
Praying Our Conversion: Who Is the God Who Forgives?  
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Opening Prayer (Saint Ephrem the Syrian): 

O Lord and Master of my life,  

take from me the spirit of sloth,  

despair, lust of power,  

and idle talk. 

But give rather the spirit of chastity,  

humility, patience,  

and love to Thy servant. 

O Lord and King, grant me  

to see my own transgressions,  

and not to judge my brother,  

for You are blessed, now and ever,  

and forever.  

Amen. 

Agenda: 
 
I. Opening Prayer 
II. Setting the Scene: Encountering the Physician 
III. The God Who Answers and Guides: Psalm 143 
IV. The God of Mercy in the Depths: Psalm 130 
V. The Faithful God Whose Riches Are Ours: 

Psalm 102 
VI. Closing Prayer 



Setting the Scene: Encountering the Physician 

The Holy Spirit composed the Scriptures so that in them, as in a pharmacy open to all souls, 

we might each of us be able to find the medicine suited to our own particular illness . . . But the 

Book of Psalms contains everything useful that the others have. It predicts the future, it recalls 

the past, it gives directions for living, it suggests the right behavior to adopt. It is, in short, a 

jewel case in which have been collected all the valid teachings in such a way that individuals 

find remedies just right for their cases. –St. Basil the Great (“Homily on Psalm 1”) 

1. Last week, we began our study of the Penitential Psalms with the most famous one: 

Psalm 51. In David’s double confession—of his sins and of God’s great mercy—we find a 

template for our prayer and conversion: “[being] dead to sin and living for God in Christ 

Jesus” (Romans 6:11). These two movements will guide our next two sessions. 

2. As human beings with the use of our reason, we can know that God exists, but we cannot 

know who God is. For this, we must depend on God to reveal Himself, and this takes 

place in the history of Israel and the Church. In this love story, God is both the main 

actor as well as the main interpreter, seen in Sacred Scripture and lived in the Church. 

3. “Lex orandi, lex credendi”: the law of prayer is the law of faith (CCC 1124). From this 

perspective, the Psalms are a privileged place to discover who God is. Particularly as we 

reflect on our need for forgiveness, the Penitential Psalms reveal the heart of God for us. 

4. Sin not only affects our will: it affects our minds and our ability to recognize God as He 

is. Our conversion always involves a purification of our understanding, of our ability to 

recognize the God who loves us. It involves also a healing of our memory, being able to 

see our failures, wounds, and darkness in light of God’s loving plan.  

 

Reflection Questions:  

Who is God to me, and how do I imagine Him? Is He an unapproachable king? A friend? 

A harsh judge? A benevolent force? Distant and uninvolved? Passionately close to me? If 

someone were to describe how I approach God in prayer and my life, what would they 

say? Does my idea of God and how I treat God match? 

 

 

 

 

 



The God Who Answers and Guides: Psalm 143 

“Teach me to do Your will, for You are my God.” Glorious confession; glorious rule! For 

You, says David, are my God. To another I would hurry to be re-made, if by another I was 

made. You are my all, for You are my God. Shall I seek a father to get an inheritance? You are 

my God, not only the Giver of my inheritance, but my Inheritance itself. […] Lastly, having 

been created, do I desire to be re-created? You are my God, my Creator, who has created me 

by Your Word, and re-created me by Your Word. Teach me: for it cannot be that You are 

my God, and yet I am to be my own master.  –St. Augustine, Exposition of Psalm 143 [142] 

1. Of the 7 Penitential Psalms, 5 are ascribed to David, including this one. 

2. Like Psalm 51, Psalm 143 opens with David requesting good things from God: here it is a 

triple positive request to hear David’s cry (“hear my prayer,” “listen to my pleading,” 

“answer me”) and a plea not to “enter into judgment” (vv. 1-2). He then describes the 

pain and agony of his current situation: pursued, crushed, dwelling in darkness, faint, 

despairing, parched, failing (vv. 3-5). There is no mention of sin: all attention is on God. 

3. Who is the God to whom David sings? 

 a. A trustworthy God whose faithfulness hears prayer (v. 1, 8) 

 b. A caring God who rescues and makes safe (vv. 7, 9) 

c. A God whose deepest identity is righteousness, that is, 

right relationship, and mercy: this God stops at nothing to 

bring repentant sinners from death to life, from distress to 

safety (vv. 1, 8, 11-12)  

(1). Even the judgment of God is not an ultimate end: it  

moves sinners from torpor and destruction (v. 2). 

d. Finally, a God who is not distant—a map-giver—but Himself the guide, the way, 

the compass (vv. 8, 10). 

4. Throughout, David sings not from a purely intellectual or emotional certainty of God’s 

identity. Rather, he sings from personal experience: from his memory (and by our 

praying it, the memory of all people who make his words their own): “I remember the 

days of old; I ponder all your deeds; the works of your hands I recall” (v. 6). 

Reflection Questions: 

Have you ever doubted that God could forgive something? What reassured you? 

Do you experience God’s closeness to you as your guide and pathfinder? What can keep 

us from seeing and acknowledging God’s faithful presence in our lives? 



The God of Mercy in the Depths: Psalm 130 

Jonah cried from the deep; from the whale's belly.  He was not only beneath the waves, but 

also in the entrails of the beast; nevertheless, those waves and that body did not prevent 

his prayer from reaching God, and the beast's belly could not contain the voice of his prayer. It 

penetrated all things, it burst through all things, it reached the ears of God. […] From where 

does he cry? From the deep. Who is it then who cries? A sinner. And with what hope does he 

cry? Because He who came to absolve from sins, gave hope even to the sinner down in the 

deep. –St. Augustine, Exposition on Psalm 130 [131] 

1. We can sometimes act as if God’s mercy is something we need to earn, or that God 

wavers in His resolve to forgive, or that our addiction to sin is more real and constant 

than God’s love. Psalm 130 invites us to see these as idols and calls out to the true God. 

2. Mercy is not just another attribute among many: it is the very name of God. James 

Keenan, SJ, defines mercy as “the willingness to enter into the chaos of another.” 

a. In Hebrew, the two words that are most often translated for 

mercy are “hesed” (steadfast, unfailing, unconditional love and 

commitment: what God’s side of the covenant consists) and 

“rachamim” (literally, one’s bowels: a plural form of the word for 

“womb”: the intense love of a mother).  

b. Augustine fittingly saw this psalm alluding to Jonah. The chaos 

waters and the water-monster are primal symbols in the Old 

Testament for the “nothing” before creation and to which our sin 

reduces the world (cf. Genesis 1:2, Psalm 89:10-11). 

c. When confronted with the “nothing” of our sins, God’s 

response is not to maintain a lordly distance: God (re-)creates by 

entering into our chaos.  

3. This steadfast love makes God more dependable than anyone or anything else we meet. 

We put our stock daily in a series of certainties, but more stable than any of these is God.  

a. God’s mercy draws from us grateful praise of God’s past action, faith to implore 

Him now, and hope for the future where God will act. It also draws us from 

ourselves into a people, the Israel of God: “More than sentinels for daybreak, let 

Israel hope in the Lord, for with the Lord is mercy, with him is plenteous 

redemption, and he will redeem Israel from all its sins” (vv. 6-8). 

Reflection Questions: 

On what do I depend? What do I on as if it were more dependable than God? 

When have I experienced God’s mercy “in the depths”? Who has shown me the mercy of 

God? How does God’s mercy invite me to enter others’ chaos? 



The Faithful God Whose Riches Are Ours: Psalm 102 

Why do you call? In what tribulation? In what want? O poor one, before the gate of God all-

rich, in what longing do you beg? From what destitution do you ask relief? Due to what want 

do you knock, that it may be opened unto you? –St. Augustine, Exposition on Psalm 102 [101] 

1. For St. Augustine, the Psalms are prayers of the “whole Christ”: head (Jesus) and 

members (Church). The Penitential Psalms are necessarily voiced more by “the 

members,” but this Psalm can be heard in Jesus’s voice, revealing the face of the Father. 

2. St. Augustine focuses on the inscription: “The prayer of one afflicted and wasting away 

whose anguish is poured out before the Lord” (v. 1). He connects it with a phrase from 

Paul: “for your sake he became poor although he was rich, so that by his poverty you 

might become rich” (2 Corinthians 8:9). In the background, we also hear the famous 

Philippians hymn about Christ’s emptying of Himself (Philippians 2:5-11, especially v. 7).  

3. The Christ whose riches are given to us in His poverty reveals the face of the Father to us: 

a. This is not simply the state that God adopts for the good or the well-deserving; it 

is not a fickle, changeable thing. Rather, our God is faithful to us, and this is 

always God’s position, God who is “enthroned forever,” whose “years last through 

all generations”; the heavens “perish, but you remain” (vv. 13, 25, 27). 

b. Christ, whose prayer from the cross trusts the Father, shows the identity of God: 

God “looked down from the holy heights, viewed the earth from heaven, to attend 

to the groaning of the prisoners, to release those doomed to die” (vv. 13, 20-21). 

This is the God of Moses, who liberates His people from slavery, sin, destruction. 

c. This God is the creator (“of old 

you laid the earth’s foundations; 

the heavens are the work of your 

hands”: v. 26), and re-creates 

sinners who turn toward Him in 

their poverty. How? By speaking 

His Word (His Son), who opens 

the treasury of divine life by 

becoming poor like us. He is our 

“treasure in heaven” (Matthew 

6:20), always for us. 

Reflection Questions: 

Where do you feel “rich” in your life? Where do you feel “poor”? Where do you feel 

Christ entering your chaos to share the Father’s riches? 

In Christ, to serve is to rule, and to become poor through sharing is to become rich. Why 

is this so hard to live out in our world? 



Closing Prayer 

Father, he who knew no sin was made sin for us,  

to save us and restore us to your friendship.  

Look upon our contrite heart and afflicted spirit  

and heal our troubled conscience,  

so that in the joy and strength of the Holy Spirit  

we may proclaim your praise and glory  

before all the nations. Amen. 

-Psalm Prayer after Psalm 51: Morning Prayer (Liturgy 

of the Hours) 
 


