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Praying the Psalms, Promoting Resilience

Ancient Medicine and Psychological Distress
• Assyrian medical texts discuss
psychological distress in 2000
BC

Assyrian Medicine
16.83 Stones for cases where a person is
continually worried. [he is continually]
sorrowful, he talks to himself, he is
continually exhausted and unhappy, god [and
goddess] are angry at him
16.84 If a person continually has a crushing
sensation in his chest and depression and
his heart ponders untruths . . . Hand of Istar:
If he rejoices and is terrified . . . "hand" of
Istar. (19.9)If a person continually sees dead
persons, "hand" of Istar

“Sumerian Job”
From: “Man and His God” (2000
BC)
My God, the day shines over the land,
for me the day is black the bright day,
the good day has …like the … tears,
lament, anguish, and depression are
lodged within me, suffering
overwhelms me like one who does
nothing but weep, the demon of fate
in its hand . . . me carries of my
breath of life.
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Psalms compiled between end exile of Israel to Babylon c. 536 BC and 100 BC.

Psalms is comprised of five “books” or sub-units, set out in the text of the
book of Psalms itself (Book 1, 1-41; Book 2, 42-72; Book 3, 73-89; Book 4,
90-160; Book 5: 107-150).
Who wrote them?
David wrote seventy-three of the psalms
Sons of Korah wrote eleven
Asaph wrote twelve
Solomon wrote two
Moses composed one psalm (90)
Ethan the Ezrahite composed one (Psalm 89)
Psalms 18 and 2 Samuel 22 are very similar.

The Psalms and a Hypothesis
1. The Psalms is a prayer book used for praying about stress and distress
2. Psalms are used to frame spiritual experience of depression for the church
3. Engaging with the the Psalms BEFORE, DURING, AND AFTER trauma can
enhance resilience and endurance.

Use of the Psalms in the Church
Daily Office
Public Worship
Ceremonies
Everything else

8

The idea of psychological trauma
Late 19th Century
Railway and Other Injuries of the Nervous System (1866)
John E Erichsen (1818 - 1896) a surgeon at University College, London described railway accidents
that led to “mental shock”

“Traumatic hysteria” (1877)
Jean Martin Charcot (1825-1893) - Paris

“Traumatic neuroses” (1888)
Herman Oppenheim (1858-1919) - Berlin

Twentieth Century
World War I (1914-1917) – “nervous shock” = “shell shock”
World War II (1939-1945) – “war neurosis”
Viet Nam War – (1965-1973)
1980 DSM III describes “posttraumatic stress disorder” responding to veterans groups
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Two Related Concepts
Resilience – scientific, can be researched, protects against traumatic
stress
Endurance – a virtue commanded in the New Testament, characteristic
of the faithful Christian life
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Resilience
The capacity to adapt successfully in the
presence of risk and adversity and to bounce
back from setbacks, trauma and high stress.

“Be strong in the Lord and the strength of his might”
Ephesians 6:10
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Resilience
A quality of a state of being
Enhanced by endurance and can support endurance
Lends itself to scientific study
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The Resilience Factors
1.

Sturdy Role Models

Inner Moral Compass

6.

2.

Cognitive Flexibility

Religious/Spiritual Resources

7.

3.

Active Problem Solving

Physical, Mental, and
Emotional Training

8.

4.

Realistic Optimism

Meaning in Adversity

9.

Responsible for Personal
Emotional Wellbeing

10.

5.

Social Support

Adapted from Southwick and Charney: Resilience: The Science of Mastering Life’s Greatest Challenges (Cambridge
University Press, 2012, p. 13 )
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Inner Moral Compass

6.

1. Gratitude
Cognitive Flexibility

Religious/Spiritual Resources

7.

Active Problem Solving

Physical, Mental, and
Emotional Training

8.

Realistic Optimism

Meaning in Adversity

9.

Responsible for Personal
Emotional Wellbeing

10.

Social Support

2. Forgiveness
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Praying the Psalms, Building Resilience
How we know we can pray the psalms as our prayers:
1. Jesus prayed the psalms
2. Aside from Isaiah, the psalms are the most quoted/referred
to Old Testament book in the New Testament
The Jews prayed the Psalms
The early church prayed the psalms
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Jesus on the cross prayed “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Ps 22:1)
Psalm 22 continues:
Why are you so far from saving me?
Why are you so far from the words of my groaning?
O my God, I cry by day, but
you do not answer,
and by night, but I find no rest (vv.1b- 2).
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Context matters: Jesus’ Prayer in larger
Psalm 31 Context
In you, O Lord, have I taken refuge;
Let me never be pout to shame;
Deliver me in your righteousness.
Incline your ear to me;
Make haste to deliver me.
Be my strong rock, a castle to keep me safe,
For you are my crag and my stronghold;
For the sake of your Name, lead me and
guide me

Take me out of the net that they have secretly
set for me,
For you are my tower of strength
Into your hands I commend my spirit
For you have redeemed me, O Lord, O God of
truth.
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Athanasius to Marcellinus
“In the Psalter…you learn about yourself. You find depicted in it all
the movements of your soul, all its change, its ups and downs, its
failures and recoveries. Moreover, whatever your particular need or
trouble, from this same book you can select a form of words to fit it,
so that you do not merely hear and then pass on, but learn the way
to remedy your ill.”

St. Athanasius (ca. AD 295-373)
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The Prayer Book of the Bible
The psalms are widely read and widely accepted in every
denomination, Protestant and Catholic, Orthodox and Coptic
They lend themselves to both corporate and individual use
There are many renditions that makes psalm reading easier then
the renditions and common translations. Consider using them!
▫
▫
▫
▫
▫

The Book of Common Prayer (1662)
The Revised Grail Psalms (2010)
The King James Version (1611)
Common Worship: Daily Prayer (2005)
Episcopal Prayer Book (1979)
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Three Ways Psalms Can Help with Resilience.
1. By giving voice to stress and distress
2. By showing us a way of channeling our thoughts toward God
during times of distress.
3. By showing us how to find meaning in adversity and pointing us
to a hopeful thankful outlook.
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Voicing the unutterable
Psalm 38
I am like a deaf man; I do not hear,
like a mute man who does
not open his mouth.
I have become like a man who does not hear
and in whose mouth are no rebukes (Psalm 38: 13-14).
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Voicing the unutterable
Psalm 39
I was mute and silent;
I held my peace to no avail,
and my distress grew worse.
My heart became hot within me.
As I mused, the fire burned . . .
O Lord, make me know my end
and what is the measure of my days . . . (Psalm 39: 2-3a, 4).
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Voicing the unutterable
Psalm 69
Reproaches have broken my heart,
so that I am in despair.
I looked for pity, but there was none,
and for comforters, but I found none (v. 20).
For the Lord hears the needy
and does not despise
his own who are prisoners (v. 33).
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Voicing the unutterable
Psalm 88
O Lord, why do you cast my soul away?
Why do you hide your face from me? (Psalm 88: 14).
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Voicing the Unutterable
Psalm 102

For you have taken me up
And thrown me down (v. 10)
My days are like an evening shadow;
I wither away like grass (v. 11).
I lie awake;
I am like a lonely sparrow on the
housetop (v. 7).
But you, O Lord, are
enthroned forever,
and you are remembered
throughout all generations (v. 12).

You will arise and have pity on Zion;
It is the time to favor her;
The appointed time has come (v. 13).
Of old you laid the foundation of the earth,
and the heavens are the work of your
hands.
They will perish, but you will remain;
they will all wear out like a garment.
You will change them like a robe, and they
will pass away,
but you are the same, and your years have
no end.
The children of your servants
shall dwell secure;
their offspring shall be
established before you (vv. 25-28).
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Presenting unacceptable feelings and thoughts to
God.
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Inspired word to voice feelings of
abandonment: Where is God?
Psalm 13
2How

5lest

my enemy say, “I have overcome him”;
lest my foes rejoice when they see me fall.

long, O LORD? Will you forget me
forever?
How long will you hide your face from me?

6As

3How

7I

long must I bear grief in my soul,
have sorrow in my heart all day long?
How long shall my enemy prevail over me?
4Look,

answer me, LORD my God!
Give light to my eyes lest I fall asleep in
death;

for me, I trust in your merciful love.
Let my heart rejoice in your salvation.

will sing to the LORD who has been
bountiful with me.
I will sing psalms to the name of the LORD
Most High.
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Inspired words to ask: How long, O Lord?
Psalm 6:3
how long?

“My soul also is greatly troubled. But you, O Lord;

Psalm 35:17

How long, O Lord, will you look on?

Psalm 74:9
How Long, O God, is the foe to scoff? Is the enemy
to revile your name forever?
Psalm 79: 5
How long, O Lord? Will you be angry forever?
Will your jealously burn like fire?
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Inspired words to ask: How long, O Lord?
Psalm 80:4 How long will you be angry …? .
Psalm 80: 46 How long, O Lord? Will you hide yourself forever?
How long will your wrath burn like fire?
Psalm 90: 13 Return, O Lord! How long? Have pity on your
servants!
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Gratitude During Distress
Psalm 42
2Like

the deer that yearns
for running streams,
so my soul is yearning
for you, my God.

3My

soul is thirsting for God,
the living God;
when can I enter and appear
before the face of God?

4My

tears have become my bread,
by day, by night,
as they say to me all the day long,
“Where is your God?”

5These

things will I remember
as I pour out my soul:
for I would go to the place
of your wondrous tent,
all the way to the house of God,
amid cries of gladness and thanksgiving,
the throng keeping joyful festival.
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Gratitude During Distress
Psalm 43: v. 2,
“For you are the God in whom I take refuge,” yet he follows this statement with a
question:
“Why have you rejected me? Why do I go about mourning because of the oppression of
the enemy? (v. 2).
Two seemingly contradictory thoughts come to his mind. This devout believer, this
person panting for God, feels rejected by God, yet he knows he is still in God’s
universe. He is in God’s world. He asks for God’s guidance: “Send out your light and
your truth; let them lead me to your holy hill and to your dwelling! Then I will go to
the altar of God, to God my exceeding joy...” (v. 4a).
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Building resilience through finding meaning In
adversity
Psalm 77
In the day of my distress I seek the Lord.
In the night, my hands are raised unwearied;
my soul refuses comfort (v. 3 RGP).
Will the Lord reject us forever?
Will he show us his favor no more?
Has his mercy vanished forever?
Has his promise come to an end? (vv. 8-9 RGP).
I said, “This is what causes my grief:
that the right hand of the Most High has changed” (v. 10-11 RGP).
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Building resilience through Finding Meaning In
Adversity
Psalm 77 (cont.)
I remember the deeds of the Lord,
I remember your wonders of old...” (v. 12).
So what does he do?
He meditates on all God’s work (v. 13).
He remembers God is holy (v. 14).
He remembers God’s power (v. 15).
He remembers God’s faithfulness to his ancestors (v. 15-16)
He thinks of God’s power and control as demonstrated in nature (vv. 17-20).
He thinks about nature, about God’s power in thunder, lightning, the whirlwind, the sea (vv. 19-20)
Your way was through the sea,
Your path through the mighty waters,
But the trace of your steps was not seen (v.20).
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Transformation of disaster in Psalm 44
Psalm 44
We have heard with our ears, O God;
our fathers have told us
what you did in their days,
in days long ago (v. 1, NIV).
It was not by their sword that they won the land,
nor did their arm bring them victory;
it was your right hand, your arm
and the light of your face, for you loved them (v. 3).
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Transformation of disaster in Psalm 44
Yet for your sake we face death all day long;
we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.
Awake, O Lord! Why do you sleep? Rouse yourself and do not reject
us forever.
Why do you hide your face?
Why do you forget our misery and oppression? (vv. 22-24).
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Transformation of disaster in Psalm 44
This very psalm, which ends asking God to rise up, is picked up and used
by Paul in an unexpected way in Romans chapter 8:
If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own son but
gave him up for us all, how will he not also with him graciously give us all things?
. . . (31b-32)
Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or
persecution or famine, or nakedness or danger, or sword? (v. 35)
As it is written [Psalm 44],
for your sake we are being killed all the day long;
we are regarded as sheep to be slaughtered. (v. 36)
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Transformation of disaster in Psalm 44
Psalm 44, “Awake! Why are you sleeping, O Lord?” (v. 23).
Paul in Romans 8:
No; in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who
loved us. For I am sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers,
nor things present nor things to come, nor powers, nor height nor depth,
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of
God in Christ Jesus our Lord (vv. 37-38).
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Endurance [Hypomonḗ (ὑποµονή)]
means a. 'standing fast' and b. 'expectation,' 'waiting.’
Courageous endurance
Motivated by unselfish love and honor
Psalms 37:7 (ESV) 7 Be still before the LORD and wait patiently for
him; fret not yourself over the one who prospers in his way, over the
man who carries out evil devices!

From: Kittel, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament (abridged)
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Endurance

Resilience
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Endurance is:
Luke 8:15 (ESV) 15 As for that in the good soil, they are those who,
hearing the word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bear
fruit with patience.
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Expected of us by Jesus
Luke 21:17-19 (NRSV) 17 You will be hated by all because of my
name. 18 But not a hair of your head will perish. 19 By your
endurance you will gain your souls.
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Commends us as servants of God
2 Corinthians 6:4-10 (NRSV) but as servants of God we have commended
ourselves in every way: through great endurance, in afflictions,
hardships, calamities, 5 beatings, imprisonments, riots, labors, sleepless
nights, hunger; 6 by purity, knowledge, patience, kindness, holiness of
spirit, genuine love, 7 truthful speech, and the power of God; with the
weapons of righteousness for the right hand and for the left; 8 in honor
and dishonor, in ill repute and good repute. We are treated as
impostors, and yet are true; 9 as unknown, and yet are well
known; as dying, and see—we are alive; as punished, and yet not killed;
10 as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as
having nothing, and yet possessing everything.
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Endurance forms Christian character
Romans 5:1-5 (NRSV) 1 Therefore, since we are justified by faith, we
have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ, 2 through
whom we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand; and
we boast in our hope of sharing the glory of God. 3 And not only
that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering
produces endurance, 4 and endurance produces character,
and character produces hope, 5 and hope does not disappoint
us, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the
Holy Spirit that has been given to us.
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Endurance is a step the pathway to the
experience of God’s love – Resilience helps
us stay on the path
Thielman - Psalms, Endurance,
and Living the Christian Life - Oct
2016

suffering

Resilience

endurance

character

hope

Resilience

Hope will not disappoint because
God's love is poured into our
hearts through the Holy Spirit
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Resilience in the Everlasting Kingdom
Psalm 145
• Your kingdom is an everlasting kingdom,
and your dominion endures throughout all
generations.
• The Lord is faithful in all his words,
and gracious in all his deeds.[c]
The Lord upholds all who are falling,
and raises up all who are bowed down.

The psalms are a resource for distress
When people are familiar with the psalms and can use them they are:
1. An example of a prayerful attitude/strategy
2. Prayers for the traumatized.
3. A template for traumatized people who have trouble finding words or
concepts to capture their experience.
4. An Inoculation against cynicism.
5. A. Powerful “theology” of suffering.
6. Connect with Christians in all previous ages, all locations.
7. Can enhance our resilience and foster our endurance

