A Little Psalm Musing: Reflections on the Psalms
Introduction
I would like to start a new series of weekly reflections on the psalms. The title comes from a pun on the name of the famous Mozart piece Eine Kleine Nachtmusik and Stephen Sondheim’s musical A Little Night Music. What I propose is to take some idea, some image, some aspect of a psalm or psalms and simply reflect a little bit on it for the deepening of our prayer and our relationship to God. Thus, I hope to muse on the psalms, which were and are, Israel’s music or hymn book. It is how the people of God sang to the Lord.
There is a dictum in theology that goes: lex orandi, lex credendi…the law of praying is the law of believing. In other words, how and what I worship is how and what I believe. In the psalms, we can discern that. 
A little bit about them generally: The Hebrew title of the Book of Psalms is Tehillim, and it literally means: Praises. It comes from the Hebrew root h-l-l, meaning to praise, to extol, to celebrate. From the same root we get: Hallelu-Yah! (alleluia!)—Praise Yah(weh)!—Praise the Lord!
There is a fascinating irony here. Many psalms are not praises at all, at least not on the surface. The Psalter (the collection of psalms) contains laments, complaints, cries of abandonment, penitential prayers, royal psalms, wisdom psalms, thanksgiving psalms, imprecatory psalms, pilgrim songs. One might have expected the collection to be called: “Prayers” (Tefillot), or “Songs” (Shirim). Yet the final canonical title became: Tehillim— “Praises.”
Many scholars and rabbis have noted the theological significance of this. The editors of the Psalter seem to be saying that all authentic prayer ultimately belongs within praise. Even lament. Even protest. Even the cry “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Psalm 22) is contained within a book called Praises. In other words, Israel’s praise is not merely cheerful celebration. It includes the whole range of human experience brought honestly before God.
Biblical praise is not fundamentally a mood or feeling. It is an orientation, a direction, a disposition, a trajectory. The psalmist may be frightened, exhausted, confused, or grieving. Yet he continues to direct himself toward God. The very act of praying: “Cause me to hear in the morning your ḥesed” (Psalm 143:8) is already an act of praise, because it presupposes that God’s ḥesed is there to be heard. (More about Psalm 143:8 and hesed next week.)
That may be one of the deepest insights of the Psalter. Praise is not merely what happens after God answers. Sometimes praise is the stubborn refusal to stop addressing God before the answer comes. As the late biblical scholar Walter Brueggemann famously observed, Israel’s praise includes orientation, disorientation, and reorientation. The laments are not interruptions of praise; they are part of praise. They are what faith sounds like when passing through darkness.
Thus, the Book of Tehillim begins with wisdom (Psalm 1), moves through every conceivable human emotion, and ends with a crescendo of pure praise in Psalms 146–150: Hallelu-Yah!…as though the whole journey—from lament to thanksgiving, from exile to homecoming, from night to morning—finally arrives at the word that was hidden in the title all along: Tehillim—Praises.
Next week, to formally begin our little musings, I would like us to look at the psalm I referenced above—Psalm 143:8. Psalm 143 is traditionally seen as one of the seven penitential psalms. Psalm 143:8 reads literally: “Cause me to hear in the morning your hesed” (Hashmiʿeni baboqer ḥasdekha, the Hebrew transliterated). Perhaps, in anticipation of a deep dive into this gem of a text, take some time this week with Psalm 143, and may the Lord cause you to hear, in the morning, his hesed.

