Psalm of the Week: 
Blessed Be Our Merciful God
(for publication on Saturday, December 12, 2009)

Read Psalm 102 (103)
Original Meaning. We know the story well: the Israelites, after having been led out of slavery in Egypt, betrayed God by building themselves a golden calf in the desert to worship and adore, provoking Moses’ fit of anger and jealousy.


What is less well-known is how Moses pleaded with God to have mercy on himself and the people for this terrible deed. And how God passed before Moses, revealing the meaning of the divine name: “YHWH, YHWH, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex 34, 6).


Psalm 102 meditates on this revelation as it blesses God for responding to sin with forgiveness, to fickleness with faithfulness, to fleeting human existence with divine everlastingness. The psalm starts with a self-exhortation to bless God, to remember God’s many blessings, among which the chief is God’s mercy: “It is he who forgives all your guilt… who crowns you with love and compassion”. It recalls the desert story: “He made known his ways to Moses… ‘The Lord is compassion and love, slow to anger and rich in mercy’”. It contrasts the fragility of human existence with the permanence of God’s love: “As for man, his days are like grass… But the love of the Lord is everlasting”. It concludes as it started, with a call to bless God, addressed this time not only to the psalmist’s inner being, but to all of creation, even to the angels. 

In the light of the Gospel. There is in Matthew’s Gospel a striking moment when Jesus praises God: “I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth… No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.” And then, Jesus continues with a revelation concerning his inner being: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens… for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.”
Application to Christian living. In Jesus, we come to know the Father’s love. In the gentleness and humbleness of Jesus’ heart, we recognize the human reflection of the Father’s steadfast love and compassion. Where else can we turn to find the rest our souls crave, the meaning our spirits seek, the forgiveness our hearts desire?
We can be overwhelmed by our own inadequacies, failings and sins. We can be depressed at the thought of our vulnerability, the fleetingness of time, the shortness of our lives. Only when we see ourselves bound to the everlasting, unconditional love of God can we find the anchor that will give us hope in this stormy world.
The big picture. The Bible’s last book echoes the psalm’s ultimate invitation to all creation to bless the One whose throne is in heaven: “Then I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and all that is in them, singing, ‘To the one seated on the throne and to the Lamb be blessing and honour and glory and might for ever and ever!’” (Rev 5,13). Let each of us add a voice to this chorus of praise: “My soul, give thanks to the Lord; all my being, bless his holy name”.
