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Psalms as Trauma Literature
Introduction
	What a difference a week makes!  As I write this introduction, I find myself struggling to land on a point of view about the bible’s imprecatory psalms, those containing judgment, calamity, or curse.  I began with a clear idea that the violence and harm so vividly described in these psalms in no way had relevance today, causing at the least re-traumatizing of the victims of abuse and brutality, and perhaps inciting actual acts of violence provoked by the anger expressed in them.  As Joni Sancken states, “Trauma is a thief. Trauma steals love, physical well-being, hope, and the ability to express, or share about one’s experience.”[footnoteRef:1]  [1: 	 Joni S. Sancken, All Our Grief to Bear: Responding with resilience after collective trauma. Newburyport MA: Herald Press, 2022, 13.] 

	In studying Psalm 55 for example, I was only reinforced by hearing the voices of the victims of violence speak about the impact of the events on them long after they had occurred.[footnoteRef:2]  I wondered whether “the real problem is not the quantity of imprecation in the psalms, but why there should be any at all.”[footnoteRef:3]  However, while I remain highly cautious about the way the psalms are used, I have come to see that there may be times, luckily ones I am privileged not to have experienced firsthand, where calling on these emotional renderings of violent behaviour may have a role to play in healing for those who will minister to a broad range of people in church settings. [2: 	 Gabor Mate, In In the Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close encounters with addiction, Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2010.
	Serene Jones, “Trauma and Grace – Beginnings,” in Trauma – Grace Theology in a Ruptured World, 2nd ed., Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2019.]  [3: 	 Walter C. Kaiser J., “The People of Psalm 83,” Bibliotheca Sacra 174, July-September 2017, 259-66, 266.] 

	Therefore, I will in this paper present what I hope is a balanced view of the imprecatory psalms as I see them from my position, as I have come to understand it, as an unchurched spiritual pilgrim.  I see my role as developing consciousness for the sake of humanity’s future, expressed both informally in the way I live my life and formally as leader of a community gathering place for connection, creativity and conversation called Circles in the Square.  It is within the context of this sacred space for the development of consciousness that I am interested in knowing more about trauma and how I might frame it in my leadership role.
	I will focus on Psalm 109 as an example of an imprecatory psalm to give a sense of how these psalms are perceived in the literature. Although different in some ways, I see a pattern in them that is worth outlining because it shapes the way they may be best used to heal rather than harm. I will then turn to an evolutionary perspective[footnoteRef:4] on the psalms and place them in the context of the consciousness at the time, again using Psalm 109 as an example, as well as offering a current view of how today’s consciousness can be seen as a larger story in which to frame the trauma of earlier times and see the path of healing taking place. [4: 	 Ken Wilber, Integral Spirituality: A Startling New Role for Religion in the Modern and Postmodern World, Boulder, CO: Integral Books, 2017.] 

Psalm 109
	After a brief opening line invoking God’s voice, “Do not be silent, O God,” (109:1) the psalmist begins his litany of twenty verses of terror, poison, victimhood and slander, first the general wickedness and deceit, and then in direct quotation of his enemies and their accusations. As is typical in the imprecatory psalms, we are not told who the accusers are but can assume in this case that because the psalmist claims to love and pray for them, they are at least known to him and may be close to him, making the accusations all the more hurtful.  At Verse 21, the psalmist turns the tables and suggests all that has been said against him be the reward of the accusers from the Lord whom he beseeches to come to his aid in his time of misery. He asks that God let his enemies know that it is the Lord who has punished them and ends with a commitment to praising the Lord and trusting in him in the midst of his fear of death.
	Here we are presented with a disturbing psalm written by someone who feels wrongly accused where there seems to be no justice.  He appears to stand alone against his accusers, helpless and hopeless in the face of the outpouring of oaths and invectives against him, and the generations before and after him, because he broke the hearts of the poor and needy by not showing kindness. Is he a rich man who has not been generous with his family and friends?  For his cursing, his enemies ask, “May it be like a garment that he wraps around himself, like a belt that he wears every day.” (109:19) As a result of this treatment by his accusers, the psalmist finds himself to be poor and needy, also with a broken heart, so again the tables have been turned, this time on him.
	This is one of a number of imprecatory psalms of lament where emotion is expressed by the psalmist seeking help from God in both hearing the pain and suffering and also righting the perceived wrongs that have been done.  The revenge is requested from God and not intended to be carried out by the psalmist, thus redirecting violence away from being enacted and trusting in the punishment a righteous God will mete out in time.
	This represents a fairly common pattern in the imprecatory psalms, beginning with an invocation of help from God and then a combination of woes experienced by the person, as in Psalm 88, or the community, as in Psalm 83, who have been harmed, along with a series of similar and worse events to the unnamed enemy that are to be administered by God upon them.  Psalm 109 has a distinctive element in that the list of woes are quoted rather than described to build the case for mercy. The pattern completes with praise and trust in God to take care of the situation on behalf of the psalmist.  In the time of the writings of the psalms, it was common to use extensive hyperbole and metaphor both in condemnation and praise, including graphic descriptions of harms done “my knees are weak with fasting; my body has become gaunt,” (109:24) and to be done, “may they be wrapped in their own shame as in a mantle.” (109:29) 
The Evolutionary Context
	How are we to understand Psalm 109 and the imprecatory psalms today?  They appear to most readers to be violent, full of hatred and revenge.  “May his children wander about and beg; may they be driven out of the ruins they inhabit.” (109:10) The violence can be explained by naming and acknowledging the harm done and directing it to God rather than the enemy, thus making a way for growth and healing. However, it leaves most of us unsettled and often wondering about the relevance in today’s culture.  As such, the question is what to do with them.  The answer is often to simply ignore them or to remove the most hateful parts of them, but the counter argument goes that they do have a role to play or would not have survived for thousands of years and remained part of the whole cloth of the psalter.[footnoteRef:5] [5: 	 Joel M. LeMon, “Saying Amen to Violent Psalms: Patterns of prayer, belief, and action in the psalter,” In Rolf. A. Jacobson, ed., Soundings in the Theology of Psalms: Perspectives and methods in contemporary scholarship, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2011, 7.] 

	One way to look at the imprecatory psalms is in terms of the evolution of consciousness, the way our worldviews have changed over the millennia, and how that shapes not only individual interpretation but social and cultural norms and behaviours as well.  Ken Wilber, [footnoteRef:6] one of many philosophers and psychologists who have studied the evolution of our worldviews, proposes that there are four fundamental perspectives we take as humans (I, We, It, and Its) as shown in Figure 1.  These perspectives develop over time both as we grow as individuals and as they are expressed in our socio-cultural settings.  Each stage of our development brings with it a new consciousness and worldview, a path of widening inclusion of more and more perspectives over time, correlated with and in response to the increasing complexities of our world. Each of these perspectives transcends and includes those coming before as we gain breadth of understanding and wisdom. [6: 	 Ken Wilber, 250.   ] 
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Figure 1
 	Using this conception to look at the imprecatory psalms that were written mostly in the time of David in the 10th century BCE, we see that human consciousness and its social and cultural systems were very different.  In the time of David, roughly twelve thousand years ago, the level of consciousness would have been primarily at level 3 (egocentric, power, magic-mythic) emerging into level 4 (mythic, ethnocentric, traditional), from an individual “might is right” perspective into a collective “rules/roles” perspective.  Terri O’Fallon describes this level as opportunistic:
	Opportunists’ needs rule their impulses so the focus is on their own desires and a need for 	self-protection. They scan for opportunities and criticism is 	seen as a threat or attack. 	Their influence is through coercion, fighting, taking over, or manipulation behind the 	scenes.[footnoteRef:7] [7: 	 Terri O’Fallon, “Leadership and the Interpenetration of Structure and State Stages: A subjective expose,” Integral Leadership Review, 2007, 3. ] 


An Evolutionary Perspective on Psalm 109 
	
	With this brief introduction, we can see Psalm 109 and the other imprecatory psalms as expressing the consciousness and context of the time, invoking the all-powerful God with limitless power to intervene to save his chosen. The psalmist is reflective of the consciousness of his time. He is egotistical, focused on his own immediate desire for revenge against his accusers, asking God for protection from them which he believes God can actually provide. Their views of him are seen as an attack on his entire family with him taking no ownership of any wrongs that may have been committed. His beseeching God to right the wrong he perceives can be seen as a manipulation behind the scenes of the actual encounter, praising the Lord through coercion to defend his honour. Of course, this is only one perspective from one level of consciousness, my own, and there are other interpretations that could be made.  However, hopefully it serves for the purposes of this example.
	If we fast-forward to today where Robert Kegan[footnoteRef:8] projects about half the population at the scientific-rational Achiever, level 5, with roughly 35% moved on to the ecologically sensitive Pluralistic, level 6, we see the disconnect between the worldviews of David’s time and our own. This is not to say that David did not, or that we do not, experience trauma but that it is interpreted at the stage of consciousness we inhabit.  As Jeffrey Alexander states, “Events are one thing; representations of these events are quite another.[footnoteRef:9] [8: 	 Robert Kegan, The Evolving Self: Problem and process in human development, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1982.]  [9: 	 Jeffrey Alexander, Trauma as Social Theory, Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2012, 15.] 

	For example, if we look at Psalm 109 from a scientific-rational point of view, the psalmist might say that he has in fact done something to those in his inner circle of friends and family that has caused them harm. At the very least, he has withheld his blessings from them and they, as a result, now curse him in turn, reflecting back at him the poverty, scarcity, sickness and ultimately perhaps even death they have suffered. Whether his lack of generosity is punishable by law or he is just a stingy friend or relative is unclear. And if at this point, he has alienated his loved ones, that may be justice for his sins. He has reaped what he has sowed.  \Let him learn his lesson, apologize and make it right. Problem solved.  
	If we extend our consciousness beyond the rational achiever self to the sensitive   inclusive self, he will have more heartfelt feelings like sadness and disappointment for his actions and want to bring the group together to get to the bottom of the issues. He might offer family systems therapy or counselling to get at the problems caused and what can be done to rectify them. He will go to great lengths to see the friends and family reunited and be generous in his sharing of resources with them in order to make it happen.
	In neither of these cases will there be action or even talk of revenge or harm to the accusers. It is a problem to be solved and a process of coming together to be found. It does not seem appropriate in these contexts to do otherwise. But what about trauma?
Trauma as an Evolving Line of Development
	My sense in studying the imprecatory psalms against the backdrop of evolutionary development is that trauma represents a sudden wrench back to basic levels of consciousness: safety, security, belonging needs. Similar to other lines of consciousness development that grow upward with wellbeing, a trauma line, once experienced, remains and can grow and regress depending on the situation and the person’s response to events. Unlike other lines that are present throughout life, such as the cognitive line, the spiritual line, etc., a trauma line only appears after a traumatic event and only if the experience overwhelms and disrupts the life of the individual.  However, once experienced, trauma is a sustaining aspect of the individual’s psychography.  Abraham Maslow developed a hierarchy of needs, shown below in Figure 2, that maps onto the stages of consciousness and demonstrates how what endures looks at different levels of needs.
	Maslow[footnoteRef:10] posits that we grow through these levels of needs as we mature in life through our experiences. The lower-level needs must be satisfied before higher order needs can be attended to. Adults in the Western world are normally at the level of Love and Belonging, Self-Esteem and Self-Actualization, depending on their level of maturity. However, when we experience trauma, we are thrown back to very basic needs for physiological wellbeing, the life or death response, and safety and security needs which may never again be taken for granted. [10: 	 Abraham Maslow, The Farther Reaches of Human Nature, New York: Viking Press, 1971.] 
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Figure 2
	Once we have experienced trauma, this throwback response is with us, despite the needs being met in our normal lives, through triggers and dreams and surprises that come upon us unbeckoned. Shelly Rambo tells us, “The challenge is to account for what remains— to provide a discourse of remaining that can speak to life in the aftermath and to the shattering of familiar frameworks by which persons and communities have oriented themselves in the world.”[footnoteRef:11]  [11: 	 Shelly Rambo, Spirit and Trauma: A theology of remaining, Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2010, 8.] 

It is not surprising that trauma victims’ consciousness may become more egocentric, tribal, resorting to drugs and other “magic” to relieve their pain.
	A trauma-informed line of development would track these responses and their causes, allowing persons and their practitioners to see and understand the sustaining process of healing so that belonging, self-esteem and self-actualization are achieved and a life as normal as possible can be lived. For example, Richard G. Tedeschi and Lawrence G. Calhoun have coined the term “post-traumatic growth” to define the positive changes in the understanding of self, relationship with others, and philosophy of life that result from the struggle with a major life crisis. They list relating to others, new possibilities, personal strength, spiritual change and appreciation of life as
the changes seen in those who have moved through trauma to growth,[footnoteRef:12] reflecting the higher stages of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. [12: 	 Lawrence Calhoun & Richard Tedeschi, “The Foundations of Post-traumatic Growth: An expanded framework,” in Lawrence Calhoun & Richard Tedeschi, eds., Handbook of Post-traumatic Growth: Research and practice, Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2006, 175.] 

A Hopeful Conclusion
	As Deborah Hunsinger points out, “Traumatic loss is ubiquitous.”[footnoteRef:13] However, the good news is that traumatic growth is possible and can be supported in a nuanced way by understanding and tailoring interventions to the stages of consciousness of the person being helped. This allows for a refinement of approaches that meet the person where they currently are but that see the path forward and instill confidence and competence for the healing that is to come, as well as knowing that movement backward and forward along the continuum will be involved.   [13: 	 Deborah van Deusen Hunsinger, Bearing the Unbearable: Trauma, Gospel, and Pastoral Care, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015, 14.
] 

	For practitioners, this consciousness development framework provides a way of connecting both individually and socio-culturally to the level of trauma of the person or community and what they need to move forward. Within this context, the imprecatory psalms may be a useful device at the earlier stages of the impact of the event when anger and revenge need to be vented before forward movement can take place. A broader process of recovery is required, though, so that the person or community and any practitioner/helper know that healing is possible and what those stages might look like in the particular context.
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