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Chung Chi College Chapel 

Third Sunday of Advent: 14 December 2008 

The Dawn of a New Age 新時代的曙光 

                                                                    Psalm 148:1-14                                           Angela Gee 


  

Introduction 

Many events of this year - - mock the confident words of this psalm. The reality is that it is not always joyful or well-ordered in nature! Look at the ups and downs in 2008: Sichuan earthquake followed by Beijing Olympics, the outbreak of tainted milk versus the accomplishment of Shenzhou VII mission, then another devastating earthquake---a worldwide economic tsunami, thus Lehman Brothers Mini Bond, thereafter HK tourist died in car crash while escaping from Thailand upheaval and the imprisonment of Chen Shui Bian and his sudden release without bail yesterday…We are living in a new age not as orderly as what is described in Psalm 148! Some may say that human beings are responsible for the happenings, for example, the ‘bean curd construction’ aggravated the magnitude of Sichuan Earthquake. But still, how can we put ourselves in a mood of joy that God is in heaven and all is right with the world he created? And if we find it hard to praise God in a way suggested by Psalm 148, how can we carol the joy of Christmas in the following weeks? 

So what are we praising for? 

Of psalms which call all creatures into the circle of praise, this is the most detailed. It spends most of its time listing the invited groups. When it comes to praising the Lord, the psalmist will not permit anyone or anything in all creation to escape. In v.1-4: listing out the inhabitants of the heavenly world and in v.7-12: that of the earthly world, like two choirs. Choir # 1 consists of the angelic host, the sun, the moon, the shining stars, and even all of heaven itself. Choir # 2 is a to include the sea-monsters from the deep, fire, hail, snow, fog, tempestuous wind, the mountains, hills, fruit trees, cedars, wild beasts, cattle, creeping things, birds, kings and princes and rulers, and all people, men and women, young and old. In short, all of creation is to join the chorus of praise. 

From a structure perspective, the Psalm echoes the Creation description in Genesis 1, which is even referenced in verse 5, “for he commanded and they were created”. The Psalm invokes various elements of creation to Praise God in a very similar order as the sequence of the Creation. In the creation account in the 1st chapter of Genesis after each day, God surveys His work of creation and declares it is good. And so, all of this Good Creation is to join the universal choir of praise to God! Nine times the word “praise” is heard in verses 1-6. So it is clear who is called to praise and that praise is the primary calling of all creation. All the heavens, plants, creatures and you and me are all called to make praise the first and foremost priority of our lives. We are to praise God in everything we do and in every circumstance. But how? What about those times when we don’t feel like praise? This month, more than a dozen of Ebenezer graduates lost their jobs and some even asked to accept delayed paychecks. Another three felt down and cracked their bones while hurrying to work; two young former students undergoing cancer treatments the second time in their lives…When I wrote this sermon, I pictured them sitting here and how I could tell them to praise God here and now in their situations. 

The problem we have in understanding praise is that we are accustomed to seeing praise as a special offering – a prayer or a song or certain behaviors or attitudes. We relegate praise to a certain time and place… But the praise of the Lord in this psalm is more than what happens at a special time or place. Verse 6 is a clue to what is understood by praise in the psalm. ‘The Lord established the heavenly (and earthly) things forever, and fixed their purpose and place in creation.’ In other words the stormy wind fulfils its task of praise by being a stormy wind. The ‘name in verse 6 suggests that God creates by means of assigning tasks. All creatures praise the Lord by being the creatures the Lord made them. This is true also of the Lord’s people*… “We are joining in the chorus of praise as we go about living our lives as faithfully as we can. 

Thomas Merton 梅頓 (1915-1968), in his classic book, NEW SEEDS OF CONTEMPLATION 默觀的新苗 (1965), wrote that a tree gives glory to God by being a tree. For in being what God means it to be it is obeying Him…. Trees and animals have no problem. God makes them what they are without consulting them, and they are perfectly satisfied. With us it is different. God leaves us free to be whatever we like. We can be ourselves or not, as we please. We are at liberty to be real, or to be unreal. We may be true or false, the choice is ours. We may wear now one mask and now another, and never, if we so desire, appear with our own true face.  Our vocation is not simply to be, but to work together with God’s creation. 

We just have to go about living our lives in way that are faithful to our calling. The appropriate and natural expressing of grief, sorrow, fear and anger, is an expression of praise. That by giving full voice to sorrow, grief, even anger – this is praise – this is being faithful! In fact, I would go so far as to say that to deny these natural expressions and emotions, which are a natural part of life, would display a lack of faith. We praise God most faithfully when we accept who we are and the wonderful gift of being fully human. 

The joy of praising the creation thus corresponds with the tears of suffering. Just as in celebrating the birth of Jesus, we also think of the suffering of Christ, which is real. Jesus did not smile all the way through his days on earth. But it does not mean that suffering and death defeated him, but rather that our Lord defeated them. Similarly, Psalm 148 praises the triumph of hope and goodness. The psalm ends by reminding people that the hope of redemption and joy - the reason for praise - is anchored in the history of the people Israel, who were redeemed from slavery and brought into freedom. We Christians believe that the history of Israel includes the death and resurrection of Jesus - the event which allows us to be hopeful people, no matter what. 

Psalm 148 is explicitly clear that we are fellow choir members with God’s entire natural world, who, also in order to fulfill their calling to praise, must be allowed to be what they were created to be as well. In as much as we are called to cherish who God wants us to be, so also we must cherish all dimensions of God’s creation so that together we can all join in the glorious chorus song of praise to God. 

Creation is the Cross 

The climax of this anthem, lies in "God has raised up for his people", that "are close to him" , a horn---a symbol of strength by which one can restore anew in the midst of their situations. In reminding us of Israel’s restoration, Psalm 148 is calling us to praise for God’s salvation. 

Made in God’s image, men and women have more reasons to praise God than does any other thing in creation. The hymn affirms us that the Lord of the universe has chosen and exalted us. The Lord has made an entry into the universe through people who are able to be close to his heart. 

Talking about being close to God’s heart, there is a story of three trees in the jungle. They wanted to excel the others and so asked God to fulfill their dreams: The first tree prayed that it could be used to build the most beautiful house when it died. The second tree prayed that it could be used to build a big boat to sail across the sea. And the third tree prayed that it could be used to build the highest tower that everyone can see it. God did answer their prayers but with more surprises. The first one ended up to build the manger for Jesus; the second one died later and used to build the boat for Jesus to sail in Galilee and the last one was used as the cross for Jesus’ crucifixion. Being close to God’s heart is to humble ourselves and be his utensils. Those who are suffering are close to God’s heart as they are bearing the cross with him. 

Consequently, the wonderful scenery of his creation is the sign of Christ’s suffering and our redemption------the Cross. The reason why we should praise to God! 

Be anew in the coming new age

New Year means a new opportunity to start from the beginning yet it does not necessarily mean everything will be new. Just like the creation has not been totally changed. The nature may just go for another cycle. There may not be a total revitalization of things around you. Likewise, wrinkles and white hairs still stay for long, more are coming though. Yet you can achieve an inner total revitalization. The secret lies in the last verse, “He has raised up for his people a horn, the praise of all his saints, of Israel, the people close to his heart” (v.14). Revitalize yourself by leaning on his horn. Determine to put on your new self, which can be renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. Once you have gained this inner revitalization by returning to the Almighty, you will be restored. Let us stop asking the same old question “why and how long I have to endure this economic tsunami” for this cannot let you visualize new hope and meaning in life. The right way to term with the coming new age is to revitalize yourself on top of His horn----the Cross. 

Last Friday, I was invited by a NGO to try their newly launched Blind X-experience----an African jungle setting where everywhere is in complete darkness. Only a bamboo cane is allowed to bring to the camp site. Sound effects and the environments are made to let visitors really experience living in complete darkness and develop empathy for the visually impaired. I brought different visitors and Ebenezer students in different time sessions and the routes soon became repeating cycles to me. Life is all the same. You may need to endure long working hours so getting home seems like “the east is from the west”; difficult customers or clients “are set in place forever and ever"; seems like "given a decree that will never pass away!” …There are things in this creation that you cannot change an inch except your inner perspective.  Toward the end of the jungle trip, I murmured, “Good, it’s over.” But when put the bamboo cane aside, my Ebenezer students still need to carry their own after the game. Even if works and problems may be the same next year or even worse, you can change your frame of mind. Routes in the dark jungle game were all the same but still there were slightly different outcomes, e.g. wood specks stuck in fingertips, bumping hard on an intruding pipe....Each identical jungle game gave me extra empathy and understanding of my flock.  To my blind students, the 'fake jungle' was so safe that they were thrilled to play around without canes through repeated drills! Revitalize your perspective in a creative way will let you appreciate more of God's creation. 

Please turn to Hymn No.117 “All Creatures of Our God and King 寰宇群生歌” of your hymn book 《普頌新修訂版》. In the first stanza St. Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) invites all creatures to praise God which echoes with Ps 148:3; stanza two echoes with Ps 148:8; and stanza five with Ps 148:11-13. St. Francis of Assisi wrote this hymn in 1225（originally called “Canticle of the Sun”）at the age of 43, shortly before his death. From reading his hymn, it is hard to imagine it was written when St. Francis was virtually blind and seriously sick in his little hut. How could he do it? It is by faithfully standing close to God and focusing his frame of mind on God’s horn----the Cross. “Ye who long pain and sorrow bear, Praise God and on Him cast your care!” (Stanza 4 ff). 

Brothers and sisters, the dawn of this new age is to work faithfully in our vocation and with others, like singing in a universal choir of praise to God. Stay close to His heart no matter what may come. Let us all rise and sing stanza 4 and 5 together to assure ourselves that God has indeed raised up a horn for us to lean on----Christ our saviour.   Praise the Lord! A carol hymn for all seasons:  

“All Creatures of Our God and King” 

Words and Music by St. Francis of Assisi and William Henry Draper 

