Psalm of the Week: 
Serve the Lord with Gladness
(for publication on Saturday, November 21, 2009)

Read Psalm 99 (100)
Original Meaning. This short, joyful psalm is divided into two sections, each made up in turn of two paragraphs: a first paragraph calling people to praise God, and a second explaining why they should do so. 
In the first section, the invitation is addressed not only to Israel, but to all people, inviting them to “serve the Lord”, that is to say, to worship God. The motivation for this worship is focused on what God has done for Israel: “He made us, we belong to him”. This should not be too surprising since, for Israel, God’s plan in choosing them entails the blessing of the whole world.

The second section invites the people into the Temple to give thanks to God and to bless God’s name. The reason for doing so? Because God is good, loving and faithful. This second section focuses then not on what God has done, but on what God is and will always be: “How good is the Lord… He is faithful from age to age”.

This psalm seems to have been part of a thanksgiving ritual at the Temple. Perhaps a priest or a levite called out the invitation to the people, who, as they entered the Temple precinct, would respond with the reasons for praising God. Whatever the historical reality, the psalm presents us with a beautiful summary of Israel’s faith and motivation for worship.
In the light of the Gospel. Jesus, like many of the prophets before him, had an ambiguous relationship with the Temple. Though he did not denigrate the worship of the people who gathered there for prayer, he challenged those who made money from this practice. More radically, he rejected the absolute claim that one could only enter into God’s presence and be reconciled with God in the Temple.
The evangelist Luke tells an interesting story where Jesus heals ten lepers and tells them to go show themselves to the priests so that their cure can be verified (cf. Lk 17:11-17). It is understood that the priests are at the Temple, so these ten lepers go off to the Temple where they would normally give thanks to God. Yet one of them comes back and prostrates himself before Jesus in praising God. Does this not indicate that Jesus somehow replaces the Temple, that true worship of God implies coming to Jesus?
Application to Christian living. Certainly, the first Christians came to understand that their relationship with Jesus was itself the true “space” in which to worship God. They also understood that this worship had to be expressed not only in ritual (of which the Eucharist would be central) but also in one’s daily life. As Saint Paul said: “Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (Col 3:17).
The big picture. This is why Psalm 99 is so important to Christian prayer. Recognizing that Christ is the new Temple, we respond to the psalm’s invitation to praise God by living lives marked by joy and thanksgiving. No wonder this is one of the psalms that opens the Church’s daily prayer, as we answer the call to “serve the Lord with gladness” and to “come before him, singing for joy”.
