Psalm of the Week: 
A Joyful Kingdom
(for publication on Saturday, October 17, 2009)

Read Psalm 96 (97)
Original Meaning. The type of psalm known as a hymn or a song of praise usually starts with a call to worship followed by the reasons for this worship. Psalm 97 is different from most hymns in that it starts with the reasons and ends with the invitation to praise.
The first reason is simple: “The Lord is King”. This is reason enough for the whole world to exult. The psalmist then describes the scene at Sinai when God established a covenant with Israel: “Cloud and darkness are his raiment; a fire prepares his path; his lightnings light up the world, the earth trembles at the sight.” This vision of God’s power and majesty is enough to bring all people to their knees, including their “worthless gods”.

God does not only show glory to Israel, God speaks to Israel, establishing justice and judgment in the Law. “Zion hears and is glad; the people of Judah rejoice because of your judgments, O Lord.” This rejoicing, named at the beginning of the psalm recalled at its centre, culminates in a promise of joy: “Light shines forth for the just and joy for the upright of heart.”

In the light of the Gospel. During his earthly life, Jesus did not manifest his Father’s glory with thunder and lightning, but with gentle, tender love. However, he did speak to Israel of a new Law, a new Covenant which would be for all people a source of great joy. The night before he died, he summed up the reason for his ministry with these simple words: “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete” (Jn 15:11).
The joy promised by Jesus was experienced by his disciples on Easter Sunday morning when he rose from the dead, showing forth the glory of his sovereignty. Saint Luke tells us that, after his Ascension to the Father, the Apostles “worshipped him, and returned to Jerusalem with great joy; and they were continually in the temple blessing God” (Lk 24, 52).
Application to Christian living. “Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice.” (Ph 4:4) Thus wrote Saint Paul to his friends, echoing the words of the psalmist. Indeed, joy should be the hallmark of all Christians. Elsewhere, Paul reminds us that joy is among the first fruits of the Spirit (cf. Gal 5:22). The very Kingdom of God is “justice, peace and joy in the Holy Spirit” (Rom 14:17). If God reigns through his Son, it is only so that we might inhabit a kingdom of joy.
The big picture. The last book of the Bible imagines the ultimate scene in heaven when the voice of a great multitude cries out: “The Lord our God the Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory” (Rev 19:6-7). Already, we are caught up in the joy prophesied by the palmist, promised by Jesus, experienced by the disciples, envisioned in heaven: “Rejoice, you just, in the Lord; give glory to his holy name.”
