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How the Chabanel Psalms Came to Be

By Jeffrey Ostrowski

he summer of 2007, which will be forever blessed in my memory,
was spent contemplating the Psalms of David, which are so beautiful
that I have not fitting words with which to praise them. These
prayers are not only the sine qua non of the Catholic Church’s liturgi-
cal life, but were sanctified by Christ himself, who prayed them with
his sacred lips 2,000 years ago.

The psalm, when sung, should be one of the most musically
beautiful parts of the Mass. However, since the promulgation of the
1970 Missale, which allowed for several methods of singing the psalm

- that occurs between the first and second readings, the psalm has suf-
fered greatly and confusion has reigned, to the extent that the psalm is not infrequently the least
beautiful part of the Mass: often a musical travesty and (unbelievably) too often a fragmented
textual paraphrase.

Currently, I am a music director who works within the “ordinary form” of the Mass. How-
ever, for many years prior, I was privileged to be the music director at a parish where the
“extraordinary form” of Mass was offered. The psalm issue in the old form was uncomplicated.
However, the responsorial psalm option that has become the standard choice in the “ordinary
form” (the Mass that continues to be celebrated in the overwhelming number of parishes) pre-
sented me with a real puzzle.

In my experience, every responsorial psalm I had ever heard sung in parishes was seriously
defective. Most often, they are musically trite, awkward, and, in short, unworthy of the House
of God. Some reek of Broadway tunes, some of rhythmically-driven pop music, but all are emo-
tional settings in some way, and make it very hard for the congregation to meditate on the word
of God.

Therefore, since 1 felt embarrassed by the tunes, I simply did not sing them, and quietly
prayed in my pew. It was not the fault of the cantor, who tried his best to proclaim these holy
texts in a dignified manner. Rather, it was the fault of the composer. As a music theorist, my
training screamed to me that the composers simply had no idea how to handle text that was not
in meter and did not have rhyming verses. They certainly had no concept of the words of our
pope (June 24, 2006), “It is possible to modernize sacred music. But it should not happen outside
of the traditional path of Gregorian chant and sacred polyphonic choral music.”

For someone not familiar with the “ordinary form,” the texts and translations themselves can
be confusing, especially since each feast has multiple options. For my part, I had difficulty find-
ing a readily available resource that clearly showed which texts are prescribed for each Mass
during the different liturgical years. Even in popular books by “mainstream” Catholic publish-
ers, the divergence from the official, prescribed text was often the norm rather than the excep-
tion. Sometimes, the books made no pretense at following a psalm format at all: one of the
“mainstream” hymnals I was looking at (one of the most widely used) recommended as a “Sea-
sonal Psalm” for use on any Lenten Sunday “On Eagle’s Wings” by Michael Joncas. I could
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