Psalms in Summer:
Songs for a Spirited Church

BY PATRICIA DATCHUCK SANCHEZ

called the birthday of the church.

Reborn through baptism into the
dying and rising of Christ, believers are
re-created through the promised legacy
of Jesus, the gift of the Holy Spirit. Con-
sonant with the church’s embrace of
new and renewed life, Psalm 104, the
responsorial psalm for Pentecost, could
be described as a birthday song which

T he Solemnity of Pentecost has been
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extends the celebration of the church to
include the entire universe. Like a child
surrounded by friends and gifts at a
surprise birthday party, the psalmist
seems to be saying, “For me? All this for
me?,” while gazing at all of nature’s
wonders and ascribing praise to the God
who is both the creator and giver of all
good gifts. ‘

Believers through the centuries have
been privileged to look over the ancient
psalmist’s shoulder, to see and to cel-
ebrate the world with the poet’s vision
and contagious delight. As the psalm
proceeds toward its climactic and glori-
ous doxology, it reveals its author’s plan
to order his/her observations and praise
according to the poeticand mythicsched-
ule of creation narrated in Genesis 1:1—
2:4a. For example, on the first day God
created light; and the first two verses of
Psalm 104 correspond to that “day.” The
creation of the firmament on day two
corresponds with Psalm 104:2-4. Day
three, on which heaven and earth were
separated, is remembered in verses 5-9.
The creation of the sun, moon, and stars
on day four correlates to verses 19-20.
Day five, which marked the creation of
the creatures of the sea, is celebrated in
verses 25-26. And thesixth day, on which
the animals and human beings were
created, is referenced in verses 21-23, 27-
28. Whereas the Genesis author empha-
sized the power of God to create and
order the universe, however, the psalm-
ist advances the concept of the ever-
sustaining power of God'’s spirit. Sent
forth at God’s command, the spirit con-
tinually renews the face of the earth (v.
30) and all who live upon it (vv. 27-29).

Contemporary singers of this mas-
terful psalm may not readily perceive its
artistic creativity, since something is
definitely lost in most English transla-
tions. As the late great bible scholar
Carroll Stuhlmueller' explained, outof a
total of 269 Hebrew words, Psalm 104
includes 93 different substantives or
adjectives (the names of God not in-
cluded), 63 verbs, and 21 other words
equally distinct. The ancient poet could
play with the intricacies and inferences

Solemnity of Pentecost
Psalm 104:1. 24, 29-30. 31. 34

Response (based on verse 30):
Lord, send out your Spirit,
and renew the face of the earth.

Bless the Lorp, O my soul!
O Lorp, my God, you are great
indeed!
How manifold are your works,
O Lorp!
the earth is full of your creatures.

If you take away their breath, they
perish and return to their dust.
When you send forth your spirit,
they are created,
and you renew the face of the
earth.

May the glory of the Lorb endure
forever;
may the Lorp be glad in his works!
Pleasing to him be my theme;
I will be glad in the Lorp.

Psalms and Responsorial Psalms are taken
from the Lectionary for Mass and the New
American Bible. Copyright © 1970 Confra-
ternity of Christian Doctrine, Washing-
ton, DC 20017, Used with permission.

The English translation of the Psalm
Responses from Lectionary for Mass © 1969,
International Committee on Englishin the
Liturgy. All rights reserved.

of the Hebrew language with the same
exquisite ease with which God made
sport with the monsters of the sea (v. 26).

It would appear that the psalmist was
also well versed in languages as well.
Psalm 104 bears a striking resemblance
to an Egyptian hymn to the Aton,* the
sun disk, which was believed to be the
source of all life. Composed during the
reign of Akh-en-Aton (or Akhenaten,
ca. 1365 B.c.E.), the Egyptian hymn pre-
dates Psalm 104 by almost six centuries.
Most scholars agree that the Hebrew
psalm was adapted in the prosperous
and generally peaceful pre-Exilic period,
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between 780-609 B.c.E. In this period of
relatively little political or economic con-
flict, the psalmist offered a reflective
reverie that not only enumerated all the
people’s blessings but also helped these
celebrants of creation draw some con-
clusions about their Creator. Walter
Brueggemann® has identified three of
these conclusions: (1) God is confident,
serene and at ease, with power so great
as to tame even the sea. Among the
peopleof theancient Near Eastern world,
the sea (or the deep or the abyss) was
considered the abode of chaos; its enox-
mous creatures were feared as harbin-
gers of evil. (2) All that exists depends on
God; should the divine face or presence
or breath be revoked, all will die. (3)
Nothing occurs by chance or coincidence
but only according to God’s loving
choices and wise counsel.

As a companion song for the Chris-
tian celebration of Pentecost, Psalm 104
encourages contemporary believers to
affirm and celebrate similar conclusions
about God in their own lives and in the
communal life of the church: (1) The
power of the Spirit to bring forth life and
newness is greater than any other power,
no matter how malicious or fearsome.
(2) Through the abiding Spirit, God is
ever present to each of us and to all. (3)
Creation, redemption, and every aspect
of God’s plan of salvation are deliberate,
ordered, and effective overtures of love,

continually available to all through the
gift of the Spirit. With these assurances,
the believing community concludes its
celebration of the Easter Season on Pen-

tecost.
A ation, Psalm 8, sung on Trinity
Sunday (June 7, 1998), begins
and ends with an inclusio, praising the
“name,” that is, the very being of God.
Within this framework, the psalmist in-
vites believers to pause and marvel at
God’s handiwork.

Whereas Psalm 104 focuses broadly
on the created universe, Psalm 8 nar-
rows the focus to wonder at the creation
of humankind, so infinitely incompa-
rable to God and yet privileged with a
God-given glory, honor, and dignity
above all other creatures.

Bernhard W. Anderson? has correctly
observed that the psalmist’s view of
human dominion over nature is revolu-
tionary when compared with the cosmic
vision of other ancient religions. Many
of these portrayed their gods as forces
within the cosmos and regarded human
life as enfolded in the order of creation
with its rhythmic but repetitive cycles of
life and death. Psalm 8 celebrates the
One, the creator God who is not a force
or power within the cosmos but who
transcends the cosmos as its ruler. The

nother beautiful song of cre-

Trinity Sunday

Psalm 8:4-5. 6-7. 8-9

The verses selected for the responsorial
psalm on this day appear in bold type.

Response (based on verse 2):
QO Lord, our God, how wonderful
your name in all the earth!

For the leader; “upon the gittith.” A psalm
of David.

I
O Lorp, our God,
how glorious is your name over all
the earth!
You have exalted your majesty
above the heavens.
Out of the mouths of babes and
sucklings
you have fashioned praise because
of your foes,
to silence the hostile and the
vengeful.
WhenIbehold yourheavens, the work
of your fingers,

the moon and the stars which you
set in place—
What is man that you should be
mindful of him;
or the son of man that you should
care for him?

II

You have made him little less than the
angels,
and crowned him with glory and
honor.
You have given him rule over the
works of your hands,
putting all things under his feet:
All sheep and oxen,
yes, and the beasts of the field,
The birds of the air, the fishes of the
sea,
and whatever swims the paths of
the seas.
O Lorp, our God,
how glorious is your name over all
the earth!

Logo design by Marion C. Honors, csj

NPM SUMMER 1998

CANTOR-
LECTOR
WEEKENDS

Peuturmg

* The Liturgical Role & Ministry
of the Cantor and Lector

¢ Voice Classes

* Animation & Repertoire

¢ Challenging Scripture Study

" 5Locations & Dates

Cantor-Lector Express

JUNE 19-21 JULY 24-26
San Luis Obispo, CA Buffalo, NY

JUL 31-AUG 2
Rapid City, SD

AUG 21-23
Kansas City, MO

Cantor-Lector Weekend
2 Extra Faculty Members
JUNE 2628 Reading, PA

For a full brochiire, contact

" Natl. Assac. of Pastoral Musmans
| 225 Sheridan Street, NW

' Washmgton, DC 20011-1492 =

| Phone: (202) 723-5800

- Fax: (202) 723-2262.

- E-Mail: NPMSING@npm org

| Web: www.npm.org

Pastoral Music * April-May 1998

47



psalm also rejoices in the knowledge
that human beings have received as gifts
a life and a dignity that lift them above
nature’s endless cycles of life and death
to a share in the very dominion of God.

When Psalm 8 is read in light of its
use in the New Testament, it takes on a
fuller, deeper meaning which scholars
call sensus plenior.’ The unknown author
of the Letter to the Hebrews made refer-
ence to Psalm 8 in describing the saving
work of Jesus, in whom this psalm has
been “fulfilled.” Through his incarna-
tion, Hebrews proclaims, Jesus became
“son of man, for a little while lower than
the angels;” through his victory over sin
and death on the cross, Jesus has been
“crowned with glory and honor, sub-
jecting all things under his feet” (He-
brews 2:6-8 = Psalm 8:6-7). In his corre-

spondence with the Philippians (2:6-11) .

and the Corinthians (1 Cor 15:27), Paul
makes similar references to Psalm 8 in
proclaiming the redemptive work of
Jesus.

Contemporary believers in Jesus are
privileged to celebrate the blessings of
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Psalm 8 in the fullest manner possible.
As human beings, each of us has been
given a share in God’s dominion over
the entire created universe; as redeemed
believers, each of us is also afforded a
share in Jesus’ dominion over sin, evil,

and death.
A of the Christian community, a
thirty-year-old song by Carey
Landry remains a popular favorite. As
happy, high-pitched voices sing out,
“Great things happen when God mixes
with us,” older, more mature voices may
take the occasion to enumerate some of
those “great things.” This is precisely
what the ancient author has done in
Psalm 15, the responsorial text for the
Sixteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time (July
19, 1998). Those who would “mix with
God,” as it were, or enjoy the divine
presence (Ps 15:1) are called to allow that
experience of intimacy with God to cause
“great things to happen” in their lives.
Blameless living, based on truth and
justice, a tongue free of slander and re-
proach, honesty in word and work ... all
of these great things become possible for
those who are transformed by the pres-
ence of God.

Although traditionally credited to
David because of his initiatives in devel-
oping Israel’s liturgy, most scholars now
assign a post-exilic date to Psalm 15,
believing it to have been composed as an
entrance or gathering song. Notice that
the psalmist has elected to pass over the
ceremonial or ritual aspect of liturgy to
emphasize theethical obligations of those
who perform the rite. For those who
would gather to mix with God, impec-
cable rituals are less important than
wholesome and holy lives. In fact, the
former without the latter is a sham. Wil-
liam R. Taylor® has explained that the
emphasis on ethics over ritual reflects
the influence of the prophets, who un-
derstood that antisocial sins such as ly-
ing, slander, gossip, bribery, and greed
destroy the good will and community
spirit without which authentic worship
becomes impossible.

Whereas our Hebrew ancestors in the
faith “mixed with God” by seeking the
divine presence in the Tent of Meeting,
the Ark of the Covenant, on holy moun-
tains, and in the Temple, keepers of the
New Covenant believe that God has
“mixed with us” par excellence in the
person and mission of Jesus. Moreover,
Christians continue to experience God

mong the youngest members

Sixteenth Sunday in
Ordinary Time
Psalm 15: 2-3. 3-4. 5

Response (based on verse 1):
He who does justice will live
in the presence of the Lord.

He who walks blamelessly and does
justice;

who thinks the truth in his heart

and slanders not with his tongue.

Who harms not his fellow man,
nor takes up a reproach against
his neighbor;
By whom the reprobate is despised,
while he honors those who fear
the Lorp.

Who lends not his money at usury
and accepts no bribe against the
innocent.
He who does these things
shall never be disturbed.

in the abiding presence of the Holy Spirit.
During the weeks of Ordinary Time that
follow Pentecost, each member of the
community is reminded of the responsi-
bility to tend to that presence and to
allow its effects to become visible and
tangible in every aspect of life: at liturgy,
in the market place, at work, and at play.
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