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THE NEW LATIN TRA NSLA TION 
OF THE PSALTER 

(By ,the MOST REV. MGR. PROF. P. P. SA Y'nON 

B.LITT., B.L.CAN., D.D., S.S.L.) 

S ;r. ROBERT BELLARMINE in a· prefatory letter to H.H. 
, Pope Paul V prefixed to his Commentary on the Psalms de·· 

p:ored the fact that, though the daily recitation of the Psalms was 
an ecc:esiastica: obligation, very few understcod what they read; 
" ...... libel' Psa1morum, quem ecclesial3ti.3i omnes quotidie legunt. 
et pauci admodum intellegunt". Unfortunately these words are 
as true to-day as 1,;hey were in the 16th century, and many eccle­
siastics still ccmp~ain that, despite their attentive recitat:on of 
the Breviary, they are desperately unab~e to make any sense ·out 
of many verses of the Psa~ter. And, one may add, what they un­
derstand is very often the opposite of, cor at least very different 
from, the sense intended by the sacred writer . Therefore it is not 
at all .'3urprising that many a learned ecclesiastic have in recent 
times expressed the wish that a more readable and a more intel­
ligib:e translaticn should rep~ace the VUlgate Psalter. 

The unintelrgibility of our Latin Psalter is due not so much 
to a defective theological knowledge as to intrinsic defects of the 
vension itse~f. As is wel:· known, the Psalms which we read in the 
Breviary are a I..Jatin version from a Greek translation of a Heb­
rew original. Every translation has its own merits and faults de­
pending on the literary skill of the translator. dn the principles 
and methcds of his work, on the quaHy of the text which he Is 
trani'llating as well as on the degree of textual deterioration which 
inevitably takes place in the course of its manuscript transmis­
sion. Therefore many and diverse are the -causes that are respon­
sible for the present state of unintelligibility of the I..Jatin PS'3.1ter. 

The Psalms were first translated from Hebrew into Greek 
about the middle of the 2nd century B.O. af3 a part of a comp'ete 
version of the O.T. known as the Septuagint. Up to that time the 
Hebrew PsaJms, the ma:ority cf which go back to the 11th or 10th 
century B.C., had already been copied and revised many times 
and all these processes were sources of textmll alterations and cor­
ruption,s. Compare, for example, Ps. 17 Diligam te Domine with 
'3Kgs 22 where it recurs with textual variations. 
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So also Ps. 13 and Ps. 52, both beginning with the words 
Dixit inspiens in cM·de suo, are really two slightly different forms 
of the same Psalm. Ps. 9 Confitebor tibi Domine 1:n toto corde 
mea; na,rrabo omnia 1nirabilia tua and its sequel Ut qUid Dom'ne, 
winch in the Hebrew text are reckoned a,s two separate Psalms, 
fOl'mec originally one Psalm. as is evinced by the alphabetical 
arrangement of the strophes and by the fact that both in the LL"Y 
and in St, Jerome's vers:on from the Hebrew they read as one 
Psalm. But though the general alphabetical structure is manifest, 
some strophes have d;sappeared entirely and some are disguised by 
the alteration or by the corruption of the first word of tlw strophe. 
Therefore it may be confidently assumed that at the time of the 
Septuagint version the Hebrew text of the Psa~ms was already 
some distance from its original form. -These textual corruptionR 
originating with the Jewish copyists were the first source of ob­
scure and unintelligible renderings which ultimately passed into 
our Latin Psalter. 

Another cause wh;ch has largely contributed to the unintelli­
gibility of our Latin Psa~ter is the defective literary skill of the 
Greek transla.tors. H. B. Swete, one of the best authorities on 
Septuagint studies, saya that the Greek version of the Psalm,s 
shows obvious s:gns of incompetence (1). The Hebrew text 
is translated literally and tSlavishly. No attempt is made to give 
a Greek turn to Hebrew idiomatic constructions or to round off 
an expression that sounds harsh to a Greek ear. Not infrequently 
the translators, who. let it be rema,rked, had no grammar and no 
dictionary but .derived al~ their knowledQ'e of Hebrew from oral 
tradition, missed the real value of the Hebrew tentSes and failed 
to hit upon the true meaning of difficult words and expressions. 

This Greek version, with all its merits and faults, became 
the official text of the Psalms to the HeHenitStic Jews who could 
not read their ~iturgical songs in the original tongue .. The New 
Testament writers used it freely in their preaching and writings. 
With the rise of Christianity it passed into the hands of the 
Clmrch and ,soon spread all over the Greek-speaking world. giving 
rise ,on account of t:extual alterations, to different 'forms or 1'e­
cenSlons. 

(I) Introd1wtio71. to the Old Testament in Greek, Cambridge, 1914, 
pp. 315f. 
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A Latin translation of the Psalms first appears in the writ­
ings of St. Cyprian in North Africa where Latin was the language 
of everyday life. The trans:ation was probably made in the 2nd 
century A.D. ,,\lhen Latin superseded the Greek language in the 
Church of Rome, the Greek Bib:e was again translated into La­
tin, and we meet the first traces of this translation in the writings 
of Novatian, a Roman writer of the Srd century A.D. 

rrhese were popular translations made by unknown and illi­
terate ~ranslators who reproduced almost mechanicaIiy the Greek 
text in that peculiar form of Latin that was used by the masses. 
St. Augustine says of these early translators: "In those early 
times anyone who pQSsessed a Greek Bib:e and had some know­
ledge of Greek and Latin wouid take upon himself the task of a 
translator" (2). In this manner all the Hebraisms and all the 
obscure and wrong renderings of the Sept-uagint found an easy 
way into the Latin versions. I submit here a f,"w examples iEus­
trating the defective methods of both the Greek and Latin trans­
lators. 

a) \iVrong translations: In Ps. 67, 16 the meaning:ess 
montes coagulati should be monies clivosi, the Hebrew adjective 
being wrongly referred to a root which means also 'curd, 
eheese'. In Ps. 72, 4 nOn est uspectus morti eorum neither the 
Latin rl3spect'Us nor its Greek equivalent correspond to Hebrew 
which meantS 'pains'. hence the sense is: NOn sunt mala eis, 
'they are not in pain'. Sometimes proper names are translated as 
Gommon nouns, and common nouns as proper names, thus 'Ps. 
41, 7 a monte moclico is a monte iH isar; Ps. 59, 8 convallem ta­
bernaCulOT'um itS convallem Succoth; Ps, 67, 16 mons pingu:s is 
mons Basan. 

b)' Confused translations. Hebrew words having more than 
one meaning are very often translated by the same word even 
when the sense requires a different meaning; thus the verb 
shaphat, which generally means 'iudica:re', means also ius alicu­
ius tueTI:; hence Ps, 42, 1 Itlclica me De1ls should read Ius meum 
Were, Deus; the iude:x v{cluarum in Ps, 67, 6 is a defensor vidua­
rltm, and in many cases iuclicium standf;l for ius. Another word 
susceptible of var:ious meanings is nephesh, which is invariably 
translated psyche, anima, even when the context requires a diffe­
rent meaning, ThUiS Ps. 26, 12 Ne trdideris me in an:'mas tribulan-

(2) De doctlr. Ohrist. 1I, 16; PL 34, 430. 
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tiU'I1'L. .mtLshould read Ne tradideris me des.:derio tribulantiuny me. 
Gp. the parallel verse in Ps. 40, 3 et nOn tradat. eum in an:mam 
inimicorum eim .. 

c) Idiomatic expressions literally translated. Exx. ponere 
aliquem dorsum for aliquem ve1itere in fugam, Ps. 17, 41; 20, 13; 
in corde· ·et co'tde for corde dupl.ci, Ps. 11, 3; benedicere ulSed with 
the antithetical meaning 'to curse', as in Ps. 10, 3 et iniqtws 
benedic.itur for et iniquus blasphemat; pone're COr for considerare, 
Ps. 47, 17 ponite cm·da. vestm in v)rtute SU{l: instead of consi~erate 
DI:rttttem suam. :.. 1., J • • ', 

. d) Servile renderings. The Greek translators have in nume­
rouscases missed the rea: meaning of partic'les. Thus the prepo­
sit:on 'al, whieh generally means 'upon', has a1so a comparative 
::l€ll1se which is not expressed neither by the LXX nor by the Vul­
gate; ex~': Ps. 17, 18 confortati sunt supe-r me for fortiores sunt 
m.e;cp. Ps. 18,11; 83 ,11; 118 72. The prepc,sition tnin 'a' and 
theexpression'1nippene 'a facie" have scmetimes a causal mean­
ing 'propter' wh:ch is not rendered by the LXX; exx: Ps. 37, "1 
non est pa·.:c ossibus me;'s a facie peccatorum meo'rUm i.e. propter 
pe'coatirmea; PIS. 6, 8 Tt~rba.tus est a furore oculus meus instead 
of' propter furorem.' 

e) . Wrong rendering of tenses. Ps. 42,3 ipsa me dedu'xerunt 
etaddu(ve-rLLnt, after the petition for God's assistance Emitte 
ltLGem tuam et 'verita.tem tuam the past tense is cbviously con­
trary to' the sense. We must read according to Hebrew ipsa. me 
ded'uoan£- et adducant. 

'f) Misreading of words. The Greek translators have occa­
"ionally read the unpointed Hebrew text with different vowels. 
rr:hus in Ps. 90, 3 the tricons0nanta: yvord 4-b-r, was read daba.1' 
by the :Septnagint t.ranslators and conlsequent~y tendered by ver­
b'lL1n; whiie the Massoretes read it deber which means pestis. The 
Massoretic reading suits the context better,aild. therefore the ren~ 
aering ii pesie maligna :IS preferable to averbo mendtlcii. In Ps. 
87,.11 Numquid .... medici 8uscitabunt physic:;:tns are here intru­
a:efs dr:agged in by the Septuagint translators whoread rophe'irn 
instead~ofrepha'im 'defuncti'. . .' 

To. 'the.sl? ,¥1r6tlg r~nderings one rnwst. 'aM th.e Latin tran~1a­
tors': . share of mistranslat:ons and· a . linguistic usage with which 
the modern reader is not" familiar. In course of time copies of the 
J.;atin Psalm,s were multiplied, 'new tran~ations~tnd revisions 
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we{e made and the variations in the several manuscripts became 
so numerous that St. Jerome, in a letter to Pope Damasus in 383, 
comp:ained that there were as many varieties of texts as there 
were man11)Scripts (3). After having revised the Latin Gospels, 
and very probably the rest of the New Testament, St. J erome, 
probably at the request of Pope Damasus, revised also the Latin 
text of the Psalms (4). St. J erome does not appear to have been 
satisfied with this revipion which, as he informs us, was carried 
out hastilY

1 
and, as errors cropped up again, he undertook another 

revision of the Latin Psalms from the LXX (5), a revision which, 
on accoun ' of its being first adopted by the Church of Gau!, came 
to be known as the "P,salterium Gallicanum" and in course of 
time was incorporated into the Breviary. Later on St. Jerome 
translated also the Psalms from Hebrew into Latin, but this 
translation, though far superior to his previous revisions, never 
~ucceeded in superseding the Gallican Psalter. The history of the 
Latin Psalter does not end with Jerome. For a long time both 
Jerome's revised text and the so-caEed Old Latin continued to 
be transcribed and read in Church and at home. Copyists often 
mixed up readings of the two forms of text, besides adding errors 
of their own (6). The text was definite:y fixed by the Roman Com­
missions appointed between 1561 and 1592 and published in the 
Sixto-Clementine edition of the Vulgate. 

This brief survey of the history of the origin of the Latin 
iiturgical Psalter is intended to justify the complaints of those 
who recite the Breviary and the impellent need of a more readable 
translation. A pre:iminary point, however, had to be lSettled. Was 
a new translation necessary? was not a revision enough to meet 
the requirements of the average priest? A revision similar, more 
or less, to that carried out by St. JeroIDe was obviously the easier 
course and there were some who stood for it. But, the literary 
problems of the Psalter are so varied and complex and the lin­
guistic and exegetic study of the Psalms halS advanced so far that 

(3) PL 29, 52€!. Though St. Jerome's \vords 'tot enim sunt exempla­
ria pene quot codices' refer d:~ectly t,o the Gospel-manuscripts, there is 
no i'easou why {hey should uo.t be extended to other manuscripts, especial­
ly to the manuscripts of those books that were more frequently copied. 

(4) Prael,. ~ libr •. Psalmorum, P;L 29, 117., 
~ L.~U. ' " 
(6) A. Rahlfs, Septuagin,ta-St1idien, 2, pp. 61-70. See also A. All­

geier, Die altlateinischen Psaltcrien., Freiburg i, B., 1028. 
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a revision would have resulted in a sort of patchwork which wou!d 
haNe been neither the V ulgate text nor a new translat.ion. For­
tunately the fo:.J:mer opinion prevai~ed and by order of H.H. Pope 
Pius XII a fresh iTanslation of the Psalms and the Oanticlet3 of 
the Breviary has now been made and pubiished by the Profes~ors 
of the Pontifical Biblical Institute of Rome under the tit~e "Liber 
PsCthnO'fum cum Canticis Breviari~ Romani, nova e te;ctibus pri­
migeniis int8'rpreta;~io Lafna cum notis criticis et exegeticis cum 
Projnsso1'nm pontificii Instituti Bibtci ediw"; Romae, .1945. B;y 
the Mot'!L pl'opr!.o 'In cotidianis precibus' given on the 24th March 
1945 and prefixed to this edition H.E. Pope Pius XII placet3 this 
new translation in the hands of a~l those who are under the obli­
gation of reciting the offic:e permitting them at the same time to 
lU(Lke Ui:le of .it in their private and public recitatIOn of the office 
after the pUblication of the liturgica~ edition of the Psalter. 

The first, and most important task confronting the translator 
of (LIt ancient, text that has been handed down in a number of 
different fol'ms and versions is the critical reconstruction of the 
text, itself, tha,t is, the determination of its original form 01', at 
least, of that form that is nearest to the original. Our Hebrew 
t,ext of the Psalms, even in its best and latest critical edition (7), 
represents that form which had been definitely fixed by the Ma/3-
,.;oretes befol'e the 10th century A.D. and which had been ren­
dered uniform ,in the preceding centuries, by the elimination of 
,.E vC1riant readings. But the version carry us much further back. 
'rhe LXX versicn was made in the '11'd or 2nd century B.O.; the 
Old Latin versions appeared ~n the 2nd and 3rd century A.D.; Je~ 
rome'l3 translation was made in t.he closing years of the 4th cen­
tury A.D. To these we must add three other Greek versions made 
in the 2nd century A.D. by Aquila. Theodotion and Symmachus 
respectively; the Syriac version called the Peshitta made probab­
ly in the 2nd or 3rd century A.D. and the Aramaic Targum of 
the Psalms which representF' a traditiona~ oi-al translation from 
Hebrew dating from the 9th century A.D. but which in. ,itl'3 oral 
form goes back to the 1st century A.D. A~l thesetext-witnessei:' 
must, be called upon: to pear evidence of the state of the Hebrew 

(7) By F. Buhl in R. Kittel's'Srd fdit. of Biblia, Hebraica Stutt­
gart, first separately 'in 1930 and thc<J1 in 1937 in the 'complete ~ition of 
the O.T. 
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text in its pre-Massoretic stages and, when their evidence i/3 care­
fully sifted, to serve as a means for its emendation. 

I do not wish to imply that the versions have invariably pre­
,served abetter fmm of text. They all have their own deviatioIlt; 
arising either from a misundersanding of the orig:nal text or from 
lat,er scribal corruptions. But in certain cases they have unques­
tionable claims to origina:ity. In all cases the determination of 
the correct reading, which is the indispentsable basis of a good 
translation, requires a keen sense of discernment and must abso­
iuteIy be made on the ground of established principles of textual 
criti(;ism independentiy of \Subjective considerations which many 
a time have led critics astray in their search after the original 
form of the Hebrew text. 

Applying the princip'es of textual criticism objectively and 
intelEgently the translators of the Biblical Institute have produced 
a text which is much nearer the original than either the Masso· 
retic. text or any of the ancient versionfl. It is not possible to enu­
merate here all the emendations made by the help of the versions. 
hut I wish to mention just a few: 

):>s. 21, 17 'foderunt manus meas et pedes meos'; this read­
ing, which is a1,so that of the LXX and, with slight differences. 
that of the ancient versions has been preferred to the. Hebrew: 
sicut leo .manus meas et pedes nwos which is meaningless. 

Ps. 68, 11 'et operui in ieiunio aninwm mcam'; 'I covered 
my {lo:ul in fasting'. I wonder what meaning the average pr,iest 
call rp.ake out of these words. MT has 'I wept' for 'I covered'. 
!:tnd the sense is: I wept myself out in fasting. The difii(mlt~r 
!:tgainst this translation is that the verb baka 'to weep' is .never 
IJlsed w:th a reflexive meaning as in English 'to weep one~elf out'. 
St. Jerome translates et flcvi thus supporting the MT. 13ut the 
LXX and the Syriac version read: 'and I humbled myself with 
fasting', a reading' wnlch is preferred by the translators and is 
very probably original. cp. Ps. 34, 13 Humibiliam in ieiunio ani­
mam meam. The Vulg. reading can be easily traced back to a 
Greek origin als an obvious confusion of synekampsa 'I humbled' 
read as synekalypsa T covered' . 

Ps. 70, 6 'in te cantatio mea semper'; 'of thee shall I con­
tinuaEy s:ng'. A:l versions give the .same sense. But the construc­
tion is awkward. One wOllld rather expect tehillati atta'laus mea 
tu cs' as in J er. 17, 14. Symmachus, however, seemstc)'}iave reaa 
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tohalti 'speravi' and this reading has been adopted in the tJan.sla­
tion as more consistent with the context. Hence we read: in te 
speravi sempe1·. 

Ps. 76, U 'Et di;ri : Nunc coepi, haecmutatio dex"terae Ex 
celsi'. This rendering is supported by the LXX and the Syriac 
version. But St. Jerome has read the text differently and trans­
lated: 'Et dixi: Inbecillitas mea est haec; commutatio dexte,rae 
Exce~si' . The same reading is given by the Jewish translator 
Aquila, and is cert,ainly preferable, Hence in the new translation 
we read: 'Et dico : Hic est dolol' meus, quod mutata est dextera 
Alti&;imi' . 

But sometimes the cOl'l'Uption goes further back than aH our 
versions. In this case the evidence of versions is of no value as 
they a.ll derive from a corrupt original. The critic wiE have to fall 
to conjectures which may atta,in a high degree of probability 
when they are founded on the rules of paleography, on the 
knowledge of the causes of errors and on the requirements of 
grammar) style and context. The Professors of the Biblical In­
stitute have, very judiciously and sparingly, made use of conjec­
tura: corrections cOl1(sisting mostly in thE> transposition of a word) 
in a different vocalization of the same consonants or in the change 
of simi:ar consonants. The following are a few instances: 

Ps. 2) Ub. 12a the words 'apprehenditp. disciplinam' are a 
well-known textual puzzle. The Latin is the exact rendering of 
the Greek drwxasthe, 'receive instruction' which does ,not corrc.s­
pond to Hebrew. St. Jerome following Symmachus translates 
adorate pm!'., though in his Oommentarioli he refers another 
translation adorate filillm. (PI, 23, 413; 26, 827). The Hebrew can 
only mean: osculamini purum, 01' osculam.mi pure, or osculamin1: 
filium, i.e. 'pay homage to the elected one', or 'pay homage .sin­
cerely'. All th€\se translations are either impossible or improbable. 
Interpreters have tried a~l ways to make the text yield a reason­
a.ble sense. The simplest correction consists in transposing the 
words corrc.sponding to 'apprehendite discipinam'. The sense of 
.vv. 11, 12 then would be: Se1'vite DOmino in timore et ~:rultate 
ei; Cum t:remore praesta.te obsequium illi. This correctiim proposed 
about 40 years ago by Sievers and Bertholet is now generally ac­
cepted and has been adopted in this translation (8). 

(8) G. E. Closen, Gedanken Z1tr TeaJtkritik V01l Ps. 2, llb, 12a; 
Bibl. 21 (1940) 288-309. 
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Ps. 72,4 Quoniam non est respectus, morU eorum: et firma­
mentum in plaga eorum. This translation yields no sense. Apart 
from three mistranslations respectus, /irmamentum and plaga, 
the mention of death is utterly incoMistent with the context 
which is describing the earthly felicity of the wicked. Modern in­
terpreters generally split up the word lemotam 'morte Borum' into 
two words lema 'iis' and tam 'integrum, sanum\ Hence the 
whole verse in the new translation reads thus: Nulla p,n/lm Hunt 
ifs formenta, sa,nwn et pingue est corpus eO'fum. 

Ps. HO, 3 reads thus: TecUm principium in die virtutis tuae 
in splendoribu8 sanctorum, eu: utero a,nte luci je1'um 9 enui te. 
But Hebrew gives an entirely different sense: 'Populus tuns 
sponte ile offert in die fortitudinis tuae in splendore sanctitatls : 
ex utero aurorae tibi ros adolescentiae tuae', LXX-Vulg. l'epre­
Hent Christ, to whom the Psalm refers (Mt. 22, 42-46) as holding 
the supreme command of an army marching out for the spiritual 
conquest of the world and they both entrust him with this !eader­
ship on account of his eternal generation from his Father. But 
according to Hebrew Christ, is simply marching forth to subdue 
his enemies while youthful warriors, innumerable as the drops of 
the morning dew, flock to his standard. 

T,he whole verse critically emended is translated thus: 
'recum principatus die ortus tui in splendore sanctitatis: ante 
luciferum, sicut rorem, genui te. 

The translation of this verse does not claim more tha.n a 
fair degree of probability, but., though some of the proposed 
emendations are questionable, the translation is far clearer than 
the Vulgate and iR in perfect conformity with Ps. 2 and with 
patristic tradition. 

It is upon such a critical reconstruction of the Hebrew text 
that the new translation of the Psalter is based. As the object 
of textual criticism is to recover so far as possible the a.ctual 
words written by the sacred writers and, by this means, to 
determine their thoughts with the utmost possible accuracy, it 
follows quite logically that a translation must aim at reproduc­
ing the original writer's ideas as faithfully and as clearly as 
possihle. Literalness and perspicuity are therefore the two chief 
qualities of a good translation. The ancient Greek and Latin 
translators of the Psalms held different views especially as re-
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gal'ds the fidelity of a translation. " They endeavoured "tQ render 
the !Original WDrd" for word", "almost" mechanically, thus missing 
the" real force of certain idiomatic ~xpressions, the syntaqtical 
value of particles and sometimes the true meaning of words and 
phrases. On the contrary, sume modern translators run to the 
opposite extreme, reproducing the sense with~ut":~ar~" ,~q9ja 
for details of words and expressions of the" original. The trans­
lators of the" Psalter have avoideu both extremes; the translation 
is literal but not servile, and clear without being paraphrastic. 
Teh following verses of Ps. 67 E'Xurgat Deus from the old and the 
new translation will make clear the difference between the two 
ways of translating. . 

Rex virtutum dilecti di~"ecti : Reges exercituum fugiunt 
fugiunt; 

et speciei domus dividere et incolae domus dividunt 
spolia. praedam. 

Si dormiatis inter medios Dum quiescebatis inter cau~as 
cleros, gregum, 

pennae columbae deargentatae, alae columbae nitebant 

et posteriora dorsi eius in 
pallore auri. 

Dum discernit caelestis reges 
.super eam, 

nive dealbabuntur in Selmon; 
mons Dei, mons pinguis. 

argento 
et pennae eius flavore auri 

pum omnipotens illic disper­
gebat reges, 

nives ceciderunt in Salmon. 
Montes excelsi ,'>unt montes 

Basan: 
Mons coagulatus, mons pin- c~ivosi montes sunt montes 

guis; Basan : 
ut quid suspicamini montes Cur invidiosi aspicitis, montes 

coagulatos? divosi, 
Mons, in quo benepl"acitum est montem in quo habit are pla-

Deo habitare in eo; cuit Deo, 
etenim Dominllls habitabit in immo in quo hahitabit Domi-

finem. nus semper? 

This is a plain translation of the Massoretic text without 
any textual corrections and without any paraphrastic renderings. 
For. such a translation a thorough and accurate knowledge of 
Hebrew is essential. It has already "been remarked that the 
ancient translators derived all their knowledge of Hebrew from 

..., 
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ota.l, tradition and we all know that oral tradition is not always 
a reliable source of information. While the Greek translators 
have certainly preserved some very rare meanings of Hebrew 
words which were never recorded by later lexicographers, it 
must be admitted that not infrequently they simply p~cked out 
the wrong meaning; in some cases a sing:e Hebrew word stands 
for two originally difI'erent though like-sounding words with dif­
ferent meanings one of which became absorbed by the other 
and so disappeared entirely; sometimes, it may be supposed, 
tiadition failed completely to supply any meaning. 

In recent years Semitic linguistic research has advanced so 
much that the need for a revision of the Hebrew vocabulary 
has long been felt. The comparative study of Hebrew and the 
cognate SemItic languages, especially the Accadian language, 
which was unknown to the older lexicographers, as well as a 
deeper investigation into the lexical element of the LXX have 
in recent years brought out new Hebrew roots and new mean­
ings of existing roots which have not only modified the traditional 
translation of many biblical passages but have also helped, to 
smooth away the difficulties of obscure and unintelligible verses 
of the Psalms (9). Not less important for a better understand­
ing of the Bible is the invest:gation into the grammatical struc­
tme of HeJrew, especially the complicated problem of the use 
of tenses (10). Although some of the results of this linguistic 
research are still open to controversy, others may be considered 
as well established and have heen accepted in the new translation 
of the Psalter, I give here a few examples: ' 

,The' Hebrew word nephe~h generally means '!Soul' and is 
usually.trans~ated by psyqhe 'anima' in the Psalms and in the other 
books of the O. T . Now in some cases this translation doer; not 
suit the context, thus in Ps. 68, 2 th(t words~intraverunt aquae 
usque ad animam meam hardly make any sense though -the word 
aquae itS sometimes used metaphorically in the sense of 'suffering, 
persecution,oppression'. f?till more incciIll1?rehehs,ible is Is. 5,14 
dilatavit infe'rnus animam s,unm. As the same word occurs in Ac-

(9) See the numerous contributions by,9. B., Drtv~r: to'TheJou~­
. nal of Theological Studies., th,e .Journal of B,iblical Lite1·ature, Zei~oh,rilt 
fwr die alttes'ta1nentUc'he' Wiss-e,ns.chaft., ,,' " " ." 

(10) G. R. :Qriver,P'l'pblem~, of th~Hebrew veri5al Ilystem, Edin-
burgh, 1936. ' 
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(jadian with the primary meaning of 'breath, sou!, life' and a se­
(;ond meaning 'throat', and as this meaning is absolutely re· 
quired in Is. 5, 14 by the context and by the law of parallelism, 
there is every reCLson to suppose that this secondary meaning of 
the word nephesh waH not unknown to the Hebrew writers (11). 
Let us now apply this meaning' to thooe passages where anima is 
inappropriate: Ps. 68, '2 venemnt aquae usque ad collu'm meum, 
the image being tha,t of a drowning man who is in peril of being 
swept away by the current. Ps. 77, 17 petentes cibum secundum 
cupiditatem suam instead of ut pete'rent escas animabus SU1·i8. A 
more forceful and more literal translation would have been peten­
{'fS cibum faucib'us s/1;is. Ps. 104, 18 ferra ligatum erat collum 
eius, insteaJ of ferrum pe.rtransiit an~ma1n eius. the reference 
being to Joseph's slavery in Egypt. 

Ps. 16, 4 egu custoq.ivi vias du1'as; Hebrew has a, genetive 
instead of the adjective dwras, hence modern interpretera gene­
rally transla,te cttstodivi vias (vi1'£) violenti that is custod:iv'a me 
a· viis 1)i1'i ·violenti. This translation is forced. The verb shamar 
means 'to oh.serve a law' not 'to abstain from evil'. A far better 
sense is obtained by referring the word paris, which is usuaEy 
used of robbers and murderers, to Accadian parsu 'command, or­
der, law', or to Arabic fard 'divine law',. The sense then will be 
ego cu,stodivi via-8 legis, and this is the translation adopted in the 
new Psalter. This new meaning of the Hebrew word paris has 
been proposed by G. R. Driver in 1922 (12), and is accepted by F. 
Zoreil (1928), N. Peters (1930), C. I..Jattey (939) in their res­
pective transbtions of the Psalms. 

Ps. 31,9 ca-rno et. frenu -rnaiXillas eorUrn constringe the Heb­
l'ew word for maiXillas is referred to an Arabic root meaning 
. course', hence the new Psalter reads q'UOrum impetus cam,o et. 
freno constringit:u1': So also G. R Driver (13). Zorell (14), Ca..; 
les (15), Peters (16). 

(11) P. Dhorme, L'Emploi ntetaphorique des nom.s du parties du 
~orps en hebreu et en. accadien, Paris, 1923, pp. IS£. 

(12) The Jou,nl. of Theol. St., 23 (1922) 72. See also J.T.S. 24 (1923) 
818; 25 (1924) 177f. 

(13) J.T.S .. 43 (1942) ViH. 
(14) Psalterium ex Hebra.eo Latinun~, Rome, 1928, p. '19. 

,(15) Le Livre des Psaum,es, Paris, 1936, I, p. 350. 
(16) Das B1lCh del' Psalmen, Paderhorn, 1930, p. 70, 

~ 
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Ps. 56, 9 Exu,1'ge gloria mea·: the Hebrew word for glorila is 
referred to a root which in Arabic meanlS 'liver' and, metaphori­
cally, 'the innermost pa.rt of man, heart', and we therefore read 
Exurge anima In6a. So a1so Zorell, Ca~es. 

Ps. 77, 21 et vra ascendit in IS'l"ael: though the sense is fairly 
clear, it is much clearer in the new translation which reads et iTa 
efferbuit contra Ismel. T11e Heb. verb :ala, generally translated 
'to rise up', in rea!ity represents two roots with two different 
meanings 'to rise up' and 'to boil'. 

Ps. 83, 7 in valle la.cTimarum, in loco quem posuit: limiting 
ourselves to the first half-verse, the other half being milStranslat­
ed, we notice that the translators of the Psalter have derived the 
word baka from a root which, though inexistent in our Hebrew 
Dictionaries (17), occurs in Arabic and means 'to be waterless 
nand)'. The whole verse is therefore translated: Transeuntes per 
vallem aridam, fontem facient eam.' 

It has been said above that the Greek translators have fre­
quently rendered the Hebrew tenses wrongly. Hebrew, unlike 
Greek and Latin, ha.s a very rudimentary system of moods and 
tenses, and the same tense-form may haNe different temporal va­
lues depending on the quality of the action expTessed, on the dif­
ferent vocalization of the so-ca:led waw consecutive and other 
grammatical considerations. A literal and servile translation, 
which dOffi not take into account the various phonetical, gramma­
tical and contextual factors determining the exact valne of the 
tenses is, naturally, apt to misrepresent the original writer's mind 
by dilSrupting the logical nexus and sequence of his thoughts and 
sometimes even distorting the sense intended by him. But the 
translators of the new Latin Psalter, more conscious than their 
early predecessors of the value of the Hebrew tense-form~, have 
also been more successful in expressing the different time rela­
tiol1s of the verbal forms thus eliminating another cause of obscur­
ity in our Vulgate Psalms .The fo~lowing verses from Ps. 103 in 
the old and in the new translation will illustrate the different wavs 
of rendering the teneses. In these verseR the Psalmist is describi~g 
the wonderful works of creation. 

(17)' With ·the exception of F. Zorell Lexicon Hebraicum et Aramai, 
cum Veleris Testamen.ti, Rome, 1940 (in progress). 
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;\ byssus sicut vestimentum 
a,mictus eius : 

super montem stabunt aquae 
~~\ b increpatione tua fugient : 

<1, voce tonitrui tui formi­
dabunt . 

.\:seeJ.;ldunt montes, et descen­
Ju:nt campi 

ill locum quem fundasti eit>. 
'l'erminum posuisti, quem nOD 

transgredientur : 
Jl0tjue convertentur operire 

terram. 
Qui en~itt:s fontes in conval­

Tlbus: 
inter medium montium per­

transibunt aquae. 
Potabunt omnes bestiae 
:.' agri; 

eXfJectabunt onagri in siti 
sua. 

super mantes steterunt aquae. 
Increpante te fugerunt, 
te tonante trepldarunt. 

Ascenderunt mantes, desceu­
derunt val:es 

in locum quem statuisti eis. 
'T'erminum posuisti, quem non 

transgrediantur, 
ne iterum operiant terram. 

qui manant inter mantelS. 

Potum praebent omni bestiae 
agri; 

'onagri extinguunt sitim suam. 

Ut educas panem de terra: ................................ . 
eCvinum ~aetifi.cet cor et vinum quod laetificet cor 

:hominia : hominis; 
If a sound knowledge of both the lexical and grammatica! 

element of Hebrew is "essential for the comprehens:ol1 of the ori­
gina,l wri~er:s sense,a clear, smooth and unambiguous rendering 
is not le.ss important for its intelligibility in another language. 
Under this respect too the Old Latin version of the Psa:ms, which 
is reproduced substantially in our Vulgate Psalter, falls a long 
way short of the standards of a clear and readable translation .. 
Apart from the fact that the earliest Latin translations were made 
ata time when the c:as~ical age of Latin literature had lung pass­
ed away to give place to that form of provincial Latin wh:ch .Cl­
cera and" Quintilian labelled as AsiantLs or Asiat:cus, it .IDl;lst be 
alS0 borne" in mind that those ea,r~y Latin translators were illiter­
ate men writing not in the mDre refined style €If the AfriGaowrit­
el'S Tertul'ian, Minntius Felix, Cyprian and others, but in that 
IOI:rn €If ,everyd.a}<s-- f3peech which is referred. to by Cieel:o·~and 
Quintilian a,'3 serrno plebeitLs ,ritsticu$ ,quotidi.anus. It thus "hap-



THE NEW TRANSLATION OF. THE PSALTER 27 

pened that many words, meani.ngs and constructions that were 
current in those timer:; became uninteEigible. to the modern rea{lel' 
to wnom the class:cal forms are certainly more familiar. 

In .order to obviate this defect the translators .of the .Latin 
PR alter have·preferred the more polished style and ~anguage.of the 
classical peri.od. There were ,some, it it:; true, who advocated 
strongly the use of that form of Latin which is known as 'Church 
Latin' , the Latin used during the first centuries of the Church 
and which has been ever used in its daily !Service (18). But their 
reaSOllS were perhaps more sentimental than practical. If a more 
intelligible translation of the Psalms was needed, it was imperative 
t:hat it should be made in that f.orm of Latin with which the young 
eccl€tsitistics, after their classical studies, had become familiar. It 
has been objected that a translation of the Psalms in the classical 
Latin of Cicero was an anachronism (19). It wou:a have been an 
a,nachr.onlsm had it been made in the 2nd or 3rd centuries when 
a new form of Latin Wl4S developing in the Roman provinces 
nnder the combined influence of new Christian doctrines and 
different ~iterary standards. But to-day in view of the fact that. 
right~y or wrongly, .our ecclesiastics are more at home in classical 
than in ecclesiastical Latin. there is no reason why the Church. 
which 1'3 a universal institution, should adopt a provincial form .of 
Latin instead of the classicalform which has ever been the stand­
ard form .of Latin. The translators have therefore very wisely 
conformed, so far as it was R,Osslble, to clatSsical usage bothintlie 
selecti.on of words as well as in the grammat:cal construction .. The 
following examples illustrate the literary method or the trans­
lator;:; : 

a,) Words belonging to the late Latin, .or that. are servile 
renderings of Greek mistranslationtS are generally replaced by 
classical equivalent$. A tvpical example is the verb confiteri and 
its derivative confessio. Natura~ly the word recalls to our mind. 
as it did to the Chr~stiansof St. Augustine's time (20), the sacra­
menta~ confession. Butconjiteriis- the literal translation of the 
Gre~kea:omologeisthai 'to confess' which is .one of the meanings 
of the 'Hebrew verb hoda.(h). and the one which in many cases 

. . 
(18). See A. Bea, La nuova· traduzionelatina del. SaZterio, Biblirl1 26 

(1945) 221. 
(19) Chri!\tine Morrma,nn in Vigilifle Christian,ac, 1 (1947) 116. 
(20) S. Aug; 111 Ps. 137'; PL 37, 1774; etc. 
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does not tSuit the context. 'l'he proper meaning 1"e(1uired by the 
context is 'to praise'. Hellee the Greek .verb e,xo:mologeistha£ 
acquired a lle\v meaning which passed on to the Latin con'fiteri 
'to praise'. This meaning is utterly unknown in Latin even in the 
late and medieval periodR. Both the verb conj£te1'i and the noun 
'conjessio have now been elimillated from the Psalter, and ISO we 
read Celebra.te Domil1ll:m 1l1steo,d of Oonjiteminl: Dom'tno (104, 1; 
105, 1; 106, 1); iVl a:e~~ta8 et decor for conjess10 et 1lwgnij£centia 
(Ps. 95, G). The words 'proteetio' and 'protector' are u/sed instead 
of 'susceptio' 'sl1sceptor'. A ,,)'Ilonimons ,vord of sllsceptio is a8-
,~'ullLptio which is used in the same Isense of protectio, and is gene­
rany rendered 'clipeus' (88, 19). Subsa,nna1'c 'to ~allgh at' belong::; 
to the vulgar language and ha') been replaced by "the more clas­
sicalillu.dere, lndib1·iu'lIl. Other words which have been eliminat­
ed l1re eructm'c in the sense 'to utter'; iustificationes 'precepts': 
praepGmrc l1ucl lJra(1)(1.1'atio in the sense of 'tr> found, foundation' 
:l::; in.P::;. 23,2; sine callsa. 'in vain' as in Ps. 72,13; sanctificium 
for sanet1l(J1'inm; and the Greek words cle1'us, ecclesia, episcopa­
t1l8 'office', diabolus 'adv("J'sa,l'v', neomenia 'new moon' and ~manv 
others.' . 

b) In the eonstrnctiOll of sentences the translators have fol­
lowed the classical .standards. The quod_ clauses, which feature 
so conspicuously ill the Latin of Theology, are replaced by the 
more regulal' infinitive clauses, thus we read existimasti me esse 
similem tu; instead, of exis·timGsti quqd e1'O si1nilis tui (49, 21). In 
~6, 1Bcredo visurllm 'file bon(~Domini the future infinitive is cer­
tainly preferable to the present infinitive of the Vulgate credo v':"­
ile1'e bona Domini. 

c) The use of particles, which i:;; strongly influenced by the 
underlying Hebrew text, has a1::;0 been reduced to the classical 
standards. 'rhus verbs expre8.c;ing an inten:ml feeling such as 
la,etari. e;ruli.rrre take the ::tbllttive with de instead of the abla­
tive within which is a '.Yell-known Hebraism. The preposition £11. 
has been omitted when it represents the b of instrument" e.g, 
13, 4 neqlle e'1.im glndio SUOOCcupG,ve1'1tnt te1'1'am; when it is vsed 
redundantly to denote time or place, e.g. 5,8 ingediar (in) domum 
t,uam; 33, 1 Benedicam Don~ino (in) omni tempo1'e. 

d) Ungrammatical and servile -renderings have been given 
fb perfectly regular turn of expression, e.g. 125,1 In convertendo 
J)ominuscaptivitatem Sion, facti sllmUs siCl~t eonsolati, this con- . 
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sM'uctioll is anything but La.tin; the nominative Dom,inu8 has no 
.~ynta(;t:lca: function as there is no finite verb to which it can be 
I'eferred us subJect. In Greek ~he construction is pedectly regu­
lar but l,he word for Dominus is in the accusative UlS the subject 
of the infinitive COn1)C'rtere. The new translation reads thus: CUml 
:C:!Ut ('rci ()oJlliw/.'; CIIpti1'()!{ 8,io11. f'uillws sicut somniantes. 

But the Latin elassi<.m: hLnguuge with all its rich resources is 
ull<l,ble to give expression to all the lofty ideas of the inspired 
I)Bnlm-writers. Classical Latin was· the language of a heathen 
people, 'while the PSalll1l:;. us all the rest of the Bible, are all pel'­
Illeated by the idea of one. God, a living God. a just and merciful 
God who punishes sin and, saves man from perdition, Hence 
many idear:: cha raC'iel'i,stie of the true relig~ion, such ns the ideas 
of salvation, reilemption, reconciliation, Rin, penance etc. ('ould 
IIot be adequutely expressed by the language of Greece or Rome. 
Thus. for example thongh neither salvaLor nor sa·11)(£re belong to 
the classical language 11110\ t}lOugh Cicero himself is re~uctant to 
use the word salvator for tKe Greek 80ter (V err. 4, 63)' both words 
ha ye become part ,wd parcel of the 1.1at1n Christian la,nguage. 
The same with rei/emptur. Tts ehl.ssieal Ineaning is 'cont1'actor' 
But St. J erome frequently user-; it in the Rense of 'redeemer'. Thi,s 
meaning hUB now become common in Chri~'3tian literature and has 
acquired an inappellable e:aim to recognition. Both sa.l-i)(ttor and 
reclempLor h1we been rektined in the new transtation, Other words 
which have beep retained are: psallere, eonfidel'e in aliguo, eo)'­
IlU or eOl'llll salutis, via, in th? senfle of 'way of living'. 

There Htill remain,,:! one more poillt (0 be (:onsiderec1, namely 
the poetical strneture of the PI'3a~ms as it is reproduced in the 
rJatin translation. All are agreec1 that the PsalIDs are written in 
verse, but opinions widely differ on the nature of Hebrew poetry. 
whether it is metrical or sin1ply rhythmical. The translators have 
plll'posely abstained 1'l'Om proposing any metrical theory. but have 
al'l'anged the text on the grounc1!s of paraEelism, the characteristic 
reature of Hebrew poetr~'. Verses are divided into two Ol" three 
st1chi according to the law of parallelism, independently of the 
number of stressed syllables in each stichos. Following this prin­
ciple the translators have in many cases given a verse-diviSion 
different from, and better than, that WIth which we flre familia·r. 
Thus Ps, 29, 9 is re-arranged and translated thus: 
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Facere'voluntatem tuam Deus me delectat, 
et lex tua est in praecordiis meis. 

AS-'i1result of this veme-division based on paraHelism certain 
disharlllonious half-verses consisting of single words as super-
1'acue (24, 4), potent:ssime (44, 4) have disappeared. 

Th:s apparent indifference to metrical theories has provoked 
some adverse criticism (21). which seems to be altogether unjusti­
fied. It is vel;y wel'l. known how precarious all such theories are 
a,nd how inopportune it itS to force the Hebrew songs into the Pro­
custean bed of metrical and strophic structure. That Hebrew 
poetry is rhythmical none will deny; it is also agreed that rhythm 
if< governed by certain definite rules, but any attempt to discovel' 
these rules in the poems of the Bible may be considered as a fo1'­
!orn hope owing to corrupt state of the Hebre\v text and to the 
fact hat the Hebrew poets allowed themselves a greater freedom 
in the use of rhythm'ica~ devices than their modern readers are 
inclined to recognize. As an example of different views we may 
mention Fr. Zorefl and Fr. Lattey: Both ar~ convinced metri­
cists; they are both authors of a translation of the Hebrew 
Psalms, b~t in the metrical arrangement of the translation they 
differ from one another in more than one case. ThuR vv 5 and 6 
of P8. 4 are alTanged by Fr. Zorell so: 

lrascimini, sed nolite pecca,re ! 
recolite hoc super cubile vestrum et conl'3iderate, 

Sacrificate sacrificia iustitiae, 
et sperate in Domino: 

Fr. Lattey gives a different disposition: 
Tremb:e a.nd sin not; speak with your heart 

upon your bed, and be still : 
~'lacrifice sacrifices of justness, and trust in J ehovah. 

Another different arrangement is giveil by Cales in his two­
votumeeOlimlentary on the Psalms. In such a variety of opinions 
it would have beenuIlwise to arrimge the text on the basis of de­
batable theories, especially in view of the fact that thistransla­
tian is intended to meet the needs of those who recite tbe Breviarv' 
,'ather than to solve the problem of Hebrew prosody. ' 

(21) See, for example, C. TJattey in $C7-ipt.'U1'e, Oct.' 1945, p,9; Lat· 
tey's metrical'strti.C;ure of the Psalms in his translation The Psalter in the 
11'est?liinster ViJl'Sidh of the Sacred SC1:iptll7:es, 1945, has 1x>en ,criticized 
hy '1'. E. Bird in'Sctiplill.re 1 (1946) 16L 
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I hacve tried to bring out the main features of this new Latin 
translation of the Psalms which is unquestionably an .outstanding 
achievement of Catholic Bib~ical scholarship. But in a work like 
this involving countless problems of textual criticism. Semitic 
philology and exegesis'it is but natural to: expect that the reader 
wi~l expr6!Ss different views on a number of points. I have noticed 
a few passages which call for some remarks. 

Ps. 7: 5 reads thus: 
Si a,ttuaJi amico meo malum, 

qui salvavi adversantes mihi iniuste : 
Insequatur inimiculS animam meam etc. 

The insertion of the relative clause qUi salvavi between the 
apodo~is and the protasis of a conditional sentence, though 
syntactically correct, is certainly stylistically very awkward. 
In Hebrew that clause is simply coordinated with the 
protasis si attuli so that the sense is si attuli ... et salvavi ... inse­
quatnr. The difficulty 'against this construction ,i)5 that it would 
make the pious Psalmist cai'! evil upon himself for ha.ving rescued 
hi~ enemy. If one is unwilling to admit this sense , one can tran!S­
late the second verb of the Hebrew text by 8Xspoliavi instead of 
salvavi, a rendering which is perfectly possible and is accepted by 
many recent interpreters. 113hould therefore t,l'anslate : 

Si a,ttuli amico meo malum, 
aut exspo:iavi eum qui iniuste adversabatur mihi : 

Insequatur etc. 
Ps. 14, 4c Qui, ets, iuravit cmn damno suo, non mutat. This 

IS the usuar rendering of Heb:., and the sense ilS that the righteous 
man keeps his oaths even when they prove to be to his own dis­
advantage.But the rendering of LXX, which is also that of Syr. 
and Vulg., Qui iurat promi'mo SIlO et non dec,pit is ealSier, simpler 
and mOl'e suitable to the context, and shouldtherefol'e have been 
prefel'redto MT. The LXX-Vg. reading is preferred by 
Briggs (22), Lattey. . 

Ps. 72; 7 prodit eo; c'rasao cOrde in/:quit.as eorum, er/(,:mpunt 
figmentarnentis: instead of ;'niqu.itas eorllm MT readrS oculi 
eomm. As this reading yields a good sense there is no reason for 
preferring LXX. I should therefore translate: T.heir eyf3s. i.e. 
their lookis. come out of a pufl) face, and their evil thought.s .. are 

(22) The Psalms (The Intern~tional Critical Commentary). 
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manifest therefrolll. So a~so ZoreU. Cales. Schmidt (23). 
Driver (24). ' 

PI:;. 105, 15 /(Li)e III inllnisi.t eis tor VUlg. Inisit saiuritatem in 
ani/JiCls euwm. It has already been remarked that the Hebrew 
word nephesh, besides itiS usuaJ meaning 'soul', has also a seCOD­
dary meaning ·throat'.' Thic; meaning, which has been admitted 
in several mtses, must be admitted in Ps. 105,15 also, and I would 
t.herefore translate: (;oncessit eis peiitionem eo'runl. et mis;t 
(Cibu/Il) /norl::ifel'lIl11 ill {1Lu.ce" eorwll. The referenece' is to tlw 
hl'1lelites' lust' for fiesl] i;l t he wilderness. Their ~llst was satisfied) 
hut the:' had Lo PH); fol' it by their lives. The same meaning must 
be recognized also in Ps. 106. \1: QLLia s(Jtiav;tvent;rem fanwli­
cnm,' et vcntrelll esltrieniclII. rcplct'.:i: bonis, instead of animam 
./(Jmeli(:alll. el anillwlII f:sl/,rientC1l1: venter. of course, being " 
"ynon~7m of lances. TJikewise in y. 18 of the same Psalm I woulil 
I'ead olHncm esr:alll fastirliunt jallces ('om'm the throat heing con 
sic1el'ed Ri' the seat of appetite. -

Nuw I suppose one woulc1like to know whether the new Prsal­
(er will he made obligator:' for those who recite the Bl'eyiary. ] 
dare say that it \yill not. at least for the tiIl1e being. The older 
l~c1jtion; of the Breyiary DJ LIst be sold out hofore lle~'7 editions are 
prlnte~l. Bnt I believe that the now Psalter will become universal 
before' it],s made obligatory. So far as ono ean see it had a favour­
ahle reception in Ma i'l<l. and a number of priests have alread,l­
:lllopted it ill thei!' private recit.ation of the office. In the next tell 
vears that Humber wi'l have increased considerably while the 
'Il~mbet of the pal'tisCl1l8-\of the old Psalter is bound" to decre,ase. 
Supposing the ne\v Psalt/~l' had the Sllme reception in other coun­
tries, one ma~' hope that in the next ten or twenty years it will 
have dominated the liturgical serviee to such an extent that it" 
(}fticia~ imposition hy the Pope will be onl~' the recognition of an 
ctccomplished facL 

(23) 1)ie Psatmen; (E:an:dbuch zum alten 'Testament), Tuhhlgen;: 1934-. 
(24) .J.T.S:'45· (i943) 12: . , . . 


