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THIS PAST YEAR, I discovered an audio version of the
Bible read by the English actor David Suchet. Familiar to
many of us from his portrayal of the Belgian detective
Hercule Poirot in the PBS series “Agatha Christie’s Poirot,”
Suchet reads the inspired text with passion.
He converted to Christianity in 1986 and serves now as
a vice-president of the British Bible Society. He believes,
and it shows. The work is beautifully done.
I have repeatedly listened to Suchet’s trained actor’s
voice proclaim the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke
s
on
and John, and most recently, I have been moved
by Suchet’s reading of the Psalms. With a
rich and well-trained vocal resonance, he
captures their many varied emotional and
prayerful nuances.
Hearing the Psalms proclaimed aloud has

amplified their resonance. It has deepened my focus,
concentration and attentiveness to the Holy Spirit working
through each one. Spending time attentively listening to
them – rather than reading them – has been enriching
and moving. Indeed, Suchet’s reading has led me to see
the Psalms, which I have prayed for decades, especially
in the Liturgy of the Hours, anew.
With this grace received, I extend an invitation: Rediscover
the Psalms! No matter the season of our lives, it is
always a good time to do so. How powerful it is
to know them better and to pray them with
all our hearts, minds and souls in union with
Jesus who prayed them as a devout Jew.
Biblical scholars John Bergsma and Brant
Pitre analyze the significance of the psalms
for the Church’s mission:
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The book of Psalms, often called the Psalter, is a book
unlike any other. A collection of 150 sacred prayers and
songs, the Psalter is longer, more frequently quoted
in the New Testament, and more extensively read in
the Lectionary than any other Old Testament book.
Since the time of the Church Fathers, if not before,
it has been considered a summary of the teaching
of the entire Old Testament, or even all of divine
revelation, together with a comprehensive description
of all the states of the soul in the presence of God.
Forming the basis of the Liturgy of the Hours and
used extensively in the Eucharistic liturgy as well
the rites of other sacraments, the Psalms continue
to be the living heartbeat of the Church’s prayer to
the present day. Indeed, for those Christians who
pray the Liturgy of the Hours, an understanding of
the Psalms is essential (cf. CCC 1176).1
Bergsma and Pitre interpret the Psalms in the light and
power of doctrine and reality of the Holy Trinity:

In the language of later Trinitarian theology, one
could sum it up this way: the Psalms were 1) inspired
by the Holy Spirit, the Third Person of the Trinity, 2)
prayed by Jesus Christ, the Second Person of the
Trinity, and 3) offered to the Father, the First Person
of the Trinity. In this way, Jesus’ praying of the Psalms
consecrates them as a special entry into the life of
the Trinity (cf. CCC 260).2
It is important to understand that the Psalms have a
variety of themes, literary genres and styles. Bergsma
and Pitre present seven basic genres: 1) Lament Psalms 2)
Thanksgiving or “Todah” Psalms 3) Hymns 4) Royal Psalms
5) Mount Zion Psalms 6) Wisdom or “Torah” Psalms 7) Other
Kinds of Psalms. They also analyze the rough “narrative
flow” in the literary structure of the psalms contained in
the five books of the Psalter.3
One of the great lament or penitential psalms we pray
in the Liturgy of the Hours, appropriately on Fridays, is
Psalm 51.

Theodosius
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the Church by
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“Psalm 51, when prayed deeply and with concentration,
opens our hearts and souls to conversion and to a new
experience of God’s mercy.”
It reads:
Have mercy on me, O God, in your goodness; in the
greatness of your compassion wipe out my offense.
Thoroughly wash me from my guilt and of my sin
cleanse me…A heart contrite and humbled, O God,
you will not spurn…A clean heart create for me, O
God, and a steadfast spirit renew within me.
Psalm 51 expresses our sorrow for sin and our desire for
true repentance. It expresses our desire for God to give us
humble, contrite and pure hearts. Psalm 51, when prayed
deeply and with concentration, opens our hearts and souls
to conversion and to a new experience of God’s mercy.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church emphasizes that
the Psalms are “the masterwork of the prayer in the Old
Testament” (2585) and “inseparably personal and communal”
(2586).
The Psalms express every emotional and spiritual chord
in the human heart. In A School of Prayer, Pope Benedict
XVI states:
… the whole complexity of human life is distilled in
the complexity of the different literary forms of the
various psalms: hymns, laments, individual entreaties
and collective supplications, hymns of thanksgiving,
penitential psalms, wisdom psalms and the other genres
that are to be found in these poetic compositions.4

St. Ambrose gives a beautiful tribute to the power of
the Psalms:
A psalm is a blessing on the lips of the people, a
hymn in praise of God, the assembly’s homage, a
general acclamation, a word that speaks for all, the
voice of the Church, a confession of faith in song. It
is the voice of complete assent, the joy of freedom,
a cry of happiness, the echo of gladness. It soothes
the temper, distracts from care, lightens the burden
of sorrow. It is a source of security at night, a lesson
in wisdom by day. It is a shield when we are afraid, a
celebration of holiness, a vision of serenity, a promise
of peace and harmony. It is like a lyre, evoking harmony
from a blend of notes. Day begins to the music of a
psalm. Day closes to the echo of a psalm…What is a
psalm but a musical instrument to give expression
to all the virtues? The psalmist of old used it, with
the aid of the Holy Spirit, to make earth reecho the
music of heaven. He used the dead gut of strings to
create harmony from a variety of notes, in order to
send up to heaven the song of God’s praise. In doing
so he taught us that we must first die to sin, and
then create in our lives on earth a harmony through
virtuous deeds.6
May we rediscover the power of the Psalms, and may our
lives be in harmony with the spiritual chords and accents
of the Psalms that Jesus himself prayed and lived.

St Ambrose writes:
All who read the Book of Psalms with eyes to see
can discover in it a complete gymnasium for the soul,
a stadium for all the virtues, equipped for every kind
of exercise; it is for each to choose the kind he judges
best to help him gain the prize…In the psalms, then,
not only is Jesus born for us, he also undergoes his
saving passion in his body, he lies in death, he rises
again, he ascends into heaven, he sits at the right hand
of the Father. What no man would have dared to say
was foretold by the psalmist alone, and afterward
proclaimed by the Lord himself in the Gospel.5
Praying the Psalms takes us to St. Ambrose’s mystical
gymnasium of the soul. We open ourselves to the power
of the Psalms and allow the Holy Spirit to play chords of
blessing, praise, thanksgiving and repentance in our hearts.
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