Ps 34
Background
This is an alphabetic psalm. Each line begins with a succeeding letter of the Hebrew alphabet.  It is a song of Thanksgiving, by an individual, for deliverance from injustice. The entire psalm evolves around the principle of retribution – the good are rewarded and evil people are punished, a theme common to Wisdom Literature. The alphabetic structure shows that it is not an emotional outburst of praise and thanks, but a principled and disciplined song containing instruction on how and what to do to remain in the new state of freedom. This is a thanksgiving not only for freedom from whatever evil, but also freedom for building a new life and a new world.
Text

vv. 1 – 4: A Hymnic Introduction

v. 2 I will bless the Lord: “Blessing the Lord” means to both praise and thank him. It does not mean to consecrate or make holy, as it does in other contexts. When humans “bless the Lord” or “praise” or “give glory” nothing is added to the power of God. It is merely a recognition or acknowledgement of his majesty and graciousness.

v. 3 the lowly will hear and be glad:  Two words in Hb are frequently and easily confused, ‘anaw and ‘ani. The former denotes a state of mind, while the latter a situation in life, namely, economic poverty. However, the two words are used interchangeably in Scripture to indicate those who recognize their absolute and constant dependence on God.

v. 4 magnify…exalt: Two more ways of saying essentially the same thing as “bless,”  “praise,” and “glorify.” All are words expressing an expansive spirit in the presence of God’s mercy.

Together: The psalmist summons everyone to a grand and sweeping praise of God for deliverance from being powerless over the forces of evil and experiencing a remarkable new lease on life.

vv. 5–7: The psalmist says the same thing in three different ways. He prayed trustfully to God and God answered or delivered him. The lowly are given well-being by God and are thankful.

vv. 8 – 22:  Continue Living in God’s Presence: These verses form a rather typical wisdom instruction on how to continue to live in this new state of affairs and maintain freedom from evil forces.

v. 8 angel of the Lord: This is a reverential way of speaking about Yahweh, similar to “the name of the Lord” or “the face of Yahweh.” 

v. 9 taste and see: “Taste” is a strong word, appropriate for poetry, to indicate “judge for yourself.” It also carries the sense of “enjoy.” This is the meaning of the word as used in Prov 31: 18, “She judges that her profit is good.”  Interestingly, if the word for “see” derives from the Hb root y-r-‘ , instead of r-‘-h (“see”), it would mean “drink deeply,” cognate with r-w-h, “to drink one’s fill.” This sense would make it mean more “eat and drink” in the tradition of Wisdom Literature metaphors,, using a physical action to mean a spiritual one.

That the Lord is good: The LXX word is chrestos, “kind.” (See the 2nd reading for 19B.) The psalmist wants others to share in his experience, taste for themselves, so that they too might partake of the Lord’s delights.

Happy: The Hb ‘asher means more like “Congratulations!” The LXX uses makarios, which means a heavenly bliss, the happiness of the gods, the eternal attitude, rather than earthly, circumstantial happiness.

Who take refuge in him: This is another poetic way of referring the ‘anawim, those who are “poor in spirit,” who trust only in the Lord.

v. 11 The powerful grow poor and hungry:  Literally, “the young lions.” We might say, “the young Turks.” This is a classic example of the principle of role reversal. Common in both OT and NT, the point is that what looks like success, happiness, etc. from a worldly point of view is really the opposite from God’s vantage point. Also, evil has its own consequences, and, over time, is its own undoing. Eventually, what at one point in time looks like victory, turns into failure.

v. 12 Come, children, listen to me: This is a customary invitation by Lady Wisdom (or Wisdom teachers) to her “children” to learn from her. Egyptian and Babylonian Wisdom Literature used the same address.

Fear of the Lord: The attitude of reverence and awe in the presence of Wisdom does not become terror or dread, but finds expression in praise, prayer, obedience and fidelity.

v. 13 takes delight in prosperous days: Everybody wants to enjoy life, but not everybody understands or will do what is necessary to experience real joy, lasting joy, rather than temporary pleasure. To do so one must accept God’s terms and timetable.

v. 14 Keep your tongue from evil, your lips from lying: Hb poetry will use a part of the body to indicate the whole person, especially that body part that performs the function in question. This is not a commandment merely to the tongue or lips, but to the person. Speech – false, abusive or condemnatory – is an outward expression of the inner person.

v. 16 The Lord has eyes for the just, and ears for their cry: Obviously, the Lord does not have eyes or ears. It is a human way of saying that he sees and hears (which he does not do by the same means as humans do).

v. 17 The Lord’s face: Humans faces are mirrors of feelings and dispositions. Such is applied to the Lord who “frowns upon,” or does not “look kindly upon” evildoers.

v. 19 the brokenhearted: The opposite of those with hearts of stone, these are the variously afflicted who turn to God in trust and humility, the only one who can help them. The second half of this verse explains it best as “those whose spirit is crushed.”

v. 20 Many are the afflictions of the just: The just are not exempt from trouble. The doctrine of retribution does not promise that. In fact, the just can expect to suffer more because they are just. Nonetheless, the Lord will deliver them and justice will prevail – in God’s time and on his terms.

v. 21 God watches over all their bones: “To break one’s bones” means to afflict with a disease or to oppress. Thus, to “keep” or “watch over” one’s bones must mean to protect one from such and similar circumstances.

v. 22 Evil will slay the wicked: Evil makes no distinction whether a person is good or bad. Consequently, evil people are victims of injustice just like good people. But the sense here seems to be that the evil a person does comes back to haunt that person. In the final analysis, evil is its own undoing. What an evil person does or intends to do will redound upon that person. This is part of Wisdom’s doctrine of retribution.

Those who hate the just are condemned: Although for the time being it may seem that the unjust are winners, in the end it will be the righteous who are victorious. Today’s situation is never the full or final story.

v. 23: This seems to be a liturgical conclusion or addition so that the psalm does not end too negatively.

Reflection

The first part of this prayer/ psalm is a typical thanksgiving to God for deliverance from a specific (if unnamed) evil. The spontaneous reaction of thanksgiving in the face of a new situation causes the recipient to expand his/her horizons and invite others to “magnify the Lord with me.” The first more or less spontaneous reaction, effusive and inclusive of others, gives way to a second response, more reasoned and disciplined. That begins in v. 8 and becomes primary with v. 9 until the end of the psalm. The recipient of God’s grace realizes he/she was not only freed from some evil but also freed for a new life, for a lifetime not just a moment.

Wisdom Literature (of which the second part of this psalm is an example) teaches that even the spontaneous reaction of gratitude can be disciplined. (The alphabetic structure of the psalm itself teaches that as well). One’s whole life can be reshaped in the light of and as a response (as opposed to reaction) to even a one-time, quite specific, experience of God’s power to free from evil. Because God is consistent, faithful, never changing or reneging on his promises, one can faithfully expect that mirroring that fidelity in one’s own life can only result in enjoying the benefits of righteousness all the time. “I will bless the Lord at all times,” says the psalmist, be they good times or bad. That means that I will take the initiative, positive steps, to align my life, my behavior, with his behavior, reorder my priorities. Then, I will enjoy God. Gratitude, if it is not to wane, can only be sustained, as I get further and further away from the historical moment of deliverance, by constantly reminding myself before God of God and his goodness to me. Tasting and seeing (or drinking,) then, amounts to savoring afterwards and not just the pleasure and joy of the moment. I don’t fall into the trap of looking for the next obvious and blatant example of God’s mercy and power. I don’t take the position vis-a-vis God of “What have you done for me lately?”  I don’t return to my former state of hopelessness. And the gratitude does not stop at an inward delight because something has benefited me. It expands, first, to telling others, but, after that, to doing, doing for others by the same grace of God that I experienced God doing for me.

The second half of this psalm is the second half (or act) of gratitude. It is a reasoned and disciplined (lifetime and life-long) response. Without that (what the psalmist and Wisdom Literature call “fear of the Lord”) I am vulnerable yet again to the fear that evil evokes when I face it, encounter it, without God. Thanksgiving keeps the memory green. It makes present an old experience. As time goes on it is easy to forget the Lord’s goodness in the past unless we recall it, remember, it, thank him for it again and again. Keeping the memory green does not so much keep the old grace alive as it keeps us alive, grateful for the old and hopeful for the new and alert to the new because it is really familiar to us. It is familiar because we recognize its similarity with old, former acts of grace that God bestowed upon us. Then we realize that grace is really neither old nor new, but continuous, constant.

Even though, strictly speaking, thanksgiving is not motivated by asking God for favors, but rather thanking him for past ones, it turns out that we do receive grace as a result of thanksgiving anyway. It is the grace of expanded and heightened consciousness, even, maybe even especially, during what would otherwise be ordinary times. We become intensely aware of bring graced rather than simply having received grace and it enlivens us, enriches our enjoyment of life, relaxes us to trust even more in God, and drives us to want to imitate him. What works so well for God has the best chance of working well for us. Recipients of grace, we also want to be instruments of grace, having learned specifically how God works. He works through his creatures and his righteousness is contagious.

Key Notions

1. Deliverance by God does not stop there. It must continue by living a different kind of life.

2. Thanksgiving for graces received does not stop there. Living gratefully, graciously and generously shows real gratitude.

3. Giving public thanks to God, “blessing God,” is giving witness to others that God will do the same for them.

Food For Thought

1. Taste and See: This verse, v. 9, has become the favorite refrain of the church to celebrate a Eucharistic theme. In these words the whole tradition of Wisdom Literature and its fulfillment in the Eucharist come together. Wisdom Literature concentrates on the Word, the revelation of God’s mind, and how it can instruct humans to live the good life in all its richness. In the prologue of John’s Gospel the Wisdom notion of “Word” and the Christian notion of “Word-made-flesh” are united. In the Eucharist the Christian “tastes and sees” or (to be literal) “eats and drinks” the very person of Jesus Christ, Wisdom personified. Food and drink (and Wisdom, i.e. revelation) are to be savored, enjoyed, delighted in. That means it must be consumed slowly, thoughtfully, paying attention to every morsel or sip. However, the benefits of food and drink do not end there. Once digested, they become energy for action. The psalm reminds us that food and drink are not merely energy for action and eating and drinking are not merely functions. Food and drink have an aesthetic value all their own, in and of themselves and that goodness is not to be dismissed in the name of mere function. We are to savor life as well as to function. That said, Wisdom (and this psalm) also reminds us that life does have its functions and food and drink fuel us to perform them. Just as the food and drink we take in is converted to energy for work, so the spiritual food and drink (like the Word and the Word-made-flesh, the Eucharist) we take in fuels us with the energy to behave in a goodly and godly way. In eternity there will be no work to do, so the divine nourishment will have no other function than its sheer enjoyment. For now, however, the Lord wants us to use his energy/grace for good purposes, without neglecting to take the time to enjoy, sip slowly and appreciatively, chew gratefully upon the constant supply and flow of his grace.

2. A Practical Psalm: For all its exalted thoughts, this psalm is quite practical. Whenever we feel stymied by a lack of motivation to work, this psalm is a sure bet to perk us up and replenish our motivation. As we stand before our daily chores, like cleaning up the kitchen or bathroom, or even starting out for work, doing all the tedious things an ordered and disciplined life imposes on us, we can pray this psalm before starting and we will find our enthusiasm for tedium improving. The psalm opens up our closed spirit and causes us to recall God’s past graces, the many times we felt trapped or cornered by evil, the many times we thought we were finished or defeated but weren’t. It reminds us, as we try to identify with its general import, of specific instances in our past when we were beaten down by really big events and yet were not defeated. On the awareness of the power of God come to our rescue in large matters, we look at the relatively small kitchen, bathroom, workload and we say to ourselves, “With the Lord’s power and grace I can do this and do it now.” Then, we do! Then, we sit once again and pray this psalm after the experience of grace and simply say, “Amen.” God’s grace isn’t just for the big events or challenges of our lives. It works (he works) just as well in the little things.
3. Blessing the Lord: We find ourselves, as we grow in more constant and sustained awareness of the Lord’s presence and his power available to us, with the Lord’s name ever on our lips. That is true because he is ever on our mind. We always talk about what we are thinking about. So, the Lord comes up in a lot of our conversations and when we are not talking to others about the Lord, we are singing to ourselves about him. This is “blessing the Lord.” But its effect is to bless the moment, the event, the conversation by bringing the Lord into it.  Of course, the Lord is always there anyway, but being aware of him makes the moment more savory. 
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