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Introduction to the New Edition


The integrity of this translation of the Psalms in modern English consists in the mode of its creation: it was made completely anew. Accordingly, it is not a revision of an older version, as were most other modern language psalters of the twentieth century. This version was commissioned in 1972 by the Liturgical Commission of the Church of England with the approval of the Archbishops of Canterbury and York and was incorporated in the official Alternative Services Book of 1980.


The work in completing this translation lasted eight years. It was undertaken by a panel, convened for the purpose, under the chairmanship of J.A. Emerton, the then Regius Professor of Hebrew in the University of Cambridge1. The panel consisted of eight Hebrew specialists and one scholar of English Literature, D.L. Frost. The Hebraists were largely Anglicans but included members of the Roman Catholic, Methodist and United Reform Churches. It is noteworthy that the differences of Christian allegiance did not in any way affect the way in which the problems of translation were tackled.


This translation was intended to be used within churches, as a version which would express the meaning of the psalms clearly in modern English. This translation also benefitted from the fact that study of the language and of the textual problems of the Hebrew Bible had advanced considerably in the preceding decades. More was known about the meanings of Hebrew words and the history of the text of the Hebrew Bible, and techniques had been developed for dealing with obscure passages and verses where it is probable that mistakes were made by scribes copying the text by hand in ancient times.




The method deployed by the translation panel


The first step in preparing the translation was for one of the Hebrew scholars to draft a rendering of a psalm, and for his draft to be discussed and revised by the others. The second draft thus reflected the judgment not just of one scholar but of a team of scholars with a specialized knowledge of Hebrew and of the Old Testament. Such team work was indicative of the breadth of knowledge that was available and precluded the inclusion of fads favoured by individual members. At this stage, the goal was simply to indicate the meaning of the original, rather than to achieve a style acceptable in English or aim for literary elegance. While for the most part the meaning of the Psalms is clear, there are some obscure passages, such as Psalm 87, where the panel was obliged to hazard a translation which seemed to make sense in the context. There are also places where the inability to achieve good sense is a likely result of scribal mistakes in ancient times, and here the translators felt free to make small corrections to the Hebrew text. They were, however, reluctant to make changes except where there was no satisfactory alternative. They were also cautious about accepting new meanings for Hebrew words which were unsupported by reasonable evidence.


The second stage was the responsibility of David Frost. He took the agreed draft and prepared a rendering in an English style and rhythm suitable for use in church. His translation came back to the panel, who were free to criticize it if they thought that it misrepresented the meaning of the Hebrew or if they were dissatisfied with the English wording. They did not themselves alter Frost’s version, but asked him to consider their representations and to bring back a revision to the panel. It was thus the aim, on the one hand, to gain the considered opinion of the Hebraists and, on the other, to avoid the flatness of what has been described as ‘committee English’.


This process ensured that this translation remains a fresh rendering of the Hebrew into modern English, not a revision of an older version. However, the panel was not inclined to novelty for its own sake, and they were free to make use of many phrases from earlier translations. Moreover, they followed the example of the great translators of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries who reproduced many of the images and idioms of the original Hebrew. Lively expressions modelled on the Hebrew were deemed preferable to tired expressions and clichés drawn from vernacular English. Slight archaisms were deployed in recognition of the fact that the original text came from ancient Israel, but they were tested concerning their intelligibility for those who might have been unfamiliar with them or with older English versions. Every effort was made to render the Psalms into language that ordinary Christians could understand.







The Status of the translated Psalms


The Alternative Service book, in which the Psalms were incorporated, had a run of almost twenty years. In the 1990s, however, the Church of England Commission engaged in further liturgical revision. Where the Psalms were concerned, the Commission proposed to adopt another version, at the time in use by the English Franciscan order. The version was subsequently named The Psalter 1998. This decision was curious and somewhat surprising. The translation was originally produced by a committee of the Episcopal Church of the U.S.A in the 1960s, and went through several revisions for successive American prayer books. It is not known whether qualified Hebraists were involved, but the primary purpose seems to have been to revise the familiar Psalms of the Book of Common Prayer2 to accord with the need for modern English and for inclusive language. The poet W.H. Auden, who had been involved in the project, reported in a private communication that he had done his best to preserve as much of the old wording as possible. The version ‘ended up neither Tudor nor modern English but a clumsy hybrid’3.


The Commission had resolved, as early as 1971, to give no further consideration to this version in their continuing work of liturgical revision. Yet, by 1997, the version resurfaced as the preferred option for the future official psalter of the Church of England.


At this stage, three members of the translation panel of the Liturgical Psalter, J.A., Emerton, D.L. Frost and A.A. Macintosh4, published a detailed criticism of the revived American version. The work included verses from both the psalters in contention, set out side by side. The booklet was entitled5, A Daft Text: the Psalter 19986.


These and other severe criticisms of the proposed psalter resulted in the Commission inviting two competent Hebraists (A. Gelston and J. Rogerson) to renovate the version, removing all the many glaring mistakes and infelicities. This was akin, as it has been said, to taking over a ramshackle house, renovating it without benefit of professional architects and then calling in professionals to put things right after the event. This is in stark contrast to the translation of The Liturgical Psalter, crafted completely de novo.


Much of the impetus for the adoption of The Psalter 1998 arose from the claim that it was closer to Coverdale’s version of the Book of Common Prayer. Yet examination of the version alongside The Liturgical Psalter suggested that The Psalter 1998 uses 9% more of Coverdale’s words than The Liturgical Psalter, though it preserves substantially more of his mistranslations7.


Despite these concerns, The Psalter 1998 was formally adopted by the Church of England as the official psalter and incorporated in the definitive Common Worship (2000).


The Liturgical Psalter, however, remains a version fully authorized for use in the Church of England. It was incorporated in An Australian Prayer Book (1978), in an Alternative Prayer Book (1984) in the Church of Ireland, and in An Anglican Prayer Book in the Church of the Province of South Africa. It has been reprinted in a variety of publications in England and overseas, adopted for use by the Uniting Church of Australia and excerpted for the Methodist Hymns and Psalms (1983). In 1996, The Liturgical Psalter was extensively excerpted in Donald Davie’s edition of the Penguin Classics The Psalms in English, as one of two versions representative of the twentieth century.
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	1. See p. xyz for a full list of members of the panel, described in regard to the positions they held in the 1970s, the time of the working sessions.



	2. This much-loved version, produced by Miles Coverdale in the 1530s, was a translation of a Latin text of the Psalms and not at all a rendering of the Hebrew original.



	3. See A Daft Text, p.2.



	4. Two other scholars, members of the panel, who did not take part in composing the booklet, wished their names to be associated with its contents: W. Horbury and E.W. Nicholson.



	5. The title A Daft Text derives from a review of the new translation in News of the Liturgy (April, 1999). The printer’s devil seems to have become here, providentially, a printer’s angel.



	6. A Daft Text: the Psalter 1998, Aquila Books: Cambridge and Sydney, 1999.



	7. See further, A Daft Text, p.4.



	8. This edition of The Liturgical Psalter includes notes written by the Secretary of the translation panel. They were designed to give some account of differences between the new translation and that of Coverdale in the Book of Common Prayer. Some comparison has been made with other translations of the Psalms, including, e.g., the New English Bible. The notes were written at the request of the Chairman of the Liturgical Commission to meet the needs of persons who were not Hebraists. While they should not be regarded as a full and comprehensive commentary on the textual and philological decisions of the panel, a number of correspondents have found them helpful.


















Introduction


The Psalms


Christians have used the Psalms in their praises of God, in their prayers and in their meditations since the earliest days of the Church. The Jews have used the Psalms for a much longer time, for they were composed for use in ancient Israel. The majority of the Psalms are hymns of praise and thanksgiving to God for what he is and for what he has done (e.g Ps. 8, 104, 135), or prayers for help and laments because of the sufferings of an individual (e.g. Ps. 6, 22) or his anxieties (e.g Ps. 77), or because of some national disaster such as defeat in battle (e.g. Ps. 44) or the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple (e.g. Ps. 74, 79). There are also meditations on God’s providence (e.g. Ps. 49, 73, 78) or on his commandments (e.g. Ps. 1, 119). Other Psalms were composed for particular occasions in the nation’s life: for the accession of a new king (Ps. 2), for a royal wedding (Ps. 45), or for a pilgrimage to Jerusalem to worship at the temple (e.g. Ps. 84, 122). The temple was the place where most Psalms were originally intended to be sung, but they also came to be used by Jewish congregations in their synagogues and by individuals in their private prayers.


The period in which the Psalms were composed in ancient Israel goes back as early as the time of King David (c. 1000 BC), though modern scholars have questioned the tradition that he was the author of a large number of the poems in our Psalter. Some Psalms were certainly written much later: Ps. 137, for instance, speaks of the exile of the Jews from Jerusalem to Babylon in the sixth century BC. Most of the Psalms, however cannot be dated precisely and might have been written at almost any time within a period of several centuries. Nor do we know when the last poem in the Psalter was written, though it was probably not later than about 200 BC and may well have been much earlier. The Psalms thus reflect something like three quarters of a millennium in the life and worship of ancient Israel.


Jesus was born a Jew, and he was brought up to know the Psalms intimately and to ponder them. He quoted them in his teaching, and words from the Psalter were on his lips as he hung on the cross. The Church learned from him, and from God’s ancient people the Jews, to value the Psalms, and Christians have used them ever since.


When Christians read the Psalms, they meditate and share the thoughts and varied emotions of the people of God in the Old Testament, the people to whom God made himself known, and they share in Israel’s experience of God. The God of the Psalms is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. The coming of Christ has, however, made a difference, and Christians cannot always think of God in exactly the same way as those who lived before the birth, and death, and resurrection of Jesus. Christians cannot make their own everything in the Psalter, at least not in its original sense. We cannot, for example, identify ourselves with the author of Ps. 137 when he blesses those who will dash Babylonian children against the rocks, however well we may understand the Psalmist’s reaction to the murder by Babylonian soldiers of Jewish children. There are parts of the Psalter that Christians must read with detachment. Many Christians feel that they must go further and refrain from the use of such passages, at least in public worship. Nevertheless, although there are verses in the Psalter whose sentiments Christians must not share, there remains much more which they can wholeheartedly make their own.


Throughout the centuries, Christians of different persuasions have found the Psalms a means of prayer and worship that fulfilled their needs. In the future, as in the past, Christians will use the Psalms both in the public worship of the Church and in their private devotions, in meditation, in prayer, and, above all, in praise.













Psalm 1





 1. Blessed is the man


who has not walked in the counsel of the ungodly:


nor followed the way of sinners,


nor taken his seat amongst the scornful.


2. But his delight is in the law of the Lord:


and on that law will he ponder day and night.


3. He is like a tree planted beside streams of water:


that yields its fruit in due season.


4. Its leaves also shall not wither:


and look, whatever he does, it shall prosper.


5. As for the ungodly, it is not so with them:


they are like the chaff which the wind scatters.


6. Therefore the ungodly shall not stand up at the judgement:


nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous.


7. For the Lord cares for the way of the righteous:


but the way of the ungodly shall perish.




Psalm 2


 1. Why are the nations in tumult:


and why do the peoples cherish a vain dream?


2. The kings of the earth rise up and the rulers conspire together:


against the Lord and against his anointed, saying,


3. ‘Let us break their bonds asunder:


let us throw off their chains from us.


4. He that dwells in heaven shall laugh them to scorn:


the Lord will hold them in derision.


5. Then will he speak to them in his wrath,


and terrify them in his fury:


‘I, the Lord, have set up my king on Zion my holy hill.’


6. I will announce the Lord’s decree,


that which he has spoken:


‘You are my son, this day have I begotten you.


7. ‘Ask of me,


and I will give you the nations for your inheritance:


the uttermost parts of the earth for your possession.


8. ‘You shall break them with a rod of iron:


and shatter them in pieces like a potter’s vessel.’


9. Now therefore be wise, O kings:


be advised, you that are judges of the earth.


10. Serve the Lord with awe,


and govern yourselves in fear and trembling:


lest he be angry, and you perish in your course.


11. For his wrath is quickly kindled:


blessed are those that turn to him for refuge.







Psalm 3


 1. Lord, how numerous are my enemies:


many they are that rise against me.


2. Many there are that talk of me and say:


‘There is no help for him in his God.’


3. But you, Lord, are about me as a shield:


you are my glory, and the lifter up of my head.


4. I cry to the Lord with a loud voice:


and he answers me from his holy hill.


5. I lay myself down and sleep:


I wake again, because the Lord sustains me.


6. Therefore I will not be afraid


of the multitudes of the nations:


who have set themselves against me on every side.


7. Arise, Lord, and deliver me, O my God:


for you will strike all my enemies upon the cheek,


you will break the teeth of the ungodly.


8. Deliverance belongs to the Lord:


O let your blessing be upon your people.









Psalm 4


 1. Answer me when I call, O God of my righteousness:


when I was hard-pressed you set me free;


be gracious to me now and hear my prayer.


2. Sons of men, how long will you turn my glory to my shame:


how long will you love what is worthless and seek after lies?


3. Know that the Lord has shown me his wonderful kindness:


when I call to the Lord he will hear me.


4. Tremble, and do no sin:


commune with your own heart upon your bed and be still.


5. Offer the sacrifices that are right:


and put your trust in the Lord.


6. There are many who say ‘Who will show us any good?:


the light of your countenance, O Lord, has gone from us.’


7. Yet you have given my heart more gladness:


than they have when their corn, wine and oil increase.


8. In peace I will lie down and sleep:


for you alone, Lord, make me dwell in safety.







Psalm 5


 1. Hear my words, O Lord, give heed to my groaning:


listen to my cry, you that are my king and my God.


2. In the morning when I pray to you,


surely you will hear my voice:


at daybreak I lay my prayers before you, and look up.


3. For you are not a God who takes pleasure in wickedness:


nor can any evil dwell with you.


4. The boastful cannot stand in your sight:


you hate all those that work mischief.


5. Those who speak lies you destroy:


you abhor the treacherous, O Lord,


and those that are stained with blood.


6. But because of your great goodness


I will come into your house:


I will bow down toward your holy temple


in awe and fear of you.


7. Lead me, O Lord, in your righteousness,


for my enemies lie in wait:


make straight your way before me.


8. For there is no truth in their mouth:


and within they are eaten up by malice.


9. Their throat is an open sepulchre:


and their tongue speaks smooth and flattering words.


10. Destroy them, O God,


let them fall by their own contriving:


cast them out for their many offences,


for they have rebelled against you.


11. But let all who put their trust in you rejoice:


let them shout with joy for ever.


12. Be the defender of those who love your name:


let them exult because of you.


13. For you will bless, O Lord, the man that is righteous:


you will cover him with your favour as with a shield.







Psalm 6


 1. O Lord, rebuke me not in your indignation:


nor chasten me in your fierce displeasure.


2. Have mercy upon me, O Lord, for I am weak:


O Lord, heal me, for my very bones are afraid.


3. My soul also is greatly troubled:


and you, Lord—how long will you delay?


4. Turn again, O Lord, and deliver my soul:


O save me for your mercy’s sake.


5. For in death no man remembers you:


and who can give you thanks from the grave?


6. I am wearied with my groaning:


every night I drown my bed with weeping,


and water my couch with my tears.


7. My eyes waste away for sorrow:


they grow dim because of all my enemies.


8. Away from me, all you that do evil:


for the Lord has heard the voice of my weeping.


9. The Lord has heard my supplication:


the Lord will receive my prayer.


10. All my enemies shall be put to shame and greatly dismayed:


they shall turn back and be confounded in a moment.







Psalm 7


 1. O Lord my God, to you have I come for shelter:


save me from all who pursue me, O save and deliver me,


2. Lest like lions they tear my throat:


lest they carry me off and none can save me.


3. O Lord my God, if I have done such a thing:


if there is any wickedness on my hands,


4. If I have repaid with evil him that was my friend:


or plundered my enemy without just cause,


5. Then let the enemy pursue me and overtake me:


let him trample my life to the ground,


and lay my honour in the dust.


6. Arise, O Lord, in your anger:


rise up in wrath against my adversaries.


7. Awake, my God, you that ordain justice:


and let the assembly of the peoples gather about you;


8. Take your seat high above them:


and sit in judgement, O Lord, over the nations.


9. Judge for me, O Lord, according to my righteousness:


and as my integrity requires.


10. Let the wickedness of the ungodly cease,


but establish the righteous:


for you try the very hearts and minds of men,


O righteous God.


11. God is my shield over me:


he preserves the true of heart.


12. God is a righteous judge:


and God condemns evil every day.


13. If a man does not turn, he whets his sword:


he bends his bow and makes it ready;


14. He prepares the instruments of death:


and makes his arrows darts of fire.


15. See how the ungodly conceives mischief:


how he swells with wickedness and gives birth to lies.


16. He digs a pit and hollows it out:


but falls himself into the trap he had made for others.


17. His mischief rebounds upon his own head:


and his violence comes down on his own pate.


18. I will thank the Lord for his justice:


I will sing praises to the Lord Most High.







Psalm 8


1. O Lord our Governor:


how glorious is your name in all the earth!


2. Your majesty above the heavens is yet recounted:


by the mouths of babes and sucklings.


3. You have founded a strong defence against your adversaries:


to quell the enemy and the avenger.


4. When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers:


the moon and the stars which you have set in order,


5. What is man, that you should be mindful of him:


or the son of man, that you should care for him?


6. Yet you have made him little less than a god:


and have crowned him with glory and honour.


7. You have made him the master of your handiwork:


and have put all things in subjection beneath his feet,


8. All sheep and oxen:


and all the creatures of the field,


9. The birds of the air and the fish of the sea:


and everything that moves in the pathways of the great waters.


10. O Lord our Governor:


how glorious is your name in all the earth!







Psalm 9


1. I will give you thanks, O Lord, with my whole heart:


I will tell of all the wonders you have done.


2. I will rejoice and be glad in you:


I will make my songs to your name, O Most High.


3. For my enemies are driven back:


they stumble and perish at your presence.


4. You have maintained my cause and my right:


you sat enthroned as a righteous judge.


5. You rebuked the heathen nations,


you brought the wicked to destruction:


you blotted out their name for ever and ever.


6. The strongholds of the enemy are made a perpetual desolation:


you plucked up their cities, and even their memory has perished.


7. The Lord confounds them; but the Lord endures for ever:


he has set up his throne for judgement.


8. He shall judge the world with righteousness:


and deal true justice to the peoples.


9. The Lord is a strong tower to him that is oppressed:


he is a tower of strength in time of need.


10. All who heed your name will trust in you:


for you have never forsaken those that seek you.


11. O sing praises to the Lord who dwells in Zion:


tell among the peoples what great things he has done.


12. For he that avenges blood has remembered the poor:


he has not forgotten their cry.


13. The Lord has been merciful toward me,


he saw what I suffered from my foes:


he raised me up again from the gates of death,


14. That I might tell all your praises in the gates of Zion:


that I might rejoice in your deliverance.


15. The nations have sunk into the pit they dug for others:


in the very snare they laid is their foot taken;


16. The Lord has declared himself and upheld the right:


the wicked are trapped in the work of their own hands.


17. The wicked shall be given over to death:


and all the nations that forget God.


18. For the needy shall not always be forgotten:


nor shall the hope of the poor perish for ever.


19. Arise, Lord, let not man prevail:


let the nations be judged before you.


20. Put them in fear, O Lord:


and let the nations know that they are but men.







Psalm 10


1. Why do you stand far off, O Lord:


why do you hide your face in time of need?


2. The ungodly in their pride persecute the poor:


let them be caught in the schemes they have devised.


3. For the ungodly man boasts of his heart’s desire:


he grasps at profit, he spurns and blasphemes the Lord.


4. He says in his arrogance ‘God will not avenge:’


‘There is no God’ is all his thought.


5. He is settled in all his ways:


your statutes, O Lord, are far above him,


and he does not see.


 6. He snorts defiance at his enemies, he says in his heart


‘I shall never be shaken:


I shall walk secure from any man’s curse.’


7. His mouth is full of oppression and deceit:


mischief and wickedness lie under his tongue.


8. He skulks about in the villages:


and secretly murders the innocent.
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