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"Singing Our Praises"

Scripture Passages:
1) Psalm 1, 23, 42, 86, 96, 150
Part One:

The Monastery: Today we begin a short series of sermons on the Psalms.  We will be looking at the Psalms starting today and then through August and September. I don’t remember exactly when I decided to do a short journey through the Psalms, but I am fairly certain it was before I decided to spend a week at Mount Saviour Monastery.  Mount Saviour is a Benedictine Monastery which means that they practice the rule of the hours, which means they have seven pray/worship times through their day: Vigil at 4:45 a.m., Laud at 7:00 a.m., Mass at 9:00 a.m., Sext at 12:00 p.m., None at 3:00 p.m., Vespers at 6:30 p.m. and Compline at 8:15 p.m.  Over a two week period, during these seven prayer times the monks either read or sing all 150 psalms.  
     So what an amazing blessing as I showed up with my stack of Psalm commentaries, to then be immersed in the psalms.  We have all been touched in some way by the Psalms.  How have the psalms impacted your journey of faith?  How have the psalms spoken to you?
Quotes: For close to three thousand years the Psalms have been playing a part in the worshiping life of God’s people.  The early church father Athanasius wrote, “It is my view that in the words of this book the whole of human life, its basic spiritual conduct and as well its occasional movements and thoughts, is comprehended and contained.  Nothing to be found in human life is omitted.”  Martin Luther wrote, “The Psalter might well be called a little Bible.  In it is comprehended most beautifully and briefly everything that is in the entire Bible.  It is really a fine enchiridion or handbook.”  John Calvin wrote, “In the Book of Psalms, there is nothing wanting which relates to the knowledge of eternal salvation.”  Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “The Psalter occupies a unique place in the Holy Scriptures.  It is God’s Word and, with a few exceptions, the prayer of men as well.”  What do the Psalms mean to you?
The Meaning of the Name: In Hebrew the word psalm means “praises” with many different moods.  So the Psalms are praises to God with a variety of moods such as adoration, thanksgiving, confession, and supplication.  In Greek the word psalm means a song sung to a stringed instrument.  So the Psalms are a collection of prayers written intentionally for the worship of the community of faith.  These are prayers to be sung, because as we all know it is easier to remember words put to music then just words strung together in narrative.  The Psalter became the Israelite’s and the early church’s prayer-book and hymnal.
History: Psalm 90 is attributed to Moses.  If Moses wrote Psalm 90 then it would have been written around 1280 B.C.  Seventy-two of the psalms are attributed to David who ruled Israel from 1000 to 962 B.C.  There are psalms attributed to the temple choir both during the first temple period (~940 to 587) and the second temple period (~515 to 70 A.D.)  In other words the 150 psalms that presently make up the Psalter in our Bible were written over almost a 1500 year period.  
     The Psalter is divided into five books:

1. Book I – Psalms 1-41

2. Book II – Psalms 42-72

3. Book III – Psalms 73-89

4. Book IV – Psalms 90-106

5. Book V – Psalms 107-150

     It is believed that books I and II were compiled for the use in worship at the beginning of the Second Temple Period.  Book III & IV were thought to be compiled during the Maccabean period (168 to 120 B.C.)  The final book of the Psalter was probably compiled at the end of the first century A.D. or the beginning of the second.
     At Qumran there was evidence found in the Dead Sea Scrolls that the Psalter used there was somewhat different from the Psalter in our Scriptures.  It was also found in the writings of Qumran that there were over 4000 psalms attributed to Kind David.  Thus, just as we experience today, there was a plethora of worship music around.  It must have been a difficult task to narrow the Psalter down to 150 Psalms.  

Categories of Psalms: There are three broad categories of Psalms.
1. The hymn – the worshipping community celebrates the majesty and faithfulness of God.

2. The lament or petition – presupposes a problematic situation in which God’s sovereignty is temporarily eclipsed.

3. Thanksgiving – expresses praise for divine deliverance from trouble.  

There are also several other groupings of psalms:

1. Psalms of assent – celebrating the pilgrimage festivals.

2. Zion psalms – celebrating God’s presence in the midst of the people.

3. Royal psalms – prayers on behalf of the reigning king.

4. Cosmic king psalms – these psalms celebrate Yahweh as the creator of the universe.

5. Wisdom psalms – celebrate the quest for wisdom and delight in wisdom found.
Psalm 1: Our service today began reading and singing Psalm 1.  Psalm 1 is a wisdom psalm.  It celebrates the blessing that comes when we follow the ways of God rather than the ways of the world.  Psalm 1 sets the tone for the whole Psalter.  It lets us know why the Psalter has been put together.  The Psalter is a gift that helps us focus on the Word of God and the blessing of following that Word.

Psalm 23: Next we heard Psalm 23 and sang our praises in response.  Psalm 23 is a psalm of thanksgiving laden with wisdom for our lives.  

Psalm 42: Next we are going to look at Psalm 42.  Then we will sing a song based on Psalm 42.  Psalm 42 begins book II of the Psalter and combines elements of both the lament and the psalm of thanksgiving.  The images of Psalm 42 will help us enter our time of confession.  Listen again to the word of God as we reflect on our relationship with God and our need for God’s forgiveness and salvation.

Sermon Part II

What We Learn: As we spend time reading the psalms, singing the psalms, reflecting on the psalms, and putting ourselves in the psalms we learn about the relational nature of our God.  We learn that God wants to be in dialogue with us, and calls us into a life of response.  The Psalms teach us to pray and they teach us to worship.  Psalms teach us to be honest with God.  The Psalms are truly a gift for our journey.
Poetry: As you know from reading the psalms they are poetry.  As poetry we need to think about them somewhat differently than other parts of scripture which are primarily narrative.  As poetry the psalms require an imaginative, open, evocative reading that involves feeling as well as thought.  
     As poetry the psalms are filled with rhetorical devices like similes, metaphors, idiomatic expressions, and hyperbole.  We cannot try to read the psalms in a literal way.  The language of the Psalms pulls us into the hugeness and mystery of God. 
Conclusion: The final two psalms today, are hymns of praise.  Psalm 96 and Psalm 150 express the great joy that our ancestors felt from being in relationship with God.  Today as we begin this journey into the world of the Psalter, and as we gather at the communion table, and as we sing words of praise to God do these words express what is going on in our hearts?  Do these psalms of praise express the joy we feel for the gifts of salvation, grace, forgiveness, love, and peace which we have received?  Have we developed a language to express to God our joy, our thanksgiving, our praise, our love?  
     As we gather around our Lord’s Table let us reflect on why we might want to sing our praises to God, as our ancestors have been doing for thousands of years.  Amen.
