2nd October 2011
Psalm 145

Psalms of contentment (3)
Introduction

You will recall in last week’s sermon on Psalm 8 I mentioned that a similar praise of Creation was contained in Psalm 145. In our exploration of that psalm today we draw our selection of the psalms of contentment to a close and in a couple of week’s time we’ll explore the psalms of lament.
The building block of the psalms we have looked at so far, lay in the daily living of life ‘which we experience as reliable, equitable and generous’
 hence they reflect a settled period of contentment for which we can give thanks to God. The Hebrew community to which these types of psalms were addressed knew that all life is regulated and sustained by God. And that is a message that we can hear today as Christians. 
Psalm 145

This is an interesting psalm in that it is one that expresses Israel’s joy and gratefulness in the Creator. There is no development of thinking but rather it is presented to us in a static form – just telling how the world is. It lays out a series of affirmations which as we will examine shortly can be rearranged without losing the point of the poem. The psalm in the way it is laid out is not unintentional, for the poem is an acrostic one. In this form each verse starts with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet in sequence – if you like we move from A to Z. It reinforces the well ordered nature of the world.

Fortunately we can examine the psalm in a three broad ways without upsetting the original intent. This can help us understand its message and thereby connect it to life.  
· It is relational
· We have a responsibility

· The reason

Relational
The first thing to notice about this psalm is that it is relational – an individual’s response to God. This personal exultation covers six verses of the first seven and returns in the last verse. Notice the psalmist uses the very personal commitment of his praise – ‘I will exalt you’, ‘I will praise you x 2’,’ I will meditate’, and ‘I will proclaim’. He concludes in the last verse with the means of praise – ‘my mouth will speak.’
These statements speak of a definite course of action, their meaning is quite clear. The psalmist is offering to God what is due to His glorious name.  God’s works, His deeds, and His abundant goodness have been experienced and so become the subject of praise. Notice because of God’s position in the psalmist’s life – each day that human response from him is forthcoming.

There is no sense of shyness or reticence in proclaiming what the psalmist has experienced. It’s almost as he is falling over himself to utter these words, these words of praise. Why? Because he has experienced at first hand the work of the King.

Has your heart experienced this kind of overflowing praise to the Creator in response to all that He has done for you? Do you in fact feel that He has done something for you? If He has, then how have you responded?

You will recall that in the Mission Audit conducted a few years ago that one of the seven marks of a Healthy Church (and by association that means each individual within a church) is that it is energised by its faith
 which reveals itself in four ways,

1. In its worship and sacramental life: it moves people to experience God’s love

2. Motivation: energy comes from a desire to serve God and one another

3. Engages with Scripture: in creative ways that connects with life

4. Nurtures faith in Christ: helping people to grow in, and share their faith.
You may also recall what the findings were from that Mission Audit when ranked in a descending order of strength to weakness – energised by faith came fourth. Not only are our relationships with others very important but it is crucially our relationship with God that will truly energised each and every one of us.
Responsibility
The next thing to notice about this psalm is coupled to that relational aspect of our life with God is that we have a responsibility. The psalmist is quite clear in relation to his responsibility - ‘one generation commends your works to another...’
 and further between verses 10b – 13, ‘your faithful people extol you...tell of your glory...and speak of your might...so that all people may know...your kingdom is everlasting.’
These words are said in the same vein as those of praise – they are words of action. They imply saying something about the wonders that have been seen and experienced. 

In the preface to the Declaration of Assent
 it affirms the purpose of the faith we have received and states that, ‘the Church is called upon to proclaim [it] afresh in each generation.’ It refers to the Church, that’s all of us – that’s the responsibility we have. How that is worked out is of course open to the work of the Holy Spirit but it is our responsibility as Christians. 
And having appreciated those opening verses this responsibility should not be an onerous one. How can we fail to speak of something we have experienced at a deep level? And it doesn’t need a course or a set time – it just needs the relating of our experience of God to someone else.

Reason

What underpins the relational and the responsibility aspects of the psalm is quite simply that there is a reason. The psalmist leads us into this reasoning by explaining that we have this relationship and responsibility because of the very nature of God – ‘the Lord is gracious and compassionate’ and ‘is good to all’. 
It’s in the inclusiveness of the word ‘all’ that reveals the self giving nature of God. It is mentioned 11 times in seven and a bit verses.
 They connect with matters of life expressed in words of daily reality e.g. comfort for those who are suffering, the food on our plates is provided and the promise of closeness to Him. 
Within this potential for human transformation we can be reminded of the words of Mary the mother of our Lord who sings a hymn of praise that we know today as the Magnificat
. In response to Elizabeth’s words to her – Blessed is she who has believed that what the Lord has said to her will be accomplished.’
 

This then is in the value of this psalm; believe, respond and what the Lord has promised will be fulfilled. The last word on this psalm I’ll leave to Brueggemann, ‘we take Psalm 145 to be the fullest representative of those psalms that understand creation as a mode of equilibrium, coherence and reliability.’

Reading the Psalms

In drawing this section of our psalms exploration to a close I thought it might be helpful to look briefly at how to read the psalms. I’ll say at this stage that one size does not fit all – the psalms as we have seen are poems to God and from God. Our love or dislike of poetry can be quite deep seated and if it’s a dislike then the psalms can seem a daunting read. And for that they may be ignored, but that, as we have discussed is to ignore an important, exciting and ultimately comforting portion of Scripture.
If you relate to the rhythm of poetry then read the psalms as such with an acceptance that they are written as Jewish literature. Psalms can be read individually or together with a prayer partner or indeed as we experienced last week as a congregation. In addition to a straight reading they can be read antiphonally that is one verse is recited by one person and then the next verse is continued by the other. This allows for the richness of the words to be heard by the other in silence. 
You will also find service books and other material which lay out the psalms with an indication to pause halfway through the verse. This method can add richness to what we hear and will increase our understanding of the words of the psalm. As we remember they are God’s words to us and our response to God. Some advice I have found helpful from a monastic community - ‘we sing and recite fairly quietly, and this is deliberate, as are the pauses in the middle of verses...first get the measure and join in...with sensitivity...as this helps to make the Offices more prayerful. It has been said that monastic worship is for the inner ear not for the audience.’
And it’s in that last sentence that the true value of reading the psalms is revealed.
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