Psalm of the Week: 
An Invitation to Prayer and to Action
(for publication on Saturday, October 3, 2009)

Read Psalm 94 (95)
Original Meaning. Psalm 94 is made up of two parts: an invitation to praise God, and a warning to heed God’s voice. The first verses acclaim God’s sovereignty manifested in his creative power: the depths and the heights, the seas and the land were all made by God. The following verses acknowledge God as the shepherd-king who freed his people and led them through the desert. Indeed, YHWH is “a great King above all gods”. 
Suddenly, the psalm changes tone. We enter a second section, a prophetic warning where God tells those who are gathered for praise that they must also listen to his voice and follow his commands. Otherwise, they will be like that first generation of Hebrews who were led out of Egypt: though they had seen God’s mighty works at the Red Sea and at Sinai, they lost courage in the desert and revolted against God at Massah and Meribah (cf. Exod. 17:1-7). Because of this, they wandered for fourty years, dying before they reached their resting-place, the Promised Land. Their lack of faith would remain a sign for their children and their children’s children, challenging them to do better than their ancestors: “O that today you would listen to his voice!”
In the light of the Gospel. The evangelists Mark, Luke and Matthew tell of a mysterious event when Jesus was transfigured in the presence of the apostles Peter, James and John. He shone with a blinding light as God the Father’s voice was heard from heaven: “This is my Son… listen to him!” (Mt 17:5). In a sense, this is the only commandment God gives in the New Testament: to listen to his Son’s voice. For Jesus is the true shepherd-king who can lead us out of slavery into the eternal resting-place, the new heavens and the new earth.
Application to Christian living. And so, like the Jews of olden days gathered in the Temple to praise the creating, saving God, Christians are called to ensure that their own prayer is expressed and made real through their actions. The author of the Letter to the Hebrews devoted the third and fourth chapters of his text to a meditation on psalm 94, reminding his readers not to be like their ancestors in the desert: “Let us therefore make every effort to enter that rest, so that no one may fall through such disobedience as theirs” (Heb. 4:11). The invitation still rings true today.
The big picture. This psalm so moved Saint Benedict, the founder of the monastic movement in Western Europe in the sixth century, that he established it for his monks as the first prayer to be said every morning. And since that time, it has remained the “invitatory” that launches the Church’s daily prayer. As we wake in the morning, we contemplate the God who gave us the world, and our lives and our loves. As we start our daily work, we look forward to our ultimate rest. As we sing God’s praises, we accept the challenge to make sure that our praise does not stand empty, but that we will truly listen to God’s voice and respond all day long. “He is our God and we… the flock that is led by his hand.”
