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Introduction to the Liturgical Psalter

The publication of A Psalter for Prayer, edited and adapted by David Mitchell James, represents a significant 

milestone in the intersection of Western linguistic heritage and Eastern Orthodox liturgical tradition. This work is not 

merely a reprint of the classic Miles Coverdale translation of the Psalms; it is a meticulous liturgical adaptation 

designed to bridge the gap between the lyrical beauty of 16th-century English and the rigorous theological 

requirements of the Septuagint (LXX) and Church Slavonictraditions. In the context of Eastern Orthodox

practice, the Psalter is often referred to as the "Prayerbook of the Church," serving as the foundational text for the

daily cycle of services, including Vespers, Matins, and the Hours.

Understanding the significance of this adaptation requires a multi-faceted analysis of textual history, linguistic 

morphology, and the structural requirements of Orthodox worship. This article provides an in-depth technical 

breakdown of the Miles Coverdale translation's provenance, the mechanical structure of the Kathismata, and the

specific editorial revisions made to align the text with the Greek and Slavonic benchmarks. By examining the

physical editions—ranging from the Pocket Edition to the Annotated Edition—we can appreciate the technical

considerations that go into producing a durable, functional liturgical tool for both clergy and laity.

The Linguistic Provenance of the Miles Coverdale Translation

The core text of A Psalter for Prayer is derived from the work of Miles Coverdale, specifically his 1535 translation

which later found its way into the 1539 Great Bible and eventually the 1662 Book of Common Prayer. For centuries,

the Coverdale Psalter has been lauded for its rhythmic cadence and "singability," qualities that make it

exceptionally well-suited for liturgical chanting.

Linguistic Advantages and Stylistic Integrity

The Coverdale translation predates the King James Version (KJV) and retains a specific archaic fluidity that avoids 

some of the more rigid Latinisms found in later versions. From a technical writing perspective, the Coverdale 

Psalter utilizes a vocabulary that is both elevated and accessible, characterized by:

•  Parataxis: The frequent use of coordinating conjunctions (e.g., "and," "but") which facilitates a steady, 

rhythmic breathing pattern for chanters.

•  Anglo-Saxon Diction: A preference for shorter, punchier words that carry emotional weight without the clinical 

distance of Latinate terminology.

•  Musical Phrasing: The length of clauses is often balanced, making it ideal for the recto tono (monotone) or 

simple melodic chanting used in Orthodox services.

Textual Harmonization: From Masoretic to Septuagint

The primary technical challenge in adapting the Coverdale translation for Orthodox use is the divergence between 

the Masoretic Text (MT)—the basis for most Western translations—and the Septuagint (LXX), which is the 

authoritative Old Testament text for the Eastern Orthodox Church. A Psalter for Prayerundergoes a rigorous



correction process to ensure every verse aligns with the LXX while maintaining Coverdale's style.

The Numbering Discrepancy Matrix

One of the first technical hurdles for any user of this Psalter is the numbering system. Most Western Bibles use the

Hebrew numbering, while the Orthodox Church follows the Greek. The following table illustrates the structural shifts

between these two traditions:



Psalm Range (LXX) Psalm Range (MT/Hebrew) Nature of Variance

Psalms 1–8 Psalms 1–8 Identical numbering.

Psalm 9 Psalms 9 & 10 LXX joins these two into a single 
psalm.

Psalms 10–112 Psalms 11–113 LXX is one number behind the MT.

Psalm 113 Psalms 114 & 115 LXX joins these two into a single 
psalm.

Psalms 114–115 Psalm 116 LXX splits one MT psalm into two.

Psalms 116–145 Psalms 117–146 LXX is one number behind the MT.

Psalms 146–147 Psalm 147 LXX splits one MT psalm into two.

Psalm 148–150 Psalm 148–150 Identical numbering.

Psalm 151 N/A Present only in the LXX and this 
Psalter.

The inclusion of Psalm 151is a critical technical component of this edition. This psalm, though canonical in the

Orthodox tradition, is absent from the Protestant and modern Catholic Bibles. It serves as an autobiographical

postscript to the life of David, detailing his selection by God and his victory over Goliath.

The Kathismata: Algorithmic Structure of the Prayer Cycle

The defining feature of A Psalter for Prayer that distinguishes it from a standard Bible is the division of the 150 

psalms into 20 sections called Kathismata (from the Greek word for "sitting"). This structural arrangement is 

essential for the liturgical economyof the Church, allowing for the entire Psalter to be read in a single week

during normal times of the year.

Mathematical Division of the Psalms

Each Kathisma is further subdivided into three sections called Stases(singular: Stasis). The division is not based

on verse count but on liturgical tradition and the length of the psalms. A technical workflow for reading a Kathisma

follows this sequence:

1.  Introductory Prayers: Invocation of the Holy Spirit and the Trisagion prayers.

2.  First Stasis: A group of psalms followed by "Glory to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit..." and 

a specific set of Alleluias.

3.  Second Stasis: A subsequent group of psalms with the same concluding doxology.

4.  Third Stasis: The final group of psalms for that section.

5.  The Kathisma Prayers: Specific penitential prayers and a concluding prayer for that Kathisma, drawn from 

Church Slavonic sources.

This systematic approach ensures that the prayer experience is structured and rhythmic, providing a psychological 

and spiritual "tempo" that prevents the reader from rushing through the text. The inclusion of the Kathisma prayers

is a major feature of the David Mitchell James adaptation, as these were previously difficult to find in high-quality



English translations.

Technical Comparison of Editions

The publisher (The Printshop of St Job of Pochaev) offers several versions of A Psalter for Prayer. Choosing the

correct edition depends on the intended use case—whether for private devotion, liturgical use at the kliros (choir),

or academic study.



Feature Standard Edition 
(Hardcover)

Pocket Edition Annotated Edition

Dimensions Approx. 6 x 9 inches Approx. 4 x 6 inches 6 x 9 inches (Expanded)

Paper Quality High-grade archival paper Thin, opaque (no ghosting) Premium matte

Ribbons 2 Ribbons 3 Ribbons 2-3 Ribbons

Content Full LXX Psalter + Prayers Full LXX Psalter + Prayers Full Psalter + Extensive 
Notes

Cover Material Hardbound cloth/leatherette Stiff leatherette Hardbound

The Pocket Edition is particularly noted for its technical durability. Despite its compact size, it uses paper thick

enough to prevent "ghosting" (the see-through effect of text from the reverse side), which is a common failure mode

in small-format Bibles. The inclusion of three ribbons allows the user to mark their current Kathisma, the Biblical

Odes, and the supplementary prayers simultaneously.

The Role of the Biblical Canticles (Odes)

Beyond the 150 psalms, A Psalter for Prayer includes the Biblical Canticles or Odes. These are nine specific 

scriptural passages (ten including the Prayer of Manasseh) used in the Matins service. The technical inclusion of 

these canticles is vital because they form the thematic backbone of the Canon, a major hymnographic element of

the Orthodox morning service.

Detailed List of Canticles

•  Ode 1: The Song of Moses in Exodus (The crossing of the Red Sea).

•  Ode 2: The Song of Moses in Deuteronomy (A stern warning; used only in Great Lent).

•  Ode 3: The Prayer of Hannah (The mother of the prophet Samuel).

•  Ode 4: The Prayer of Habakkuk.

•  Ode 5: The Prayer of Isaiah.

•  Ode 6: The Prayer of Jonah (From the belly of the whale).

•  Ode 7 & 8: The Prayer of the Three Holy Children (From the Babylonian furnace).

•  Ode 9: The Magnificat (Song of the Theotokos) and the Benedictus (Song of Zachariah).

By providing these in the same Coverdale-LXXhybrid style, the editor ensures linguistic consistency across the

entire liturgical cycle. This allows a chanter to move from a Psalm to a Canticle without a jarring shift in vocabulary

or meter.

Instructional Material and Rubrics

A technical manual is only as good as its instructions, and A Psalter for Prayer excels in providing rubrics 

(instructions printed in red or italics). These rubrics guide the user on how to adjust the readings based on the 

liturgical season. For example, during Great Lent, the frequency of Psalter readings doubles, with the entire 150

psalms read twice a week instead of once.

Operational Procedures for the Daily Rule

1.  Determine the Kathisma: Consult the liturgical calendar (e.g., Sunday usually starts with Kathisma 1 at 



Vespers).

2.  Select the Rite: The book provides different concluding prayers depending on whether the reader is a layman 

or a priest.

3.  Execute the Stases: Observe the bows (metanias) prescribed between sections, which integrate the physical 

body into the act of prayer.

4.  The Commemoration: Use the provided slots within the prayers to insert names of the living and the 

departed, a key feature for personal intercession.

Editorial Methodology: The Tri-Linguistic Filter

David Mitchell James did not simply "tweak" the text; he employed a tri-linguistic filterto ensure accuracy. Every

verse was cross-referenced against three primary sources:

1.  The Greek Septuagint (LXX): The primary authority for syntax and meaning.

2.  The Church Slavonic (Elizabethan Bible): The liturgical standard for the Russian Orthodox tradition, which 

often preserves nuanced interpretations of the Greek.

3.  The Latin Vulgate: Used as a secondary witness to historical Western understanding of the text.

This technical rigor results in a text that feels familiar to those who grew up with the Book of Common Prayer or the 

KJV, but corrects known errors. For instance, in Psalm 22 (23 in the KJV), where the KJV says "thou anointest my 

head with oil," the Psalter for Prayer reflects the LXX's more specific imagery of the "cup that cheereth," aligning 

with the Slavonic cup of the Lord.

Case Study: The Impact of Septuagint Correction on Meaning

To understand why this technical adaptation is necessary, consider Psalm 103 (LXX 102). In many Western

translations, the text is rendered through a prism of Hebrew idioms that can occasionally lose the specific

theological weight intended by the Greek translators who influenced the New Testament writers.

In A Psalter for Prayer, the emphasis is placed on ontology (the nature of being) and providence. The correction

of prepositions and verb tenses to match the Greek provides a more accurate reflection of how the Early Church

understood the Messianic prophecies contained within the Psalms. For the technical user, this means the text they

pray is the same text cited by the Apostles in the Epistles.

Physical Durability and Ergonomics

From an engineering standpoint, a prayer book intended for daily use must withstand significant wear and tear. The 

Printshop of St Job of Pochaev is renowned for its high manufacturing standards. The use of Smyth-sewn 

binding(where groups of pages are sewn together with thread) rather than adhesive binding ensures that the book

can lay flat without the spine cracking.

The Annotated Edition provides further technical value through its marginalia. It includes cross-references to 

other scriptures and patristic commentary, allowing the reader to engage in Lectio Divina or scholarly study 

alongside their prayer rule. This edition is a "heavy-duty" tool for those pursuing a deep dive into the theology of 

the Psalter.

Implementation Challenges and Solutions

For users transitioning from a standard Bible to A Psalter for Prayer, there are several common operational

challenges:



•  Challenge: Difficulty navigating the LXX numbering. Solution: The book includes a cross-reference index at 

the end to map KJV/Hebrew numbers to the LXX numbers.

•  Challenge: Mastering the rhythmic chanting. Solution: The layout uses generous line spacing and clear 

punctuation, acting as a visual guide for breath control.

•  Challenge: Understanding the Slavonic-influenced prayers. Solution: A comprehensive glossary of terms and 

an introduction by the editor explain the historical context of the prayers of the saints.

The Broader Implications of This Adaptation

The success of A Psalter for Prayer signals a broader movement toward Linguistic Traditionalismwithin the

English-speaking Orthodox world. It demonstrates that 16th-century English—when properly corrected against the

original Greek—remains a powerful and precise vehicle for contemporary worship. The technical achievement of

David Mitchell James lies in his ability to maintain the aesthetic "soul" of Coverdale’s English while injecting it with

the theological "accuracy" of the Septuagint.

As a resource, it serves as more than just a book; it is a liturgical bridge. It allows for a unified prayer experience 

that links the modern reader to the centuries-old traditions of the desert fathers, the Byzantine cathedrals, and the 

Russian monasteries. Whether used in the quiet of a home icon corner or at the center of a cathedral's vigil, the 

technical precision and spiritual depth of this Psalter ensure its place as a standard-setting work for generations to 

come. The careful balance of textual criticism, liturgical rubrics, and high-quality bookmakingmakes it an

essential acquisition for anyone serious about the discipline of the Psalms.
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