Ps 116

Background

This is a psalm of individual thanksgiving. Yet, it is sung in the midst of the assembly. The psalmist has come to the Temple to offer the appropriate sacrifice (of thanksgiving) for his deliverance from some (unspecified) grave danger, possibly serious illness or false accusation. He is not yet over his surprise that the lamentable circumstances have completely turned around. But he is in no doubt as to who effected the change. Nor does he hesitate to express his gratitude, not merely privately, but in public. The good news is too good not to share. The whole congregation is positively affected by his public witness to the goodness and mercy of God. In this psalm private piety and public worship coalesce in the way they should.

Aramaic words and expressions give indication that this psalm is post-exilic. It begins the second part of the “Egyptian Hallel” and would have been sung by Jesus right before he left the upper room for Gethsemane. The meter is irregular. The Hebrew is not classical. The thoughts expressed are drawn from other psalms. The structure moves from a profession of faith (vv. 1-2) to a review of his former distress (vv. 3-4) to a song of praise (vv. 5-11) and concludes with the actual sacrifice of thanksgiving (vv. 12-19).

Text

vv. 1-2 Profession of Faith

v. 1 I love the Lord: His heart is bursting with gratitude. Before all he publicly expresses his love. Why?

Because he has heard: “Heard” means “answered. This verse anticipates 1Jn 4: 19: “We love, because he first loved us.” Whatever happened to turn things around happened because of God, not because of humans or luck.

v. 2 he inclined his ear to me: This verse says the same thing in other words. It fleshes out the first burst of joy. God doesn’t have ears. This is poetic imagery to say God helped him.

On the day I called: i.e. when in the days of my distress I used to cry to him.

vv. 3-4 The Distress Reviewed

v. 3 the cords of death: This metaphor for grave danger could mean a life-threatening illness or a reputation- threatening accusation.

The snares of Sheol: Another way of saying “the shadow of death” or “at death’s door.” Serious illness made one “unclean” and therefore ineligible to go to Temple to worship.

v. 4 Then I called on the name: This would be a private prayer meaning, “But I kept on calling.”

Save my life: Literally, “Save my soul,” which means the same thing, referring either to physical life or life-in-community, social life.

vv. 5-11 Praise for Deliverance
v. 5 gracious…just…merciful: The Covenant God (all covenant adjectives to describe God’s “name” or “character”) manifests himself in loving acts. The verb raham denotes tangible acts, not merely strong emotions. God does not  feel compassion, he does compassionate acts.

v. 6 protects the simple: The Septuagint, i.e. the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, reads “infants.” Not the simple-minded, but the simple-hearted, the vulnerable.

I was helpless, but God saved me: Or, I was helpless, so God saved me.” The sense is that it is in the character of God to save those who recognize their powerlessness. There’s no explanation for it other than that’s the way God is. That’s his “name” or “character.”

v. 7 return, my soul, to your rest: People believed that when a person was weak (from hunger, disease or attack) the soul/spirit left that person, not to return until all is well again. When that happens the agitated state ceases; equilibrium or rest returns. The psalmist is saying to himself that he can calm down now.

v. 8: The imagery of death being robbed of its prey, eyes deprived of tears and feet free from missteps should all be taken metaphorically.

v. 9 I shall walk before the Lord: I will conduct my life in accordance with his will and ways.

In the land of the living: I.e. far from Sheol, the land of doom and gloom.

v. 10 I have kept faith, even when I said: A line made famous by Paul (2Cor 4:13). Not  even in the throes of despair did the psalmist doubt the help of God.

v. 11 no one can be trusted: Literally, “All men are liars.” This would mean either that humans who promise help don’t deliver it (“A friend in need…”) or, cannot deliver it and so renege on their word. Only Yahweh truly delivers.

vv. 12 – 19 The Thanksgiving Sacrifice of a Grateful Person

v. 12 How can I repay? There is no paying or repaying God for his mercy. All he can do is publicly testify and offer a sacrifice of thanksgiving.

v. 13 I will raise the cup of salvation: This refers to the drink offering as part of the thanksgiving sacrifice. It would be part toast “to the name of Yahweh” and part ritual pouring on the altar. The ideas of “raising” the cup and “pouring out” the contents reminds Christians of Jesus’ action both at the Last Supper and at his last breath ( the soldier’s offer of common wine).The cup of wine was passed around at cultic meals to signify sharing God’s grace. This verse cannot but remind Christians of the Eucharist.

v. 14 This verse is repeated at v. 18.

I will pay my vows: Hb neder may mean both “vow” and “votive sacrifice.” Here it probably refers to a promise the psalmist made to God as to what he would do if the crisis passed.

In the presence of all his people: We can hear him saying to God, ”If you grant this I will do such and such before everybody.”

v. 15 Too costly..the death: A difficult verse. It probably means that the untimely death (or disasters) of God’s holy ones or loyalists is not a matter of indifference to God. Therefore, he delivers them from their woes. Even if God does not save us from death ( and eventually such will be the case for everyone) he still cares about us.

v. 16 the child of your maidservant: This serves as a humble self-designation (like “son of man”); he is so lowly that he is actually a servant of one of his (female)  servants.

v. 17 offer a sacrifice…call on the name: The psalmist is now involved in the actual ritual.

v. 19 in the courts: These would refer to the Temple courts; specifically the court of the priests where sacrifices took place.

Reflection

If our lives went along without disruption, disappointment, disaster and death we would be content, but bored. In fact, our positive orientation towards life frequently gets disturbed and we become disoriented, out-of-sorts. We can all identify with the psalmist’s elation after a particular crisis has passed. The feeling is so good it almost makes the pain, grief and worry worth it! Not quite, almost.

Even if we have cultivated an attitude of gratitude in the Lord’s presence, there are times when we are more grateful than others, particularly when we have witnessed  one of God’s “hat tricks.” The psalmist is overwhelmed with gratitude to God. He knows there is no repaying him, so he does the only thing he can: he gives thanks.  But publicly and culticly.

There was a “sacrifice of thanksgiving” for just such occasions. The “cup of salvation” was somehow involved in that, whether as part of the thanksgiving proper (the toda), or thevotive offering (the neder) or the freewill offering (the nedaba). Regardless of its function  in the ritual it has come to have significant metaphorical meaning for Christians.

The idea of grapes being crushed (seen metaphorically as crucifixion) before they can become wine (seen as resurrection) all the while calling on the Lord’s name is just too similar to the Christian mindset to not be seen as having all sorts of applications to life. There is the spirit of willingness, obedience to a promise, gratitude, the public witness, the communal participation, etc.

Sharing good fortune seems like the natural thing to do. When people claim that they pray privately at home, rather than in public at the Liturgy, one wonders if they are expressing any gratitude. They may be presenting God with their petitions, but are they grateful as well?  Who is silently, privately grateful?  It is possible, we can suppose, but is it natural or normal? Once we get the word “Thanks” out we are usually finished. We don’t know what else to say. “All I can say is thanks,” we say. We are finished but unsatisfied. We feel we haven’t done enough. “How can I repay,” we say like the psalmist.

Rituals come to our rescue. Because there was a ritual for thanksgiving to God in the OT, the psalmist could lift a glass of wine in a toast to God, drink it, letting it penetrate and permeate his being. That was an acceptable and satisfying way to say “Thanks.” He and everybody else knew that that was acceptable to God as well. Christians have their own “sacrifice of thanksgiving” in the Eucharist, given to us by Jesus himself. It is our way of saying “Thanks” for the Lord’s overwhelming goodness to us. We know it is acceptable to God because he told us it was. (Still, in the Mass, we pray that it will be acceptable.) We must come to the “courts of the house of the Lord” to do this in the “presence of all his people” if we are to “pay our vows” to the Lord in a way that is both effective (if not adequate) and acceptable (if not perfect).

Most unbelievers will accept that life fluctuates between periods (or even moments) of being well oriented to life and periods of disorientation and that these periods also fluctuate in intensity. Some are within the range of the “normal” and expected, while others are off the scale. The very intense ones are usually involved with either life or death. One does not have to be a believer to be grateful when life (or the past day or even past few minutes) goes well. And one does not have to be an unbeliever to cry when life goes ill. The difference between believers and unbelievers is that we know that when life stops, in death or in failure or tragedy, that that is not necessarily life’s final moment. Christians categorize life experiences along the spectrum of crucifixion on the one end and resurrection on the other. Both ends are profoundly meaningful to a Christian and everything in between shares in and is an expression of either or both of those profound truths. But the Christian also knows that resurrection is the end of the story or the never-ending of the story of glory and joy. Unfortunately, for the unbeliever, life is a process whereby one reaches peaks and then falls down again and the end of the story is a falling down, never to get up again. Of course, we Christians not only prefer the version Christ has given us, we glory in it and constantly give thanks for it, even when we are down. For we know God will pick us up again. We just don’t know in advance when or how. We trust.

Key Notions

1. God saves us, now and in the future, in time and in eternity, not because we deserve to be saved but because we need to be. It is God’s nature to save.

2. While all suffering hurts to some degree, the celebration of life at the end of it is commensurate with the degree of suffering that preceded it.

3. Whatever else suffering is, it is an opportunity for God to show his power and his love to those who keep faith with him during it.

4. Gratitude to God is never a merely private affair. Grateful people publish and publicize their joy.

5. One can never be too grateful to God and one’s gratitude is never commensurate with the gift.

Food For Thought

1. The Eucharist: Catholics puzzle people by their constant celebration of the Eucharist for any and all reasons and for no apparent reason at all. Every time you turn around Catholics are celebrating the Eucharist. Even the super serious folks who don’t like singing and playing will still come to the Eucharist, pretend they hate all the noise and “carrying on,” but secretly watch and wish they could be so expressive. “Eucharist” means “giving thanks” and one can never adequately thank God for all his graces and blessings. Catholics are always “toasting” God. “What else can I say?” “How else can I repay,” Catholics say in the Eucharist. It’s just a sip, a ceremonial sip, of wine/blood/life, but what a sip that is! It is Jesus Christ, God himself, even in the toast to God himself!  Catholics will do that even at funerals, no matter how awful or tragic the death. For the Eucharist was given in the context of death, Jesus’ impending death. Facing what humans consider the ultimate breakdown, the final failure, Jesus gave thanks and gave himself to us to give thanks to the same heavenly Father. Physical death and all that precedes it, is no failure. Real failure is spiritual death, being alienated from the Father.

2. Precious deaths: If the deaths of those we love hurt us and cause us to question the meaning and the sense of life, we take comfort in the line, “Precious in the eyes of the Lord is the death of his faithful.” When one of his loved ones comes over to his eternal side to live with him in safety, peace, joy and love forever, that’s a good experience for God, even if a temporarily bad one for us who are left behind. Physical death may be more horrid and feared by some than spiritual death. But they are wrong. They are confusing their feelings with truth. God sees death as a “precious” event, a beautiful event. Just as we experience the suffering in our lives as “mini” deaths and await God’s delivering us from them, we also see the physical passage of a loved one into eternity as a bittersweet experience. Bitter for us but sweet for our loved one, who is, after all, a part of us and we of them. In some invisible way all the loved ones we have lost have taken a part of us already into eternity. In a mysterious sense we will meet again not only them but the love for them, the “part” of us they took with them! Death is precious indeed.

3. Precious suffering: All suffering, all loss, all failure, all disappointment contain within themselves the possibility for healing, finding, success, satisfaction. If we let ourselves experience suffering (in whatever form it comes, and whatever size, extra large to small) in the light of Christ’s crucifixion we will also first see the light (no matter the size of the light, even a flickering and struggling light) of the resurrection and then experience its warmth. This happens to us so many times even during this life that we must conclude that all the suffering we must undergo is practice for the big resurrection at the end. God doesn’t hold up resurrection as an experience we must wait for until we physically die. Once we are born into Christ through Baptism we are also born into the realm of resurrection and we experience resurrection at the end of every suffering if we pay attention. Thanking God, a lot, constantly, in minute detail, keeps our attention on his pattern of making the outcome (resurrection) part and parcel of the process (crucifixion). This psalm teaches us that truth. When we suffer our hope is enflamed, for we know from past experience that God uses our suffering as an opportunity to express his love and to take us to a higher place, a resurrection stance, even here on earth. The pain still hurts (but not as much), yet even our bodies trust in him.
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