Psalm of the Week
“The Greatest and the Least”
For publication on Saturday, February 27, 2009

Read Psalm 112 (113)
Original meaning. Psalms 112 to 117 form a sequence known as the ‘hallel’ or ‘praise’. Since perhaps the fifth century before Christ, the Jewish community sings these psalms during the three great festivals of Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. Jesus himself sang them with his Apostles during the Paschal meal he celebrated the night before he died (cf. Mt 26:30).
This first psalm of the ‘hallel’ opens with a formal invitation to praise resounding throughout the ages, “both now and forevermore”, and throughout the world, “from the rising of the sun to its setting”. This praise is offered to God, the Most High who surpasses all human concepts of divinity: “Who is like the Lord our God?” God’s greatness is such that from his dwelling, he must bend down simply to see the heavens!
And yet this great God bends down not only to see the heavens, but also the earth; and to see, on earth, not just the great ones who shape history, but the little ones. Moreover, he bends down not just to watch, but to act: “From the dust, he lifts up the lowly”. The One who is enthroned above the heavens enthrones the poor in the company of princes, and the sterile woman among her new-found children.
This psalm helped Israel to remember the great works of God and to look forward to new ones. Intoning the ‘hallel’ was, and continues to be, a celebration of the awesome God who comes down to in order to save his humble people and lift them up in glory. 
In the light of the Gospel. For Christians, psalm 112 was fulfilled in a most unexpected way in the incarnation of the very Son of God. For in Jesus, God not only bent down, God came down and became one of us: “He humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross” (Ph 2:8). The Most High became the most low in order to lift up humanity that had been brought down by sin. Mary understood this as soon as the child within her began to move: “He has brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; He has helped his servant Israel” (Lk 1:52.54).
Application to Christian life. With the Jewish people, the Church recognizes that she owes all to the One who is the author of all. Without God, we would not be. And without God’s grace, we could only be weak, poor and vulnerable. But the One who created all things bends down to each of his creatures to lift them up in glory. How can we not praise God and trust God? How can we not commit ourselves to joining God in lifting up our own brothers and sisters when they are brought down by the trials of life?
The big picture. At the heart of Christian prayer, there is a wish for God: “Hallowed be thy name” (Mt 6 :9). In this wish, we hear an echo of the psalmist’s invitation: “Praise the Name of the Lord!” God’s name is written in the hearts of those who know they are loved by the Most High. God’s name is sung by those who welcome God’s healing Spirit. May the day come soon when all of creation takes up the psalmist’s song: “The name of the Lord be blessed”.
