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Read Psalm 108 (109)
Original meaning. This curse-strewn psalm flows from the mouth of an afflicted individual tormented by an unknown group of wrong-doers: “They beset me with words of hate and attack me without cause”. Perhaps verses 6 to 14 report the indirect speech of this enemy. At least some translators believe so and present their version that way. Others, however, think that these verses are the psalmist’s own curses his oppressors. Whatever the translation, the following verses clearly express the psalmist’s own anger towards his enemy: “He loved cursing; let curses fall upon him. He scorned blessing; let blessing pass him by”.
Surprisingly, these curses are uttered in the context of praise and trusting prayer: “Loud thanks to the Lord are on my lips. I will praise him in the midst of the throng”. Such a context transforms these curses from magical, evil spells launched against one’s enemies into the expression of deep pain laid out before God, the protector of all victims.
In the light of the Gospel. Jesus was known to utter the occasional curse, whether against individuals like Judas, or groups like the scribes and the Pharisees, or entire towns like Chorazin and Bethsaida. We know and love the Beatitudes, but we easily forget that, in Luke’s gospel, they are paired with a series of curses: “Woe to you who are full now, for you will be hungry. Woe to you who are laughing now, for you will mourn and weep” (Lk 6:25).
However, in Jesus’ case, such curses did not call upon God to harm others; instead, they were simple statements that announced the tragic outcome of poor choices. Somewhat like a friend telling a friend at a party that drinking too much will make him sick; or like a mother warning her child that a contemplated course of action will inevitably lead to sorrow.
Application to Christian life. Psalm 108 has been excluded from the liturgy of the Catholic Church because of its violent nature; but it has not been excluded from the Bible. This psalm remains a revealed text, God’s Word for us today. What can it teach us? First, that it is good to express our anger. Second, that it is better to express this anger before God, who is not indifferent to any aspect of human experience.

The Gospel teaches us even more: that the worthy object of our anger should not be such and such a person, but evil itself, and its spawn of injustice and violence. It is good to tell God of our anger, and then to listen to God’s consoling Word calling us to forgiveness and compassion. Then shall we make choices that truly reflect God’s own mercy for all: “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (Mt 5:44).
The big picture. Beyond the curses then, let us focus on the psalmist’s pain: “For I am poor and needy and my heart is pierced within me”. With the psalmist, let us believe in God’s goodness: “They may curse but you will bless”. In this ultimate blessing, God cares for all of humanity: “Save me because of your love... This is your doing, O Lord”.
