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A Commentary on the Psalms:

PSALM 119

The twelve Psalms used at Terce,
Sext, None, and Compline—Psalms
119 to 130-—share a common title,
one which is borne, too, by Psalms
131, 132, and 133, although these
latter do not appear in the Little
Office. Each of these Psalms is
described as a “song of ascents.”
Because of the equivalent of this
phrase in the Vulgate in the words
cantus graduum, these fifteen
Psalms have come to be called
the Gradual Psalms or Canticles.

We would be describing them
more accurately, perhaps, by
calling them Pilgrim Songs. That
is what they really seem to be:
songs sung by pilgrims making the
trip to Jerusalem, which journey,
because of the location of the city
upon Mount Sion, was indeed an
ascent. Such pilgrimages to the
Holy City were a duty laid by the
Law upon all male Israelites.
“Three times a year .. . all thy
men folk shall present themselves
before the Lord thy God in the
place of his choice; at the three
feasts of the Pasch, of Weecks, and
of Tabernacles” (Deuteronomy
16:16). It was in fulfillment of
this very law, as a matter of fact,
that Joseph and Mary went up to
Jerusalem that time when Christ
was left behind in the Temple.
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The observance of the feast being
over, Joseph and Mary had started
home and, “thinking that he was
among their travelling companions,
had gone a whole day’s journey
before they made enquiry for him
among their kinsfolk and ac-
quaintances” (Luke 2:44). 1
mention  these familiar circum-
stances because they permit us to
infer that such pilgrimages were
made by large groups of people,
regular caravans, as it were, travel-
ling together for the companion-
ship, the encouragement, and the
protection such an arrangement
would provide.

It was just such a group that
Jesus himself was leading up to
Jerusalem on the occasion when
he “took his twelve disciples aside
on the way, and warned them”

- (Matthew 20:17) of his imminent

passion, death, and resurrection.
The seriousness of this particular
episode of the journey is a remind-
er that all such pilgrimages were
fundamentally religious. There
was, nevertheless, a joyfulness
about them, too, that prompted
the pilgrims to raise their voices
in praise of Almighty God. This
is precisely the conduct suggested
by Isaias when he says that “men’s
hearts are light when they go up,
with the flutes playing about them,
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