implications, one of which is to
remind us of the place of silence
in the Liturgy of the Hours. There
are many words in the prayer of
the Church and we need to take
time for some gentle silence whilst
praying them. The moments of
silence allow our hearts and minds
to absorb what we are saying and
for these words and images to settle
into our being. Silence allows God’s
word to speak to our lives, and to
nourish us. In any conversation it is
not wise for one party to monopolise
the whole conversation, for then it is
neither dialogue nor prayer. When
we pray the psalms as part of the
liturgy we can be united with Jesus
in his prayer and we are united
with the whole Church in its prayer
for itself and for the world. This is
important for our community of
faith. Prayer is communion with God,
conversation, listening and speaking,
pondering and allowing God to
mold us as servants. The psalms
offer us words when we cannot pray
and nourishment when we are lost.
They are both our words to God and
God’s word to us.
St Athanasius said a psalm ‘is a
mirror in which you contemplate

yourself and movements of
your soul’. This beautiful insight
encourages us to pray the psalms
and to allow them to teach us about
ourselves and to give expression to
our deepest feelings, concerns and
desires. Praying the psalms in the
Liturgy of the Word and in the Prayer
of the Church may be a little difficult
in the beginning, but I promise you
it will become a love affair that lasts
your whole life long. i
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SE E OVE RLE A F FOR SO ME
SU G G E ST E D RE FLE CT I ONS
U SI N G T HE PSA LM S
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SUGGES TE D RE F LECT IO N

PSA LM 6 4 :/6 5

Read Psalm 64/65, which is the Responsorial
Psalm for the 15th Sunday of Ordinary Time
(Year A). Which verse speaks to you? Why?

(R.) The seed that falls on good ground will yield a fruitful
harvest.

SUGGE S TE D RE F LE CT IO N

PSA LM 8

Psalm 8 praises God and recalls how wonderful
we are as humans. Do you accept that you are
crowned with glory and honour? Why? Why not?

2

SUGGES TE D RE F LECT IO N

PSA LM 104

Psalm 104 is a longer psalm recalling each act
of God in creation. How does this psalm speak
to today’s world where the environment is
threatened in many places?

1
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1. You care for the earth, give it water,
you fill it with riches.
Your river in heaven brims over
to provide its grain. (R.)
2. And thus you provide for the earth;
you drench its furrows,
you level it, soften it with showers,
you bless its growth. (R.)
3. You crown the year with your goodness.
Abundance flows in your steps,
in the pastures of the wilderness it flows. (R.)
4. The hills are girded with joy,
the meadows covered with flocks,
the valleys are decked with wheat.
They shout for joy, yes, they sing. (R.)

O Lord, our Sovereign,
how majestic is your name in all the earth!
You have set your glory above the heavens.
Out of the mouths of babes and infants
you have founded a bulwark because of your foes,
to silence the enemy and the avenger.
3
When I look at your heavens, the work of your fingers,
the moon and the stars that you have established;
4
what are human beings that you are mindful of them,
mortals that you care for them?
5
Yet you have made them a little lower than God,
and crowned them with glory and honor.
6
You have given them dominion over the works of your hands;
you have put all things under their feet,
7
all sheep and oxen,
and also the beasts of the field,
8
the birds of the air, and the fish of the sea,
whatever passes along the paths of the seas.
9
O Lord, our Sovereign,
how majestic is your name in all the earth!

Bless the Lord, O my soul.
O Lord my God, you are very great.
You are clothed with honor and majesty,
wrapped in light as with a garment.
You stretch out the heavens like a tent,
you set the beams of your chambers on the waters,
you make the clouds your chariot,
you ride on the wings of the wind,
4
you make the winds your messengers,
fire and flame your ministers.
5
You set the earth on its foundations,
so that it shall never be shaken.
6
You cover it with the deep as with a garment;
the waters stood above the mountains.
7
At your rebuke they flee;
at the sound of your thunder they take to flight.
8
They rose up to the mountains, ran down to the valleys
to the place that you appointed for them.
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St Athanasius said a psalm
‘is a mirror in which you
contemplate yourself and
movements of your soul’.
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You set a boundary that they may not pass,
so that they might not again cover the earth.
10
You make springs gush forth in the valleys;
they flow between the hills,
11
giving drink to every wild animal;
the wild asses quench their thirst.
12
By the streams the birds of the air have their habitation;
they sing among the branches.
13
From your lofty abode you water the mountains;
the earth is satisfied with the fruit of your work.
14
You cause the grass to grow for the cattle,
and plants for people to use,
to bring forth food from the earth,
and wine to gladden the human heart,
oil to make the face shine,
and bread to strengthen the human heart.
16
The trees of the Lord are watered abundantly,
the cedars of Lebanon that he planted.
17
In them the birds build their nests;
the stork has its home in the fir trees.
18
The high mountains are for the wild goats;
the rocks are a refuge for the coneys.
19
You have made the moon to mark the seasons;
the sun knows its time for setting.
20
You make darkness, and it is night,
when all the animals of the forest come creeping out.
21
The young lions roar for their prey,
seeking their food from God.
22
When the sun rises, they withdraw
and lie down in their dens.
23
People go out to their work
and to their labor until the evening.
24
O Lord, how manifold are your works!
In wisdom you have made them all;
the earth is full of your creatures.
25
Yonder is the sea, great and wide,
creeping things innumerable are there,
living things both small and great.
26
There go the ships,
and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it.
27
These all look to you
to give them their food in due season;
28
when you give to them, they gather it up;
when you open your hand, they are filled with good
things.
29
When you hide your face, they are dismayed;
when you take away their breath, they die
and return to their dust.
30
When you send forth your spirit, they are created;
and you renew the face of the ground.
31
May the glory of the Lord endure forever;
may the Lord rejoice in his works—
32
who looks on the earth and it trembles,
who touches the mountains and they smoke.
33
I will sing to the Lord as long as I live;
I will sing praise to my God while I have being.
34
May my meditation be pleasing to him,
for I rejoice in the Lord.
35
Let sinners be consumed from the earth,
and let the wicked be no more.
Bless the Lord, O my soul.
Praise the Lord!
9

PREPA RED BY THE ARC HBIS HO P’S O F F IC E F O R EVANG EL ISAT I ON M E L B OU R N E

