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Preface

ONE day many, many years ago I bought a little book
of the New Testament and Psalms from a church

book rack—not for any particular reason, but only
because it seemed to be a good thing to have. Soon after-
ward, a great crisis arose in my life and I didn’t know
where to turn. I was pretty panicked. A priest suggested
I read Psalm 103, an eloquent meditation on God’s love
for us.

Later that night I read this beautiful psalm. Within
twenty-four hours a feeling of calm came over me and I
was able to approach and cope with the situation with
greater equanimity than I would ever have thought pos-
sible.

That was my introduction to the efficacy of the Psalms
in my personal prayer life. Over the years, many dear
people have not only helped me pray better but have
also helped me develop and clarify my thinking about
the Psalms to the point where I could write and offer you
this book. First, I want to thank all the students who have
attended my parish courses on praying the Psalms, and
especially Mrs. Winnie Valcanchik and Msgr. Jim
Lisante, who invited me to teach the courses at their
parishes on Long Island (St. Agnes Cathedral, Rockville
Centre, and St. Thomas the Apostle, West Hempstead,
respectively). I am also indebted to my friends Mgsr.
Don Hanson and Dr. Joe Collison, who read prehistori-
cally early drafts of my manuscript so long ago that they



probably don’t even remember. And without Emilie
Cerar, very dear friend and editor of infinite patience,
this book would still never have come to see the light of
day.

Above all, I have to thank Very Rev. Canon Brian
Grady, who first tolerated and encouraged my early
efforts at teaching and writing about the Psalms in our
parish in Dovercourt (Diocese of Brentwood), England. I
only wish he could have lived to see this book’s publica-
tion; it’s to his memory that it is gratefully and lovingly
dedicated. 
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Chapter 1

Prayers of a Covenant People
“The God of my ancestors, I praise him”

DO you have a favorite prayer book? I suppose most
of us do—it could be a collection of prayers in the

tradition of a particular saint, a book of meditations on
the rosary, or perhaps an all-purpose “prayers for all
occasions.” For years I had such a book, bound in red
vinyl and with photographs enhancing the texts.
Recently, while packing to move to a smaller residence, I
decided to give the book away to a friend who I knew
would make good use of it. On arriving to begin my new
job, what should I find among my predecessor’s “left-
behinds” but a copy of that same book. God obviously
didn’t want me to be without it!

Jesus had a favorite prayer book too: it is, and was, the
favorite prayer book of all Jewish people. Jesus’ prayer
book was the Book of Psalms. The Psalms that we know
from the Bible originated as the living prayer tradition of
the Jewish community.

The Jews aren’t a people from whom Christians took
over the “true faith” two thousand years ago; rather, they
are our ancestors in salvation history. Their prayers, the
Psalms, are as much a living part of our salvation family
history as the photos we pull out or the stories we retell



over and over are a living part of our natural family his-
tory. We have a right to own and to experience these
prayers just as we own and experience those photos, sto-
ries, or other family mementos.

The word psalm is originally a Greek word, psalmos,
which means “a song accompanied by stringed instru-
ments.” A psalm is a prayer intended to be sung, and in
biblical times the psalm would have been accompanied
by instruments such as a lyre or a harp.

How Did the Book of Psalms Come to Be?

Actually, the Book of Psalms is no more “a book” than
the Bible itself is “a book.” It is a collection of 150 psalms
into not one but five smaller books, each of which ends
in an exclamation of praise: hence the Hebrew name for
the collection in its entirety is Tehellim or “Praises.”
Psalms 41, 72, 89, and 106, which conclude Books 1, 2, 3,
and 4 respectively, each end with variations on the praise
formula “Blessed be the Lord God of Israel for ever and
ever,” while Psalm 150—and thereby the entire Book of
Psalms—culminates in the great exhortation, “Let every-
thing that has breath praise the Lord!” The larger compi-
lation of these five books into the final Book of Psalms
was possibly made for liturgical purposes.

To understand how this collection of psalms was com-
piled, think of the hymn book you use at church. Perhaps
your parish subscribes to a Missalette that gets replaced
once or twice a year, or perhaps you are fortunate
enough to worship in a parish that uses one of the high-
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quality permanent worship books. Either way, the
hymns and songs in it were compiled by editors who
gathered in vast amounts of material and then had to
make judgment calls: Is this old standard hymn still
sung? Is its theology up to date? What about these more
recent hymns and songs—are they still popular? And
these new ones: Do they make the grade? Are they
singable? Are they what we need right now? Is it worth
replacing some of the older material with them?

And for every parish, school, or prayer group that has
bought any given hymnal or song book, I can guarantee
that at least one person has leafed through it and asked,
“Oh, why didn’t they include . . . ?”

The same is true of the Book of Psalms. There must
have been any number of psalms that weren’t included.
Some of them, as we’ll see, made their way into another
part of the Bible.

Here is another parallel with our hymn book: The
hymns and songs in it were composed over a long peri-
od of time ranging from the chorales of Martin Luther
and J.S. Bach to the latest compositions of Michael Joncas
and David Haas. So, too, although the compilation of the
Old Testament psalms was completed by the third cen-
tury B.C., the individual psalms were composed by many
different people, over a period of several hundred years.

But what about King David? Didn’t he compose the
Psalms? You can be forgiven for thinking he did, because
a tradition already well established by the time of Jesus
credits David, who lived around 1000 B.C., with author-
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