Psalm of the Week: 
No pain, no gain
(for publication on Saturday, February 21, 2001)

Read Psalm 68 (69)
Original Meaning. In 538 B.C., when many Jewish families returned to Jerusalem after decades of exile in Babylon, a few quarrels broke out: between those who had gone into exile and those who had remained behind; between Jews and strangers who had taken over their abandoned land; between those who wanted to rebuild the Temple that had been destroyed during the war and those who saw this as an unrealistic project. Perhaps it is in the context of the latter quarrel that psalm 68 was written. A pious Jew, observing penitential practices, finds himself the object of calumny and persecution because of his commitment to rebuild the Temple: “I burn with zeal for your house and taunts against you fall on me.”

The first third of the psalm is a lamentation that compares the misery of the psalmist to a slow drowning as he sinks in the mud of a river: “I have entered the waters of the deep and the waves overwhelm me.” The second third of the psalm develops this description but also asks God to intervene, to save the psalmist from his calamity: “Answer me quickly for I am in distress.” The last third of the psalm proclaims God’s glory as the psalmist places all his trust in God. He is certain God will act, that he will find peace once again, and Jerusalem its glory: “For God will bring help to Zion

and rebuild the cities of Judah.”
In the light of the Gospel. Psalm 68 is one of those most quoted by the New Testament. The Acts of the Apostles refer to it to describe the tragic figure of Judas. Paul, in his letter to the Romans, uses it to explain the inability of some of his Jewish compatriots to believe that Jesus is the Messiah. Matthew, Mark and Luke quote this psalm as they describe the Passion of the Christ: “In my thirst they gave me vinegar to drink.” And John sees in it an explanation for the violent act with which Jesus purified the Temple: “I burn with zeal for your house.” This is the act which led to Jesus’ condemnation by the authorities of his day and to his eventual death. (Cf. John 2:17)
Application to Christian living. This psalm can thus be prayed in deep union of mind and heart with Jesus who accepted to suffer out of faithfulness to his Father and the work his Father had given him to do. For in the end, as human life teaches us, we cannot love without suffering: all true love implies a death to self, to pride, to personal wishes, to individual wants. And yet, to love selflessly is the way to true life. This, the life of Jesus teaches us. Not only his life, but his resurrection, too.
The big picture. To endure suffering out of love, to trust in the ultimate victory of God, to live out of thanksgiving even in the midst of trial: this is what psalm 68 would have us do. It invites us to lift up our heads, even when we are down-trodden, “for the Lord listens to the needy and does not spurn his servants in their chains.” With the risen Christ, we can already acclaim our Lord God: “The poor when they see it will be glad and God-seeking hearts will revive!”
