Psalm of the Week: 
An Individual’s Prayer for Help
(for publication on Saturday, October 4, 2008)

Read Psalm 53 (54)
Original Meaning. As we study the psalms, we become aware that some of them can be grouped together because of similar structures or vocabulary or themes. Psalm 53 is a perfect example of a type of psalm often called a lament or an individual prayer for help. These psalms share the following traits: they are voiced by a single individual; they address God directly; they identify a problematic situation; they call on God to help them overcome this problem; and they praise God for the help they are sure to receive.

Psalm 53 contains all of these traits in such a generic way that it is impossible to identify what exactly gave rise to it. The psalmist complains: “proud men have risen against me, ruthless men seek my life,” but no more information is given. God is asked to “let the evil recoil upon my foes,” but we do not know what this could entail. In other words, the psalm could have arisen out of any difficult situation. And therein lies its power: it can be used by anyone in any difficult situation to call upon God for help.


In the light of the Gospel. Could Jesus have prayed this psalm? Of course. We know he called upon his Father, particularly in his darkest hour as he faced his looming passion and death. But there is one line he could not have prayed, the verse that calls upon God to deal with the psalmist’s enemies: “You who are faithful, destroy them.” This could never have been Jesus’ prayer. Instead, he prayed for those who were crucifying him: “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are doing.” (Lk 23:34) Indeed, Jesus sought only the good of his foes. And he asked his disciples to do the same: “I say to you, Love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you.” (Mt 5:44)
Application to Christian living. Faithfulness to Jesus’ command changes the way we pray in situations of conflict and opposition. We cannot simply ask God to smite our foe, to crush our enemy as the psalmist does. We must instead call upon God to change their hearts, to bring them to the light and warmth of God’s love.
This attitude is not easy to come by when we are being persecuted, attacked and threatened. The automatic reaction is to flee or to fight. This forces us to realize that prayer is not an effort to change God’s mind about an issue, but to change our own minds, and our hearts, and our attitudes. Prayer is a school of growth in grace and love. We can start with psalm 53, but we must go beyond its call for vengeance as we open our hearts to God’s own Spirit of peace and reconciliation.
The big picture. The preface to one of the Eucharistic prayers used in the Roman Catholic Church prays to God in these words: “In the midst of conflict and division, we know it is you who turn our minds to thoughts of peace. Your Spirit changes our hearts: enemies being to speak to one another, those who were estranged join hands in friendship, and nations seek the way of peace together. Your Spirit is at work when understanding puts an end to strife, when hatred is quenched by mercy, and vengeance gives way to forgiveness.” This truly is a vision for which we can join the psalmist in pleading: “O God, hear my prayer; listen to the words of my mouth.”
