
A SERVICE OF PSALMS


Today is a Service of Psalms. The Psalms in our Bible are the hymnbook of the Hebrew people. In our English translations the Psalms are in the middle of our Bible, but we find the Psalms in the last section of the Hebrew Bible in what is called “Writings.” These were the last books accepted in the Hebrew Bible.

We have no evidence that this book was ever called “Psalms” in the Hebrew Bible. In fact, although the Hebrew term "mizmor" (“psalm”) occurs in the titles of 57 psalms, it does not occur in the body of a psalm. The title of this book in most Hebrew manuscripts is not "mismorim" (psalms) but "tehillim" (praises). 
This word “praise” is derived from the same root as "hallelujah" and is quite appropriate for some of the psalms, especially with those which begin or end with the word "hallelujah." “Hallelujah” or “Alleluia” is really a Hebrew word comprised of three words: “Halle,” “lu,” and “yah.” “Halle” means “praise,” “lu” means “you,” and “yah” is short for the name of the Lord, “Yahweh.” So when we say “Hallelujah” or “Alleluia” we are saying, “Praise ye the Lord.” 


But "praises" is not a very appropriate title for all of the psalms because we find five types of psalms in our Bible.  Not all of them are praises. 

One type is the Royal psalm, but we are not singing any of these today. Royal psalms celebrate the king as God's chosen servant among the people of Israel or Judah. Psalm 2 is a royal psalm. 

We also have individual psalms of thanksgiving, but we are not singing these today, either. Last week, however, we heard a favorite psalm of thanksgiving: Psalm 23—The Lord is my shepherd.
 
Two other types of psalms are the two kinds of laments—individual laments and community laments. If you are one who reads the psalms, you know about these. All the psalms are not hymns; for there are many more laments than hymns of praise.
A lament is a cry of the psalmist out of deep need, imploring God to save or deliver the individual or the community from enemies personal or impersonal, political or religious. In every lament, however, there is always an element of praise. Laments have been called the heart of the Psalter. Because of their personal expression of sorrow and trouble, they contribute to the continuing appeal of the psalms in all ages and times.


Today we hear and sing several individual laments. Hymn of Spring comes from Psalm 51, which is a well-known lament. Our response in song at the end of the service—Give me a Clean Heart-- also comes from this psalm of lament.  Today’s Pastoral Prayer and the hymn As the Deer are based on another individual lament—Psalm 42. And Out of the Deep is the individual lament of Psalm 130: Out of the deep I have called unto thee.  If you do not know you can cry out to God for help and complain to God, then you have not read or sung the psalms of individual and communal lament.

Finally, the fifth category of psalms is the hymn of praise in which we sing, “Hallelujah”: “Praise ye the LORD.” These were used by choral groups in worship. We have several hymns of praise in our service today. We began this service with the praise of Psalm 33: Rejoice in the LORD. In a few minutes we will hear Psalm 117: Praise the LORD, all you nations!  We will praise the Lord the Creator with Psalm 19: The heavens are telling the glory of God. We will conclude with Psalm 87—a psalm praising the royal city: Glorious things are spoken of you, O city of God.

So today is a service of psalms when we sing our faith. We celebrate today the faith practices of worship (experiencing God) and beauty (touching the Divine through music, arts and drama). In this service today we do not have royal psalms or individual psalms of thanksgiving, but we have laments which can be individual or communal and we have hymns of praise. On this first full day of Passover, we sing with our Hebrew brothers and sisters from their hymnbook, which is also our hymnbook. Hear now a hymn of praise, Psalm 117.
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