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We shall, of course, make a
mistake if we suppose that these
poets selected their imagery simply
on the grounds of poetic beauty
and relevance. If you take that to
be the sole grounds, you miss the
fact that the Psalms illustrate the
holy writer’s sense of the under-
lying significance of all natural
phenomena. The tree planted near
the running water, the sparrow
alone on the housetop, the hind
panting for the running waters, the
palm tree and the cedar of Leban-
on, the breakers of the sea, the
sheep of the flock, these are not
merely pretty or familiar figures,
they are true symbols of spiritual
things. The poets of the Psalms
would more than have agreed with
the view that “words are signs of
natural facts. Particular natural
facts are symbols of particular
spiritual facts. Nature is a symbol
of spirit . . . This relation between
the mind and matter is not fancied
by some poet, but stands in the
will ».o*. God, and =o is free to be
known by all nien.” They would
have understood perfectly what a
modern poet beautifully proclaim-
ed:

The world is charged with the
grandeur of God.
It will flame out, like shining
from shook foil ;
It gathers to a greatness, like the
ooze of oil
Crushed . . .

They would have known as he did,

A COMMENTARY ON THE PSALMS

why:
Because the Holy Ghost over the
bent
World broods with warm breast
and with ah! bright wings.

The world is a word through
which God is forever speaking to
anyone who listens. The poet of
Psalm 96 knew that. So did Saint
Francis, who insisted that “every
creature speaks and says to us: We
were made for you, O man.” We
are his children, therefore, might
almost be said to catch the echo
of our father’s voice every time
we sing this Psalm attentively and
devoutly.

There is even a more concrete
reason—if that is the way to phrase
it—why the dreadful turbulence of
the storm should be associated
inthe mind of the poet with God’s

.,.ﬂwuﬂ.wmﬂmmon of himself. Historic-

ally, you will recall, these are the
very circumstances which sur-
rounded the coming of Yahweh on
Sinai when he made his covenant
with Israel and gave Moses the
Ten Commandments. “Behold
thunders began to be heard, and
lightning to flash, and a very thick
cloud to cover the mount . . . and
all Mount Sinai was on a smoke:
because the Lord was come down
upon it in fire; and the smoke
arose from it as out of a furnace:
and all the mount was terrible”
(Exodus 19:16-18). That theo-
phany, that stupendous coming of
God, we feel, is somehow behind
the poet’s description of the storm
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in this Psalm. It is a living fact
that he can never forget and al-
ways recalls whenever he watches
the storm clouds roll up and cover
the land, while thunder and light-
ning fill the hearts of men with
awe. And if, in reading this Psalm,
we are somehow reminded of God’s
manifestation when the history of
the Chosen People begins, are we
not also inclined to find in it
suggestions of the divine mani-
festation that will come when all
history is about to be ended? How
like they are: God’s coming in
judgment as the psalmist depicts
it and as Christ foretold it. “The
sun will be darkened and the moon
will refuse her light, and the stars
will fall from heaven, and the
powers of heaven will rock, and
then it is that the Son of Man shall
be seen in heaven .. .” (Matthew
24:27-30). And the same Spirit of
Truth who spoke through them
inspired Saint Peter to warn us
that “the day of the Lord is com-
ing, and when it comes, it will be
upon you like a thief. The heavens
will vanish in a whirlwind, the
elements will be scorched up and
dissolved, earth, and all earth’s
achievements will burn away. All
so transitory; and what men you
ought to be; How unworldly in
your life, how reverent towards
God, as you wait, and wait eagerly,
for the day of the Lord to come,
for the heavens to shrivel up in
fire, and the elements to melt in its
heat” (2 Peter 3:10-12).

Actually Saint Peter’s words,

,::
“all earth’s achievements will burn
away,” make an easy transition to
a consideration of the second
strophe of Psalm 96 because in
these verses, 7 to 12, are treated
the effects of God’s coming and
the dispositions of those who will
greet it worthily.

Perhaps the first thing we must
note about this second strophe is
that it is one marked by strong
contrasts. There is, first of all, an
internal contrast to be observed
between the first section, verses
7, 8, and 9, and the second section,
verses 10, 11, and 12. The former
is concerned with God’s punish-
ment of the unjust; the latter,
with God’s reward of the just. An-
other contrast is observable be-
tween verses 7, 8, and 9, and the
tone of the entire first strophe.
The God of Israel was therein
depicted in terms of might and
majesty, coming to judge the
nations of the world. Now the poet
turns his attention to the nations
that God will judge and to the
deities on which they relied. No-
where more accurately have these
been described than in the follow-
ing verses from Psalm 113:

Our God is in heaven;

whatever he wills, he does.
Their idols are silver and gold,

the handiwork of men.

They have mouths but speak not;
they have eyes but see not;
They have ears but hear not;

they have noses but smell not;
They have hands but feel not;

they have feet but walk not;













































