
2nd Sunday of Advent (C)                                        9th December 2018 

‘Scripture II: the Book of Psalms’ 

Bar 5: recovery of Jerusalem’s glory after the exile Ps 125: when the Lord 

delivered Zion from bondage … Phil 1: Be pure and blameless for the day of Christ 

Lk 3:1–6: the word of God came to John, son of Zechariah 

I started last Sunday a 4-week look at the Scripture, 

and how it is used in the Liturgy of the Word at Mass each 

week.  The Old Testament, so rich in the events of God’s 

formation of a people, Israel, and in their longing for the 

coming of the Messiah, helps us to understand God’s long-

prepared plan to enter into the world as God-made-man … 

and this is a wonderful reflection for Advent as we prepare 

for Jesus’s birth at Christmas.   

Apart from the 1st Reading each week, however, we 

also dip in to the OT every Sunday through our use of a 

Psalm.  In fact, therefore, the part of the OT that we are 

most familiar with is the Book of Psalms.  At every Mass, 

every day, as well as in the prayers of the Divine Office 

(Morning Prayer, Evening Prayer etc.) the Church is using 

these psalms of Israel.  Just what are they, and where do 

they come from?  They are, in effect, the hymn-book of 

Israel, a series of songs and poems developed over many 

centuries of Jewish history.  Some of the psalms may indeed 

date back to the early kings of Israel, like King David.  He 

was renowned as a musician, and may have written some of 

the psalms himself, 1000yrs before Jesus; but others of the 

psalms were probably developed over subsequent centuries, 

to within a couple of hundred years before Jesus’s day.  

They are, of course, texts He would have known well: Jesus 

would have prayed and recited these psalms in the 

synagogue and at home, like any pious Jew.   

There are 150 Psalms, grouped loosely into 5 books, 

their themes ranging widely across each set.  Like any 

collection of poetry, some of the psalms are very short, such 

as Ps 116 — just 2 verses long — whilst others, such as Ps 

118 (176 vv.!) go on for pages.  They cover the great range 

of human emotions, as the writers express themselves in 

their relations with God.  There are psalms of joy and 

thanksgiving; psalms of sorrow and lament; there are 

psalms of penance, seeking forgiveness; psalms related to 

the worship in the Temple; there are pilgrim psalms, as I 

mentioned the other week, ‘Songs of Ascent’ for pilgrims to 



Jerusalem to sing as they climbed up from the Jordan Valley 

towards the Holy City.  And there are wide-ranging 

historical psalms that recount the great events of Israel’s 

history, such as the Exodus.  There are psalms too, 

expressing great anger at situations of distress.  For sure, in 

the Book of Psalms one can find a hymn for every occasion!   

The Church, taking its lead from our Jewish forbears, 

has made full use of the book of psalms from the very 

beginning, and our liturgy has always been liberally dosed 

with psalm verses and psalm settings.  Think of how Jesus 

at the first Mass — the Last Supper — would have sung 

with His apostles, the great ‘Hallel’ praise psalms of the 

Passover rite.  As He prepared to cross the Kidron Valley, 

and face His Passion, what was He doing but singing the 

praise of God in the psalms.  Even on the Cross, in His 

agony He cries out, in the opening words of Ps 21, ‘My 

God, My God, why have you forsaken Me?’  Yet, 

interestingly, like almost all the psalms, even those of 

distress, suffering or sorrow, that psalm ends in hope and 

praise of God: “My soul shall live for Him, my children 

serve Him; they shall tell of the Lord to generations yet to 

come, declare His faithfulness to peoples yet unborn.”   

In fact, this surely is the lesson of the book of psalms, 

that in turning every event and every emotion back to 

prayer, one recovers one’s spiritual balance.  Expressing 

things openly to God, voicing one’s pains as well as one’s 

joys, one is reconciled to the perpetual love and faithfulness 

of God to us.  The Church has therefore seen the perennial 

relevance of these ancient poems and songs, for they are in 

fact hymns and prayers.  The vast majority of the texts sung, 

for example, in Christian monasteries down the ages has 

been the psalms, for they are a powerful source of praise, 

and we should pay them more attention than perhaps we 

often do.  Looking at tonight’s psalm, for example, we see 

the joy of the returning exiles, when after their years of 

captivity in Babylon, the Jews could return to Israel, and 

gave thanks to God for their release … Let us join our 

hearts to theirs as we praise God who has helped us through 

many a difficulty and has brought us to this day with the 

gift of faith intact. What marvels the Lord worked for us!   


