Psalm of the Week: 
The Cup of Salvation
(for publication on Saturday, March 20, 2010)

Read Psalm 114-115 (116)
Original Meaning. Where the Hebrew tradition sees only one psalm (numbered 116), the Greek and Latin traditions see two (114-115). Most specialists believe the Hebrew tradition to be correct: this psalm was composed as a single poem of thanksgiving to God for having restored the author to health after a very serious disease. Indeed, the psalmist felt that he had been surrounded by “the snares of death, with the anguish of the tomb”. He felt abandoned by all, to the point of believing that “no man can be trusted”. Yet, he trusted in God, calling upon the divine name; and God answered: “The Lord has been good; he has kept my soul from death”.

Though this prayer is written in the voice of a single individual, it supposes a communal context. Indeed, the psalmist speaks of keeping a vow: to offer a sacrifice to God “before all his people, in the courts of the house of the Lord, in your midst, O Jerusalem”. He refers to a particular liturgical act: the pouring out of a cup of wine upon the altar that stands before the Temple. This libation, part of the daily ritual of the Temple (cf. Nm 28:7), is presented in the psalm as an act of praise and thanks to God: “How can I repay the Lord for his goodness to me? The cup of salvation I will raise; I will call on the Lord's name”.
 In the light of the Gospel. As part of the cycle of psalms known as the Hallel (numbers 112 to 117), this psalm would have been prayed by Jesus and his Apostles the night before he died. Is it possible that Jesus did not think of “the cup of salvation” as he praised God and offered up a cup of wine, not to be poured on an altar but to be shared by his disciples? However, he gave a new meaning to this cup with his words: “Drink from it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Mt 26:27-28). The cup is no longer simply an act of thanksgiving for the gift of life: it becomes the very source of life, the blood in which a new covenant is written between God and human beings.
Application to Christian living. The liturgy of the Eucharist is the Church’s radical act of thanksgiving for the new life that is offered in Christ. Saint Paul asked rhetorically: “The cup of blessing that we bless, is it not a sharing in the blood of Christ?” (1 Co 10:16). The psalmist’s cup of salvation has become the Christian’s cup of blessing, a source of communion with God and with each other. No wonder a recent Synod of Bishops called the Mass “the source and summit of the Church’s life and mission”.
The big picture. Writing about the Eucharist, Saint Paul also stated: “As often as you eat this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes” (I Co 11:26). The Church’s liturgy of thanksgiving is therefore celebrated in tension, remembering the saving events of the past but turned towards their completion in the future. Each Christian stands in this tension as he or she takes up the cup of salvation and prays for the coming of the day foreseen by the psalmist: “I will walk in the presence of the Lord, in the land of the living.”
