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Introduction
I discovered the book of Psalms in 2011. 

I say ‘discovered’, not meaning that I was previously 
unaware of this much-loved Bible book, but that until then 
I knew only individual psalms and not the book itself. Like 
most people, I had my favourite psalms, which I turned to 
again and again. I had based retreats on Psalm 84 (‘Pilgrims 
making progress’, and led Quiet Days on Psalm 27 (‘The con-
templative’s psalm’). I had even written a book on Psalm 23 
(Song of the Shepherd, BRF, 2004), but I was unfamiliar with 
the book as a whole.

All that changed for me when, as part of the celebration 
of the 400th anniversary of the King James Bible, we were 
encouraged in church to read through the Bible in a year. As 
someone who handles the Bible a lot, I didn’t feel I particu-
larly needed such a challenge, but I was aware of some gaps 
in my Bible knowledge as well as the fact that over time 
I had neglected certain portions of scripture. So I decided 
to start my reading programme with the books I tended to 
overlook.

I began with Ezekiel and quickly realised why I had 
neglected it for so long. My mind does not grasp symbol-
ism easily, and I find the images of wheels within wheels 
and flying creatures difficult to grasp. However, I dutifully 
finished reading the 48 (rather long) chapters and then, for 
light relief, turned to the book of Psalms. I decided to read 
backwards, starting with Psalm 150 and working my way 
down to Psalm 1. I would like to say there was some deeply 
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spiritual significance in this, but there was none. It simply 
acquainted me with the book as a whole and gave me an 
appetite to know the Psalms more deeply.

This new encounter with the book of Psalms had such 
an impact on me that, instead of leaving them behind and 
moving on to other, less familiar parts of the Bible, I decided 
to linger there and read them again, but in the proper order. 
I became aware of the deep spirituality that pervades this 
wonderful collection of ancient prayers and hymns, and 
began to understand why, in some traditions, the Psalms are 
read repeatedly every day, often in the morning and evening. 
I felt I wanted to drink deeply of the life of God that is com-
municated to us through these inspired and beautiful words.

It seems to me that the book of Psalms, when taken as 
a whole, provides us with a wonderful handbook for spiri-
tual formation. Here we see life with God as it really is. True, 
there is a certain distance between us and the psalms—his-
torically, geographically, culturally and even theologically, as 
they reflect the old covenant between God and his people. 
Not everything we read sits easily with a contemporary 
Western mindset. They are both familiar and foreign to us, 
yet they continue to speak deeply to us about our relation-
ship with God. As one Old Testament professor puts it:

As we read the Psalms, we are entering into the sanctuary, the 

place where God meets men and women in a special way. We will 

see that the conversation between God and his people is direct, 

intense, intimate, and above all, honest. Thus, the Psalms are a 

kind of literary sanctuary in the Scripture. The place where God 

meets his people in a special way, where his people may address 

him with their praise and lament.1
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It was this intimacy with God, this raw honesty with him, that 
drew me to the Psalms in a fresh way. They give us words to 
use with God in our moments of joy and victory (praise) and 
in our times of despair and defeat (lament). As we read them, 
we can make the words our own, enter into the experience of 
the writer and find our own voice before God. In particular, 
I was drawn to the songs of lament, prayers that come from 
a deep place and reflect the struggle to understand what God 
is doing in our lives. 

These ‘sad songs’ make up nearly a third of all the psalms 
and yet they are mostly neglected by the church today. Much 
of our spirituality is geared toward relieving our pain and 
finding ways to ensure happiness, success and well-being. 
It wants to guarantee a life of victory, of overcoming, and 
so its focus is always on the positive and the joy-filled. Any-
thing that contradicts this rosy picture of cheerful certainty 
is ignored, denied or avoided. Those who face struggles in 
their walk with God are accused of unbelief or dismissed as 
lacking in faith or strength of character, so they often retreat 
into quiet isolation or drift away from a Christianity that 
doesn’t seem to work for them. Yet struggle and challenge 
are necessary for authentic spiritual growth. The reality is 
that God sometimes does lead us down difficult paths as he 
seeks to draw us closer to himself and form his life within 
us. Far from being an invalid expression of the Christian life, 
suffering may well be an inescapable part of the journey of 
knowing God more intimately.

One of the expressions in the book of Psalms that caught 
my attention is the rather enigmatic phrase ‘deep calls to 
deep’ (Psalm 42:7). I am not a Hebrew scholar, and it seems 
that even scholars find it difficult to translate and explain 
the meaning of these words, but I understand them to be 
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saying that in the deep experiences of our lives, God invites 
us into a deeper relationship with himself. That is why I have 
taken the expression as the title for this book, with the sub-
title ‘Spiritual formation in the hard places of life’. I believe 
that the book of Psalms can help us not only to make some 
sense of the difficult times in our lives, but also to work our 
way through them so that we are drawn closer to God and 
our faith is deepened, not weakened.

I will be looking at a selection of psalms that all use the 
phrase ‘out of the depths’ in some way. Here we can see for 
ourselves how God allows us to experience distress and dark-
ness not as punishment but as transformative agents in the 
spiritual life. Only when we are out of our depth will we 
learn true dependency on God, and only when we have lost 
our way can we find the path that God has for us to take. 
As we enter into the experience of the psalmists, we shall 
receive valuable insights for our own journey with God.

For some readers, this material will be what they need to 
hear right now, and it will help them with their present dis-
tress. For others, it will enable them to process past events 
and come to terms with their history with God, perhaps even 
bringing healing and understanding. Those whose calling 
is to help others, either as pastoral counsellors or spiritual 
directors, may find insight to help them in the vital minis-
try of accompaniment. For all of us, I hope, it will provide 
wisdom that we can store away for future reference, for no 
one knows what the future may bring. We may be stand-
ing on firm ground today, but tomorrow may find ourselves 
overwhelmed by the waves and breakers.

I have asked several friends to share with you their own 
journey into the depths. They are all people I know well, and 
I have had the privilege of sharing with them and observing 
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their lives as they have gone through the valley of deep 
darkness (see Psalm 23:4). Their stories are not meant to be 
templates for you to follow, for God deals with us as individ-
uals and everyone’s journey is unique and special. Neither are 
they meant to be ‘happy ever after’ testimonies to make you 
feel guilty or inadequate if your life seems not to be working 
out, for life is never simple or straightforward for anyone. 
Their intention is to give a human face to the message of 
this book so that we are not simply talking about theory. It is 
easy to sit at a desk and wax eloquent about finding God in 
the darkness, but much less easy to do it in daily life. These 
friends of mine have been there; they know what darkness 
is like. The stories they share are deeply moving and come to 
you at a price—the cost of their own suffering. Why not pray 
for these people as you read?

First, however, we need to do some background work in 
understanding the book of Psalms. This will prepare us to get 
the most from our study later of some individual psalms.



12

Deep Calls to Deep

1
Understanding psalms

As we prepare for our study of a few chosen psalms, it will 
be helpful to have a basic awareness of this form of writing. 
This chapter is meant not as a technical introduction, but 
as a ‘beginner’s guide’ so that we will be better equipped to 
understand the individual psalms when we come to study 
them.

A psalm is a poem, prayer or song that is addressed to God 
and expressed in the context of a faith relationship. The book 
of Psalms is a collection or anthology of such writings from a 
variety of authors and covering a long period of time, parallel 
to the history of Israel in the Old Testament. The book reflects 
the covenant relationship of ancient Israel and individual 
believers with their God. Psalms are also found elsewhere 
in the Bible, notably the song of Moses in Exodus 15:1–18, 
Hannah’s prayer in 1 Samuel 2:1–10 and Jonah’s cry to God 
from the belly of the great fish (Jonah 2:2–10). The majority 
of psalms, however, are found in the collection that we call 
the book of Psalms, sometimes known as the Psalter.

Psalms are, first of all, poems, presented in the distinctively 
Hebrew way of writing poetry. If they tell a narrative at all, 
it is poetic narrative in which the emphasis is not so much 
on the detail of the event as on its meaning and significance. 
Hebrew poetry makes great use of images, rhythm and sound 
and is designed to be read aloud. It also uses something called 
‘parallelism’ instead of rhyme, placing two thoughts along-
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side each other that appear to be the same but, in fact, are 
slightly different. Sometimes the second line confirms the 
first, sometimes it expands and advances the first thought, 
and occasionally it contrasts and opposes it.

For instance, Psalm 2:1 begins, ‘Why do the nations con-
spire…’, and repeats the thought with ‘… and the people 
plot in vain?’ The second line does not add much new infor-
mation (nations = people, conspire = plot in vain), but it 
confirms the initial thought, expanding it just a little. The 
repetition gives us time to reflect on the meaning, while the 
balance of thought adds to the flow of the spoken word and 
gives it rhythm and cadence.

Psalm 103:2 begins ‘Praise the Lord, my soul…’, reminding 
us that we are called to praise God and must stir ourselves up 
to do so. This thought is then expanded with ‘… and forget 
not all his benefits’, which gives as a reason for our praise his 
many benefits (blessings), and teaches us that the most likely 
hindrance to a life of praise is our forgetfulness and spiritual 
complacency.

In Psalm 1, however, the writer uses a clear contrast in 
verse 6 to summarise his thought. ‘For the Lord watches over 
the way of the righteous…’ is followed by a direct anti thesis, 
‘… but the way of the wicked will perish’ (NRSV). Here, 
the righteous and the wicked are seen as opposites and the 
outcome of their lives as being in complete contrast.

Poetry is the language of the heart. It expresses emotion, 
desire, longing, passion and so on. It meets perfectly the 
needs of spiritual writing, allowing deep feelings to be 
expressed through metaphor and word pictures, but lacks the 
clarity and sharpness of a legal document. It is important to 
remember this when we are reading psalms: we are reading 
poetry, not doctrine. Psalms are best suited to reflection and 
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meditation, thinking deeply about issues and coming back to 
the same text again and again. Their poetic shape helps us to 
express our own emotion and unlock our hearts in the pres-
ence of God.2

Secondly, psalms are prayers, expressing a heartfelt rela-
tionship with God. Here we listen to grateful responses to 
the goodness of God, as well as anxious pleas and urgent 
cries for help. What strikes us immediately is that they are 
directed towards God and they are spoken with honesty and 
candour. They offer to God sincere thankfulness and express 
genuine trust and confidence, but are also a vehicle for ques-
tion, complaint and even grievance. This can be disturbing 
to our Christian (and Western) view of prayer, as we tend 
to value respect, dignity and a careful choice of words when 
addressing the Almighty. Such ‘niceness’ and ‘appropriate-
ness’ is often disturbingly lacking in the Psalms.

The fact that the psalmists were not weighed down by a 
need for politeness is due largely to the fact that they were 
praying out of a secure relationship with God, based upon his 
covenant with Israel. They therefore felt free to be open and 
honest with God. Indeed, any real relationship requires such 
direct communication, rather than either passive resignation 
or active rebellion. As David Cohen writes:

This articulation of distress through psalms needs to be viewed in 

the broader context of covenant. Because the people of Israel were 

God’s covenant people they had permission, as individuals and as 

a community, to pray to God about their distress. Praying about 

distress was viewed as an appropriate and normal activity within 

the context of the divine–human relationship.3

Perhaps one of the lessons we can take from reading the 
psalms is that we can dare to be real before God and have 
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no need to hide behind a spiritual façade built upon good 
manners. Intimacy and honesty belong together.

Psalms are also songs, and this reminds us of their use in 
worship. Clearly, some were intended for a private setting 
and individual use, but many were written to be performed 
in a congregational context. They give instructions for singers 
and musicians, including the titles of tunes to be used, and 
the presence of an orchestra is indicated: strings, percussion 
and wind instruments are all mentioned. Psalms 42 and 43 
are linked together by a chorus or refrain (42:5, 11; 43:5), 
which gives it the feel of a song, and we can easily imagine 
Psalm 136 (with its repeated refrain of ‘His love endures for 
ever’) being sung responsively by a congregation on a great 
occasion of national rejoicing.

More than 70 psalms are attributed to David, ‘Israel’s 
singer of songs’ (2 Samuel 23:1, NIV 1984). His musicianship 
was well known, and many of the songs of Israel originate 
with him. His great desire was that the temple would be a 
place of celebration and musical excellence, and to this end 
he made elaborate preparations for a tradition of worship to 
be established (see 1 Chronicles 15:16, 19–24; 16:7; 25:1–
7). The annual festivals of Israel, the appointment of kings, 
sabbath days and covenant renewal times may have been 
the settings for much of this worship, as well as the daily 
temple ritual. After the return from exile, leaders such as 
Ezra and Nehemiah were quick to restore the pattern of 
worship established by David to the newly returned nation 
(Ezra 3:10; Nehemiah 12:45–46), and may even have added 
to the repertoire.

Much contemporary worship is expressed almost exclu-
sively through the medium of praise, with loud music 
accompanying the enthusiastic singing of joyful anthems 
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and rousing choruses that express victory and the promise 
of overcoming. There is an important place for this style of 
worship, of course, for God inhabits the praises of his people 
(see Psalm 22:3, KJV). Indeed, the book of Psalms is often 
rightly given as the basis for such uninhibited expression and 
bold assurance, with its constant exhortation, ‘Let everything 
that has breath praise the Lord’ (Psalm 150:6). At the same 
time, we must ask if there is also a place today for the songs 
of lament contained in this wonderful book. How are we to 
help those people to worship whose lives are racked with 
pain and whose hearts are broken through suffering? Is there 
a voice for them? Are there also times when, as a community 
of God’s people, we want to express before God our sorrow 
and anguish over the suffering of the world? Perhaps this is 
where a careful use of the psalms of lament can help us to 
broaden the appeal of our worship.

Traditionally, Old Testament scholars were concerned to 
identify the historical context in which individual psalms 
were written, and, while this context can be ascertained rea-
sonably accurately for some of David’s psalms, with most 
others it cannot be done. Indeed, many of the psalms seem 
to be deliberately vague and non-specific, as if to make their 
application easier to circumstances in the future. 

Scholarly attention has also turned to identifying the type 
or genre of the different psalms, and classifying them accord-
ing to their characteristics into various groupings. There is by 
no means any agreement about what exactly these types are, 
nor any consensus on how to classify each individual psalm. 
Some psalms are easy to place, others less so; some psalms 
have several potential identities, and there is no definitive 
list. While it is helpful to group some particular psalms by 
genre, we must remember that they were not written accord-
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ing to a predetermined classification: any such identification 
has been placed upon them by scholars, in an attempt to 
make sense of them. 

I will give here my own understanding of the seven most 
commonly suggested classifications, seeking to make them 
as accessible as possible for non-technical readers. A fuller 
breakdown can be found at the back of this book (‘Classifi-
cation of various psalms’) and more detailed descriptions are 
given in the books cited in the Bibliography.

Most scholars are agreed upon two main psalm types: 
praise and lament. Praise psalms take the form of hymns, 
easily recognised by their exuberant praise of God. Some 
of them are declarative, celebrating his mighty acts, while 
others are descriptive of God, focusing on the attributes 
revealed by his acts. Often there is a call to enthusiastic 
worship, and reasons for praise are given. God is joyfully cel-
ebrated as creator and redeemer. It is easy to see how these 
psalms would have been used in temple worship and on 
formal occasions. 

In contrast to these joyful expressions of praise are the 
psalms of lament, songs that come from the depths of the 
experience of an individual or the nation. They are heartfelt 
cries for help, addressed to a God who seems sometimes to 
be either absent or uncaring. They arise from situations of 
sickness and distress, persecution and false accusation, even 
sin and failure, and contain strong expressions of complaint 
towards God and hostility towards the ‘enemy’, whoever that 
may be. In most cases, by the end of such psalms, the difficul-
ties have been resolved, at least in part, and the psalms tend 
to finish with expressions of faith and confidence in God. We 
can imagine them being used at times of national crisis, on 
the Day of Atonement or during times of individual need.
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Between these two extreme expressions of faith, we 
have psalms of thanksgiving, the response of a grateful person 
whose cry of lament has been heard. These psalms look 
similar to the hymns of praise, except that there is usually 
a restatement of the lament that has been resolved. Again, 
they can be both personal and national in character. Closely 
connected to the psalms of thanksgiving are the psalms of 

trust and confidence, where the writer expresses belief in the 
power and goodness of God, despite the presence of threat. 
This belief may be expressed before, during or after a crisis. 
When we put these groupings together, we can see that they 
reflect the kind of ‘upward’ movement that often takes place 
in the spiritual life: from lament, through petition and trust, 
to thanksgiving for deliverance, and then to hymns of praise 
in which God is extolled as his people’s ever-present saviour 
and deliverer.

Some other psalms are psalms of remembrance, looking 
back at the history of Israel and drawing lessons from God’s 
dealings with his people. They often refer to the exodus 
as a formative and foundational event in Israel’s salvation 
history, and to the establishment of the Davidic covenant as 
the basis for their continuing hope in God. A few psalms are 
classified as wisdom psalms, reminding Israel of the way God 
wants them to live their lives and of the contrast between 
the righteous and the wicked. Some have a strong focus on 
the Torah, the law of God being the basis of all true wisdom.

A good many psalms are described as kingship or royal 

psalms, and, for some scholars, they represent the main theme 
of the entire book. Often, their focus is on the human king 
of Israel—either David or his descendants. They recognise 
that the king rules on behalf of God and, therefore, prayer is 
made for him. In other kingship psalms, however, the atten-
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tion is on God as king, and here we see a messianic element 
(and a prophetic link to Christ). The purpose of these psalms 
is to take the reader’s attention away from human kingship, 
with its failure and weakness, turning it towards the one true 
ruler who never fails and is always good and just.

How did the psalms come to be written? Well, some were 
the product of individual spirituality and later found their 
way into more general use. Others were written by profes-
sional temple musicians for specific occasions in the worship 
life of Israel. Eventually they were brought together into the 
collection of psalms that we have today, and how that hap-
pened will be the subject of the next chapter. Each psalm can 
be read as an individual piece of literature, but it also has its 
place within the Psalter; and, just as each individual psalm 
has a message, so too does the book as a whole.


