Psalm of the Week: 
The faithful God of Abraham
(for publication on Saturday, Decembr 26, 2009)

Read Psalm 104 (105)
Original Meaning. The opening “Alleluia” and the invitation of the first verses to “give thanks to the Lord” and to “sing his praise” tell us that this is a hymn of praise. The rest of the psalm, narrating the history of Israel from the time of the Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) to the possession of the Promised Land under Moses, presents the motive of this praise: God’s faithfulness to the promises made to Abraham to lead his people into a land of their own.
This is the only psalm in the whole psalter where Abraham plays such a pivotal role. Usually, the psalms celebrate the Covenant at Sinai with Moses when the Law was given to the people as a guide and gift, or the Covenant with David when God promised to keep one of David’s descendants on the throne of Israel. This psalm refers instead to the older covenant with Abraham, when God promised: “I am giving you a land, Canaan, your appointed heritage.” Perhaps this is because this psalm was composed when the people had been expelled from their land during the Babylonian Exile.

The focus, then, is not on the people, neither on their betrayals nor on their victories, but on God who alone is able to make the promise come true, independently of Israel’s worth or might. Throughout the long story, of Joseph in Egypt, of the slavery of the people there, of the plagues that forced Pharaoh to let them go, of the wandering in the desert, it is God who leads and acts. It is God who “remembered his holy word,
which he gave to Abraham his servant.”
In the light of the Gospel. In his Gospel, Luke ties the coming into the world of the Son of God to the promises made to Abraham. John the Baptist’s father, Zechariah, praises God for the birth of Jesus: “He has shown the mercy promised to our ancestors, and has remembered his holy covenant, the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham.” However, the promise recalled here does not concern land. Rather it consists of a pledge “that we, being rescued from the hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness, before him all our days.” (Lk 1:72-73)
Application to Christian living. What was the promise made to Abraham, then? Certainly, it concerned the Promised Land. Yet, the land was not an end in itself, a means to a greater end. It allowed the people to have a safe space in which to dedicate themselves to what is essential: honouring the Lord in prayer and in holiness of conduct. The advent of Jesus and the gift of the Spirit free God’s people from the need for any particular space, empowering them to live in God’s grace wherever they are.
The big picture. Speaking of the Patriarchs, an early Christian wrote: “All of these died in faith without having received the promises, but from a distance they saw and greeted them” (He 11:13). Having seen the beginning of the realization of these promises, and looking forward to their ultimate fruition, we can rejoice in praising our faithful God: “he remembers his covenant for ever”.
