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There is a long tradition in Israel and in the church of singing the psalms. They have 
been put to music to enhance their capacity to inspire us, as well as help us remember 
the words. But the psalms are more than songs, they are prayers. They arise from the 
deepest part of ourselves. They express our pains, sufferings, hates, loves sadness’s, 
need for forgiveness and all the emotions arising from a day’s experience. They remind 
me of a child coming home from school and unloading on her parents about the bad 
people in the world, and her frustration with having to read all this material. They want 
someone to listen. But they also want someone to affirm their conviction or at lease help 
them past them, in order to get beyond the feeling of panic. But then once in awhile the 
child will bring something home that they have written, that it wise, deep, complete and 
reveals something mature. They are growing up into something beautiful. By praying the 
psalms, we enter all these experiences. But this is different than reading the psalms, it 
means entering them before God and with God, using them as the tools to flush out all 
the emotions expressed in the psalm and in us.  
 
Prayer is an intimate act of exchange between a finite and limited individual, and a 
being that stands inside and outside this creation. But beyond this it is an intimate act of 
two beings who love each other. When we communicate with others, we are coming 
together to deepen our understanding of each other, and to deepen the bond that has 
already been formed. We come together, not to share information, even though we do 
as a part of the communication, but as a desire to extend our connection. Prayer is like 
that. We decide to enter God’s space because we want to be there in order to deepen 
our connection. But in order, for it to be a real exchange, we must believe that in some 
way we have an effect on God, as well as his effect on us. Prayer is not a one-way 
street, in which we give everything in the relationship and God just takes it in. God gives 
something as well. If you listen and prayer the psalms you will come to understand that 
there is a deep desire for this person to change God’s mind. If the psalmist did not 
believe this was possible then the psalms would just be a series of aphorisms about the 
character of God. I am reminded by Bonhoeffer’s great statement, “Only the suffering 
God can help.” His meaning is clear; only the God who enters our pain, and feels it can 
help us heal. For the most part all intimate language begins in pain. Our first act of 
communication is crying. Only as we grow into a knowledge of others and the world 
does the language change from pain to love.  
 
The first thing we notice about these psalms is that they are not abstractions. They do 
not read like a theological treatise or the instructional aspects of the law. They are the 
language that we first learn in growing up. It is the language of want and pain. Of 
course, this does not cover all the psalms. There are those mature and blended psalms 
of discovery, of peace and of intimacy. Eugene Peterson says that most of the psalms 
are written from what he calls “Language I.” The personal and intimate. He says, 
“Developing the skill in Language I is a matter of returning to what is basic in us. Prayer 



is not a second language; it is the language of the core of what we already are and are 
becoming.”   
 
Psalm language is not for the faint of heart or the genteel, either. Sometimes if we look 
close at some of the language and the emotions that created these words, we might 
hear some bad words. You could hear in the background of some these psalms the 
yelling, screaming and shaking of fists at God for His lack of concern. Sometimes the 
psalmist is not careful about offending our sensibilities when he is out to bring forth his 
pain on the page. You can almost hear him says, “Here, take this and pray it. Here take 
this and live it. Then you will understand where I am so angry.” The psalmist is not even 
careful about offending God. However, the only reason he could have the audacity to 
pray his way is that he was confident about their relationship. It isn’t that he doesn’t care 
about showing respect to God. In fact, the opposite is true. He has such respect for God 
and their relationship that he feels he can be bold, without showing disrespect.      
 
The psalms are not only the singular confessions and sharing of frustrations of an 
individual; they always have one eye on the mood of the community. Therefore, they 
are written to help the singular worshipper, but also the community. They need to share 
their grief and joy together. In the more mature psalms, like 23, you can feel the easing 
of their burdens when this prayer is said together. There is a recognition that they are all 
in this national purpose together, working out their sins and love before God, the best 
way they can. There is what you might call a shadowing of a “corporate personality,” 
acknowledged by the creator of the psalm. In this way these writings become the 
literature of the people, more than an individual. They are in one sense like a play, that 
when the community participates in its performance, they are now one with each other. 
For instance, in Psalm 8 your can feel the corporate voice that erupts of the page, “GOD, 
brilliant Lord, yours is a household name. 2 Nursing infants gurgle choruses about you; 
toddlers shout the songs, that drown out enemy talk, silence atheist babble.” When 
prayed together there is a sort of comfort that comes over the whole community.  
 
As we proceed to study these most important spiritual pieces of literature you might look 
for these voices of corporate and personal outpourings. And as I mentioned last week, 
you might look for those thematic tones such as psalms of disorientation, orientation 
and new orientation. All of these interpretative methodologies will help all of us find the 
important message that will stir our heart, as we struggle with God.  
    


