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When we come to prayer we are stepping onto holy ground, but prayer is such a 
personal activity that each individual will approach it differently. There is no ‘one 
size fits all’ where prayer is concerned, and it is often a question of struggle and 
perseverance before we arrive at a method which suits my needs. Long ago the 
Benedictine, Abbot Chapman advised ‘to pray as we can, not as we can’t.’   The words 
of St. Paul in this regard are worth pondering and comforting: ‘Likewise the Spirit 
helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, 
but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with sighs too deep for words.’   
(Rom.8:26). So as we step onto this ‘holy ground’ each day afresh we have the 
guarantee of the assistance and guidance of the Holy Spirit. 
 
At the heart of the Church’s official prayer are the psalms, described as the ‘soul of 
Israel’ and which the Church from earliest times has made her own. Saint Augustine 
recounts in his Confessions how he shed copious tears when, newly returned to the 
faith, he heard the psalms sung in church, presumably for the first time, and which 
spoke to his situation so powerfully.  He saw the turbulence of his recent life’s 
journey outlined in them, esp. psalm 4. St. Augustine’s great mentor, Ambrose, 
bishop of Milan, declared that we can find in the book of psalms prayers to suit every 
eventuality and meet every need.  
 
The psalms are a profound source of nourishment for our personal prayer, and speak 
to us whatever our mood.  These prayers are divinely inspired, and we know that Our 
Lord recited them at the Last Supper, before departing for the garden of Gethsemane 
and his Passion, (Mark 14:26. Mt. 26:30). Perhaps the psalm we most closely 
associate with Our Lord are the words of ps. 22, which he uttered as he hung on the 
cross, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ This is one of the 
psalms of desolation, but the range of sentiments voiced in the psalms is wide:  joy, 
thanksgiving, hope, penitential, praise, those which recount the mighty deeds of God 
in creation, the Exodus, and in the history of Israel. Other psalms are called ‘wisdom 
psalms’ which reflect on the values which should guide the devout person in his/her 
relationship with God and offer values or signposts for everyday living under God. 
Psalm 1 sets the tone for the whole psalter. 
 
The Fathers of the Church, that great body of teachers from the early centuries of the 
Church, saw Christ on every page of the psalms, and taught that they refer to him, in 
his passion, first and foremost. We read the psalms and see Christ in them.  It is 
Christ the man speaking to his Father. He fulfils the psalms, and we have to pray 
them Christologically. How reassuring to realise that whenever we are reciting the 
psalms we are praying in accordance with the mind of Christ! As Augustine observes, 



when we are praying the psalms Christ is praying with us! Such is the mystery of the 
mystical body of Christ. 
 
The Fathers also taught that when the Christian prays it is never a solitary exercise, 
for it is the prayer of the whole Body of Christ and we are in solidarity with the 
universal Church, the body of believers whose Head is Christ. Christ enhances and 
gives value to our prayer far beyond what we can imagine. No prayer of a Christian is 
ever in vain! Christ prays in us and prays for us, particularly when we are reciting the 
psalms. Joined with Christ in reciting the psalms before God his and our Father, he 
continues his work of redemption.  
 
Let the apostle Paul have the last word for our consolation in the whole business of 
prayer. He writes to the Ephesians: Now to him who by the power at work 
with us is able to do far more abundantly than all that we ask or think, 
to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for 
ever and ever. Amen.  
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