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The following thoughts were first presented during the conference Power in the Spirit. A New Song for a New Day.

July 13-15, 1995. Roanoke College, Salem, Virginia. Thursday, July 13, 1995. 4:15 p.m. Olin Theater. This

presentation is, of course, presented in arevised form. | have also voiced these thoughts throughout my teaching

career at the Lutheran School of Theology at Chicago (1972-2001).

DEFINITIONS:

. HEBREW BIBLE isasecular term for the Tanakh, Old Testament.

. TANAKH is used by Jewish people. It is an acronym for 7737 torah, Torah, = “Teaching;” o°x°21 nebiim, Nevi’'im,
= Prophets; o°an3 kétibim, Kethuvim, = “Writings.” It stands on its own as the Word from G-d.

. OLD TESTAMENT isa Christian term for the Hebrew Bible. It is understood as not standing on its own, but as
leading to the New Testament.

Dear Colleagues:

What does the Bible have to say about mission and ministry?

The Bible - if taken seriously - always challenges the Jewish and Christian religious establishments with the life-
giving warmth/blast of the Holy Spirit ... the covenants, intentions, hopes and the will of G-d for ALL humans,
beginning with the People of G-d.

Every passage in the Bible is relevant for mission and ministry for Jews and Christians. So, which topics should |
choose given the pressures of today? Every one of you has one or two favorite urgent texts and subjects. Thisis, of
course, very good. Because we are all dedicated to the life and mission of the Church through our Lord, Jesus, there
can be no surprise that our choices of topics will differ greatly.

In thisfirst presentation | have chosen to emphasize the Christian relationship to the Hebrew Bible and | want to
explore with you G-d’s challenge to constant re-thinking of the intellectual and mythological framework and
infrastructure of biblical people and the necessary re-formation of actions with alook at Psalm 96.

Tomorrow | will explore our Christian responsibility in the relationship to the Jewish people after the Holocaust.

The third presentation will deal with the biblical 1aw-court pattern of prayer and the need for Christians to re-
think the doctrine of original sin and the daily experience of so many people, including Christians, that they are
victims of innocent suffering and that they are not always sinful and unclean.
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Omit from presentation:

Words, words, words.
How do you feel about words? We all know that words can give life, can make us feel happy, affirmed, joyful and all tingly
and excited.
But, we also know that words can kill, that words can make us fedl terrible, insecure, sad, tormented, despised, unappreciated
and absolutely miserable and downcast and ready to die. Words can be phony, stupid, authoritarian, arrogant and
meaningless and they can start wars and bring about peace.

Words do mean something. Words do have power because they express the attitude and vision of the heart and mind of
aperson or of agroup, families and nations.
We judge each other not only by our deeds, but also by our words. Y ou will judge me by my words.

My task isto lead usin an understanding of Psalm 96.
| am qualified to do this because | have studied the Hebrew text of the Hebrew Bible (which Christians call the Old
Testament) since 1953, and | have been ateacher in the Lutheran Church in Austriaand in the USA since 1957, that's 38
years! | have served as a parish pastor, as a campus pastor and since 1972 also as a professor of Old Testament. My passion is
to understand every letter, syllable, word and phrase in the Bible.
I will try to illustrate this passion (during these few minutes) with a brief exposition of Psalm 96. Y ou will soon redlize that it
is possible to speak about this psalm for several days.

| just said that words mean something. So, | would like to begin by telling you what my name means.
My name is Walter Michel.
Walter is often spelled with an h and that is how it should be spelled, because the first part of Walter isthe German verb
walten and the second part is Heer. Walten in English means “to govern, rule, reign,” and “Heer,” in English, means “army,”
so, Walter = theruler of an army.
Michel comes from the longer Greek form of mega, namely, megalo. Y ou know the word “megalo-polis,” which means
“great city.” Y ou also know the name Michelangelo, “great angel.”
And you know the name of the beer “Michelob,” which consists of the word “michel” and the German word “Lob,” which in
English means “praise.” The meaning, therefore, of Michelob is, “much praise.” Note that the letter “I” iswritten only once,
but that it does double duty for the end of the word “Michel” and for the beginning of the word “Lob.” Thereisan old
English proverb, namely, “many alittle makes a mickel.”
Y ou have noticed that my name is not spelled with an a. The word Michael is a combination of three Hebrew word: mi-cha-
El. The word El you know well from words like “Beth-El.” Beth means “house” or “temple,” so Beth-El means “Temple of
EL." El isthe name of the chief god of the Canaanites and is then also used to denote any deity, any god. The word mi means
“who,” and the word cha means “like” ... so, mi-cha-El means“Who islike EI?’ The answer is? Nobody. Aha, thisis the so-
called incomparability formula. An excited, enthusiastic worshiper of El is saying “no other god can compare to my god.”
Thisislike the language of lovers. When you are deeply in love you say things like: “Y ou are the only one, thereis no one as
beautiful, asimportant as you are, there is no one like you!”

And thisis exactly what our poet, our psalmist, is saying about his deity with powerful words.
I will read the Hebrew text, line by line, provide atrandation and a brief comment on some of the most important aspects of
the message of the psalm and when the timeisup | will just stop.
Y ou may want to follow my meditation by turning to page 261 in the Lutheran Book of Worship. Y ou will soon realize that
the version which is given there takes liberties with the Hebrew text because the English words must fit the music.

So, let usturn to Psalm 96:1-13

Versel

U0 W M2y Sird lyhwh Sir hadas la Sing to YHWH/the LORD - a new song
rd | 'adonay

The poet is so excited about his deity, that he invites everyone to help him in the singing and praising of his deity.
And it does not do to use any old song, but a new one, a new composition, or using an old song in new ways or in
anew situation.

How many times have we done this: used awell known poem or song in a new situation and then the song
took on a new, totally new meaning, a meaning never noticed before. That's how lovers use old love poems.

And the poet has a name for his deity, a very specific name, namely Y -H-W-H, usually pronounced
“yahweh,” which isthe proper name of the deity of Isragl. But, instead of pronouncing the four letters Y-H-W-H
(sometimes a Greek word is used, namely, tetra-grammaton) as “yahweh,” it is along-standing custom, among
Jewish people, to substitute the Hebrew word ‘adonay, which means “mister, lord.”

| think, that Christians might want to honor this custom. It would help us to be much more careful when we
use the English word “God.” Out of respect for Jewish people we might even write the English word “ God” as
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“G-d” when referring to the deity in the Bible. It may not be a bad ideato accept this custom from our Jewish
sisters and brothers. Then we, at |least, know which deity, which “god” is meant.

What does Y -H-W-H mean?

Y ou know that the name Micha, Mica. Mica, or Michais the abbreviation of the name Mi-cha-El. Aha, the
name of the deity can be dropped. Sometimes in stead of El the name Yah is substituted, so mi-cha-yah, meaning
“Whoislike Yah.” Yahisone of the, at least, 150 names and epithets of G-d in the Bible. It isnot an
abbreviation for YHWH/the LORD as many think.

YHWH isan abbreviation of the name “Y ahweh-El.” Yahweh is a Hebrew verb meaning “to be, to be active,
to be present.”

There are two possihilities:

(1) Yahweh-El can mean “El is present” (the verb explained as a Qal). Thiswould then refer to the constant

presence of God/G-d in every moment of our lives.

It could also mean

(2) “El causesto be” (the verb explained as a Hiphil). This would then refer to God/G-d as the creator, “El

causesto be.”

I like to play with the possibility that both meanings are present when the poet uses the name Y HWH/the LORD.

Now the poet pairsthefirst line with the next:

Yo e w Sird lyhwh kol-ha ares 1b Sing to YHWH/the LORD - dl the Earth
rd | 'adonay

Who isinvited to help the poet sing the praisesto Y HWH/the LORD? Answer: the whole Earth, Mother Earth,
one of the servants of the LORD.

It is not enough that only one single person sings the praises of YHWH/the LORD. It is not enough for the
psalmist that only Israel sings the praises of YHWH/the LORD. If the poet would have his dreams come true then
all Jews, Christians, Moslems, Methodists, Lutherans, Russians, Austrians, Latvians, and the multitude of
religious communities and the multitude of ethnic and national communities would sing the praises of Y HWH/the
LORD ... including Israelis and Arabs. Even better: all the created world, the whole earth is invited to sing the
praises of YHWH/the LORD, all of creation with all of her inhabitants.

Such awish and invitation goes far, far beyond any ecumenical movement. Think about that! The psalmist
(probably writing in the sixth century before Jesus) would be totally appalled by the puniness of any of our so-
called ecumenical movements.

And now comes the third line and we all know from thousands of stories and jokes that the punch lineisin the
third line.

w2y 2a Sird lyhwh barek( Semo 2a Singto YHWH/the LORD - blessHISNAME
rd: |'adonay

How can | bless Y HWH/the LORD? How can | bless God/G-d? Isit not supposed to be the other way around? Is
not God/G-d supposed to bless me?

The Hebrew verb barak comes from the Hebrew word for “knee,” and means actually, “to bend the knee.”
And before whom does one “bend the knee,” that is, before whom does one show respect? Answer: Before an
authority, a power greater than I, greater than we -- of course only if this authority deserves our respect, and there
is no doubt in the mind of the poet that Y HWH/the LORD deserves respect as the creator of the creation.

But, instead of saying “Bless YHWH/the LORD,” the poet substitutes “Name.” Why? Because in Hebrew
(and in some other languages) the whole character and importance of a person is expressed in the name. A name
is something very powerful. If | know your name | have a certain kind of power over you. If | call you and say:
“Hi Bob!” you will, probably, turn around ... you will pay attention. If | say: “Hey you!” you would not be very
happy with me.
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Our God/G-d has a powerful name, “ Yahweh El,” which can mean, “God/G-d is a present, active god,” or it
can mean, “ God/G-d causes everything thereis.” Either meaning is very powerful.

After inviting the whole earth to sing and praise God/G-d - three times - the poet now, finaly, tells us the reason
for the praise of God/G-d.

Anyws ovyravn 2 basserd miyyom-leydm 2b Announce from seato sea (day to day)
yes(iatd -HIS
VICTORY/SALVATION/RESCUE

What is the content of this new song, this new praise of God/G-d? It is an announcement, a message, an
exceedingly beautiful, happy, good message a good news. The Bibleisfull of good news.

The Hebrew phrase miyyom-leydm has a double meaning in Hebrew. It can mean from seato sea” and also
“from day to day.” “From seato sea’ obviously means from one end of the world to the other end, that is,
everywhere. And “from day to day” obviously means every time, al the time.

So, the major ingredients in the Good News, which Jesus was preaching is present here, i.e., the experience of
G-d isavailable to anyone, at any time and everywhere. How dare religious establishments restrict God to only
some particular people, some designated times and some proper places. What nonsense according to Jesus.

And what isit that the psalmist invites everything and everyone to announce? The content of the
announcement is the faith of the psalmist that his deity, Y HWH/the LORD, has been, is and will continue to be
victorious over all chaos and disorder. For the psalmist it is clear beyond any doubt that his deity isin control,
that his deity isthe master of all forcesin al of creation. Thereis only one master of creation, namely,
YHWH/the LORD, and there are no other deities, no other creators, neither divine nor human.

In the next lines the poet almost stumbles and mumbles his faith

M2 oMaamsp sapper( bagglyim kebodo 3a Declare/tell/count among the nations
- HISGLORY

It is not enough just to announce God/G-d’ s victory over the chaos forces, or in other words, that Y HWH/the
LORD isin control of all life-giving and death-giving forces in the world, the poet also invites us “to declare, to
tell” of YHWH/the LORD’ s victory among all the nations of thisworld. Again, that is exactly what Jesus had in
mind when he asked/commanded his disciples to make disciples and invite everyone to share the message that
God is apresent reality for everyone, at any time and in any place ... that God isworshiped in Spirit and in Truth.

The Hebrew word for “to declare,” is sapar, which, actually means something like “to count.” God/G-d's
victory, God/G-d's Glory is, of course, already there among all the nations of the world, so al that is necessary is
simply to count, to point out, the evidence of God/G-d’s glory everywhere and among al the nations of this
world.

The Hebrew word, which istranslated “Glory,” is kabdd, which means something like “weight, reputation,
heaviness, importance, distinction, honor,” and therefore also, “glory.”

Aha, the poet wants to declare his faith by saying that he believes that his deity is “aheavy,” a powerful, a
most powerful deity and that his deity has proven this power, reputation and distinction by creating the creation.

The poet pairs the phrase with

2PRIRYDI onyn722  bekol-ha ammiim nipledtaw 3b among all peoples
- HISMARVELS/WONDERS

Nations are almost everywhere made up of many different peoples. So, not only nations, but all the many and
varied peoples among those nations are invited to look at the marvels, the wonders of God/G-d' s creation. What
more do we need for mission and ministry? We could stop right here. We need not say or think anything more
but go and act.



Christians and the Bible: A Meditationon Psalm96 5

Isthis not a unifying thought? Would it not be possible for all peoples, al religions, to share in the praise of
creation? Would it not be possible for all of us simply to be happy that we are alive, that we can eat, drink, go to
the bathroom, see the sun, the stars, make love, have orgasms, fly planes, drive cars, go to conferences, meet
friends, shareideas ... wow!

Itistotally stupid and insane to torture and kill one another for religious, economic or any other reason
according to our psalmist.

The psalmist continues giving us reasons for the praise of YHWH/the LORD:

mm YTy Kigaddl yhwh (rd ‘adonay) 4a Because great is YHWH/the LORD
7RD DI amehullal mesad and worthy of praiseisthe GRAND

Thislineis usually trandated something like this: “For great isthe LORD and greatly to be praised. (NRSV) The
word, translated “greatly,” | interpreted as a divine name, “the Great One, the Grand,” as in many other passages
in the Psalms and in Job.

This verse exhibits an excellent example of the break-up of a double divine name, “Y HWH/the LORD” +
“the Grand.” First the poet uses“YHWH/the LORD” and then “the Grand.” This poetic deviceis used at
numerous times in Hebrew poetry.

The psalmist expects opposition from people who do not believe that YHWH/the LORD is such agreat deity
after all. So, he tries to continue to speak about why he believes that Y HWH/the LORD is worthy of praise.

And now comes a potentialy terribly dangerous line:

xR néra’hd’ 4b [worthy] to bein awe of HIM
Hakisiph\ip o al-kol- &lohim - beyond all gods

Not only is YHWH/the LORD worthy of praise, Y HWH/the LORD isworthy of total awe and respect, even fear,
because of YHWH/the LORD’swork of creation. The poet believesthat it is only YHWH/the LORD who isthe
creator and no other deity.

Of course, humans are creatures and not the Creator. The Creator does not need any co-creators and the
thought that humans can even become Y HWH/the LORD and that Y HWH/the LORD would morph into a human
being is absurd and totally absent from the Bible and was deemed a heresy by the Church in the third century.

Of course, the poet must have been familiar with all the creation stories from Canaan, Babylonia and Egypt,
but he believes that only YHWH/the LORD isthe creator and that the other deities of the Babylonians and
Egyptians and Canaanites are something like officersin Y HWH/the LORD’s court. They represent very strong
and powerful forces, like death, fertility, life, sickness, storm, rain, but they are not independent deities in their
own right. They are important but they are like officers, servantsin G-d's court or army with Y HWH/the LORD
being the Commander in Chief.

And now it becomes even more dangerous. The poet pairs the expression “beyond all gods,” al-kol- &laghim, with
“they are but nothing,” or, the same word can beread as, “they are but rags’ #lilim.

oy k2209 Kikol- ®l6hé ha ammim 5a because all the gods of the peoples
falphlri\S H1ilim - are but nothing (rags)

Did you hear the assonance, that is, the play with similar sounds, but totally different meaning of the words?
Listen again: &ohim, which means, “gods,” and #l1lim, which means either “nothing” or “rags.”

In either case thisis not very flattering of the ideological, the religious views of the other peoples. Is the poet
abigot, a supremacist, a supersessionist? It surely sounds like it.

But, | suggest that the poet is far from being a supremacist. On the contrary, heistrying to unite all the
peoples of the earth by inviting all of them to consider that there is only one creator deity.
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Studies have shown that the idea of one deity was not a foreign concept in the ancient Near East. | dealt with
thisthemein acourse which | taught at LSTC, afew years ago, with the title “God - As Portrayed In The Hebrew
Bible.”

| add the Profile from the God course as an appendix to this presentation.

From the recent literature | would like to highlight the article by Simon Parpola, “Monothesismin
Ancient Assyria,” in One God Or Many? Concepts of Divinity in the Ancient World, edited by Barbara
Nevling Porter (Transactions of the Casco Bay Assyriological Institute I. 1997) 165-209

Let’sread the next line:

SRy oy M wyhwh Samayim asah 5b Yes, YHWH/the LORD - the Sky/Heavens
rd wadaonay - HE made

The poet has been building up to this statement of faith. He has been building on the beliefs of creator deities
among all of the peoples of the ancient Near East. Here, now, he adds that such ideas of creation are not wrong,
but that they could be improved by his belief that it is YHWH/the LORD who is this one and only creator.
Correct, thisis potentially very dangerous and exclusive of other faiths. But, it is the honest, sincere attempt of an
Israelite or Judean poet to find a common basis for areligious expression which all peoples could accept.

Much later the Rabbis totally overcame supremacist or supersessionist ideas by the teaching of the so-called
Noachide Laws, where all peoples of the world have access to the deity of Sinai by observing some very minimal
obligations, like having alegal system, i.e., having a concern for justice. Christianity and Islam continue be
supersessionist to the detriment of these religious systems while also causing horrendous suffering throughout the
world because of such thinking.

For an article on the “Noachide Laws,” see, e.g., Schwarzchild, Steven and Saul Berman, “Noachide Laws,” in
Encyclopaedia Judaica Volume 12 Min-O (Jerusalem: Keter, 1972) 1189-1191: “The seven Noachide laws as
traditionally enumerated are: the prohibition of idolatry, blasphemy, bloodshed, sexual sins, theft, and eating from a
living animal, as well as the injunction to establish alegal system (Tosef., Av. Zar. *:4; Sanh, 56a).”

The Hebrew word Samayim is usually trandated as “heavens,” or “Heaven.” Such atrandation is misleading and
wrong, because the word does not refer to what people usually mean by “Heaven,” but it refersto “sky,” actually
to the sky-dome, which separates (in this mythology) the created world from the divine realm. Of course all of
thisis poetic language which tries to say something which really can not be said in words.

In YHWH/the LORD’s court YHWH/the LORD keeps the chaotic forces and the beneficial forcesin check
and can summon them at any time to do Y HWH/the LORD’ s bidding. God/G-d can make use of the forces of life
and the forces of death, sickness and health, wealth and poverty, rain and drought any time Y HWH/the LORD
has need of them.

Two, or four of these officers of YHWH/the LORD are mentioned in verse 6:

P17 710 hod-wehadar lepanaw 6a Splendor and Mgjesty are before HIM
SWTPa MROM Y Sz wetiperet bemiqdasod 6b Strength and Beauty at HIS side
(in HIS SANCTUARY)

The Hebrew word bemiqdaso is usually translated “in His sanctuary,” but this does not make much sensein this
context. The basic meaning of the Hebrew word gadaS is “ separation, setting apart” and so, paired with |&panaw,
“to hisface,” or “in his presence,” or “before his face, before Him,” bemiqdaso, therefore, most likely, here
means “at His side.”

On the other hand, the poet may have used the word here very deliberately to alude to hasrbtaw, in verse 8b,
and hasr6taw means “His Courts,” that is, the courts of the temple.

Héd-wehadar, “ Splendor and Majesty” is either the name of one officer, which is the most likely
interpretation, or hod-wehadar refers to two officers.

And thisisalso true of o9z wétiperet, “ Strength and Beauty.”
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So, these officers, hdd-wehadar, “ Splendor and Majesty” and 5z wetiperet, “ Strength and Beauty” stand at
attention in YHWH/the LORD’ s presence.

| find it terribly fascinating that “ Strength and Beauty” are paired here. We all know the power of beauty, but,
| am not so sure that strength is aways beautiful. What do you think?

Verses 7-9 form the second part of the first stanza and the poet is becoming more specific and more courageous
Hepairsthe“sing” // “sing” // “sing” of verses 1a-2b with “give” // “give” // “give’ in verses 7a-8b.
Aha, singing aoneis absolutely not enough. It is an excellent beginning, but it must be followed by concrete
evidence that the singing is not just phony or hypocritical ... and we all know that there is much of that going on
in some religious services, i.e., beautiful worship services with lots of wonderful music, soothing sermons ... but

with little or no concrete evidence of ethical, moral, right, just actions. What blaspheme!

Remember what Amos reports that God/G-d had said to him to tell the people about phony worship services,
about beautiful worship services which are not accompanied by daily practice of justice and righteousness?
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21 | hate, | despise your feasts.

and | take no delight=do not want to small
your solemn assemblies
22 Even though you offer Me your burnt
offerings
and cereal offeerings (gifts)
I will not delight (in them)

and the whole/peace offerings
of your fatted beasts
I will not look upon

23 Take way from me the noise of your songs
(even your new songs)
to the melody of your harps (organs,pianos)
I will not listen
but let justice roll down like waters

and righteousness like an ever flowing stream
(RSV with dlight changes by WLM

The next few verses offer no surprises. The poet plays on the variations of the themes touched on before and the
three-fold “sing” // “sing” // “sing,” in verses 1-2a, is now paired with “give” // “give” /] “give.”

721 mn
Qwomn YR

VY 7922 My 127

Y 7922 MY 13

hab( lyhwh mispehot
ammim

rd: |'adonay

habl lyhwh kabéd wa 6z
rd: |'adonay

hab( lyhwh kebdd Semd
rd: l'adonay

7a Give YHWH/the LORD
- you clans/families of the peoples
7b Give YHWH/the LORD - glory and strength

8a Give YHWH/the LORD - theglory
- dueto HISNAME

The poet becomes even more specific. Not only nations (gdyim), and peoples (‘ammim), but individual families
(miSpehét), are invited to praise Y HWH/the LORD.

Families (miSpeh6t), in biblical times, were actually something like whole clans, large extended families, with
the “fathers,” the so-called patriarchs, of these clans being responsible for the welbeing of persons and property.
He does not quite mention the individual, but heis close. (The gross, and often purposeful, misunderstanding of
the function of “the patriarchs,” in recent biblical studies, does us a great disservice in understanding the
“patriarchal” texts.)
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Again, how can a human being give glory and strength to Y HWH/the LORD? The meaning is the same as to
bless YHWH/the LORD, that is to acknowledge Y HWH/the LORD’ glory and strength.

And what is the reason for this acknowledgement? Answer: it is due to Y HWH/the LORD, to His Name, His
character, His role as the creator of the creation.

The“give’ /] “give’ [/ “give” is specified, in the next linem, as bringing a present, a gift to YHWH/the LORD.

w2 ammtRy  sel-minhgh Gbs G 8b Bring a present/offering/gift
RN sl |ehasr 6taw and enter HIS COURT

The poet, of course, wants us to remember verses 2b and 3a
2b  Announce from seato sea (day to day) - HISVICTORY/SALVATION/RESCUE
3a Declare/tell/count among the nations - HIS GLORY

So, how does one announce and declare God/G-d' s victory and glory? How does one sing a new song? Answer:
by actually bringing a gift to God/G-d.

Aha, this assumes that the temple was standing and that it was possible to bring sacrificesto YHWH/the
LORD in thetemple. So, this refers either to atime before 586 BCE (when the temple was destroyed by the
Babylonians) or to atime after 515 BCE (when the temple was rebuilt by those who returned from the
Babylonian exile).

Our forebears in the faith, the Judeans, the people of YHWH/the LORD, had learned many important things
in Exile. Among other things, they had learned to substitute the whole sacrificial system with prayer. Yes, can
you imagine that? This would be something like for Christians to be forced to substitute the Lord’s Supper with
something totally different. Thisis not ajoke. It may, actually, happen one day.

But even prayer is not enough, if it is not sincere and followed with acts of righteousness and justice. The gift
| can bring to God/G-d is my whole life. | have received life from God/G-d and as a biblical believer therefore |
can not but live my lifein daily service according to the vision God/G-d has of human life, namely, in total
adjustment to God/G-d’ s will.

Ha, another association with the life of Jesus. That is exactly what Jesus did and asked his followers do
imitate. Jesus did not ask his fellow Jews to join the Constantinian Christian Church and confess the Nicene
Creed.

The next line makes this even clearer:

WIptn1Ta2 M nawa histahawd lyhwh 9a bow down to YHWH/the LORD
behadrat-qodes rd: - when the HOLY ONE appears (in holy
| adonay array)

The Hebrew word hi&tahawd, “bow down, prostrate yourselves,” is similar to the word barak, “bend the knee,”
but now the awe, reverence, amazement, dread, in the presence of Y HWH/the LORD is so overwhelming that the
poet invites everyone not only “to bend the knee,” but to stretch out flat on the ground before Y HWH/the LORD.

The verb histahaw( parses as an impv. mp. &t (causative reflective) from the root hwh. Prior to the discovery of the
Ugaritic tablets (1929) the forms of this verb were parsed as Htd forms from aroot shh (i.e., with metathesis), but this
was totally unsatisfactory. See, e.g., Seow, C. L., A Grammar for Biblical Hebrew. Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1987.

As some of you know | know alittle bit about Biblical Hebrew and Biblical Poetry with an emphasis on Northwest
Semitic Studies which includes Ugaritic.

I might just as well include here the conviction that theological students, pastors, bishops ... and anyone who has the
responsibility to interpret the Hebrew Bible ... MUST know Hebrew well. There is no debate about this. Without such
knowledge one forfeits any right to say anything about the Bible. Period.

Martin Luther called the fact of clergy being uninformed about Hebrew asin. | am not making this up. See my article,
“How Should the Old Testament Be Read?’ Dialog 31 (Summer 1992) 190-195. See dso, “Why Study Hebrew,” Dialog
(A Journal of Theology) 18 (1979) 61-62.
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Thefact isthat | have come to understand and experience G-d, deeply, ONLY since | know Hebrew well. | have no
comprehension why clergy pompously insist on being uninformed about Hebrew. Possible interpretations are laziness
and a purposeful Christian anti-Jewish attitude fostered by the Church.

That theological institutions participate in this sham, i.e., sin, is mind boggling, especially after 1945. Does the Church,
actually, prefer uninformed functionaries in stead of serious students and preachers of the Word from G-D.

It has been my experience (since 1957!) as a teacher of religion, parish and campus pastor and professor of Old
Testament that people hunger for intelligent, knowledgeable, competent pastors.

Itis not true that Hebrew is hard to learn. My career counselor in Viennatold me - after looking over my documents -
“Herr Michel, do not aspire to a profession in which you have to know languages ... you are too dumb.” Well, | speak
severa languages and have learned many more. Anyone can learn Hebrew.

The Hebrew phrase behadrat-godesS can be trandated, as| just did: “when the HOLY ONE appears,” taking the
word “holy” as a name of God/G-d. Scholars had great difficulty with this expression and some translate it “bow
down to YHWH/the LORD in holy array.” this would mean, that we are asked not only to bring gifts to
Y HWH/the LORD, but to bring them in our finest, festive garments.

| prefer the trandation “bow down to YHWH/the LORD - when the HOLY ONE appears,” because it fits the
context. When do | prostrate myself? Of course, when the one | worship “appears.”

The poet now goes even a step further: not only the people of this earth are invited to prostrate themselves before
YHWH/the LORD, but the whole earth:

YR vinan hilh mippanaw kol-ha ares 9b tremble/shudder before HIM
- dl the Earth

“All the Earth.” Why should the Earth shudder, pulsate with awe? Because the Earth is the creation of
Y HWH/the LORD and total awe before YHWH/the LORD is quite appropriate for all creatures.

The poet expresses awonderful vision for al of humanity and all of creation. Not only humans but the whole
creation isinvited to pulsate with the awe and glory of Y HWH/the LORD.

THE POET COULD NOT STATE THE WHOLE PROGRAM OF THE BIBLE BETTER. Just imagine what
would happen if only afew of uswould actually follow the invitation of the poet and sing such a new song: well,
it would literally shake up everyone and everything. Our lives would change, our economies would change, peace
and justice would break out. No more muggings, rapes, murders, wars. Fantastic!

Next: verses 10-13 form the second stanza of this poem and verse 10 contains the central message of the psalm.

Tonmm o2 my imrd baggdyim yhwh malak  10a Say among the nations
rd: ‘adonay - “YHWH/the LORD reigng/is King

What is the content of the singing, blessing, announcing, declaring, giving, bringing, prostrating?

It isto say to overyonein thisworld: Itis YHWH/the LORD who isin charge, it is Y HWH/the LORD who
rules, it is YHWH/the LORD who is the creator and that is the reason why the world will not totter and stumble
and fall into utter chaos.

Who isin charge? Not democracy, not communism, not Hitler, not Stalin, not the American enterprise, not
the Babylonians, the L utherans, the Canaanites, the Cathalics, the Israglis, the Arabs, not ... (fill in the blanks).

Because YHWH/the LORD governs the world, therefore, the poet continues:

vinp=oa bap anax ap-tikkon tebel bal-timmbt 10b surely established is the world
- no moreto totter

The world is tikkdn (Niphal imperfect 3 f s), which means something like, “established.” The root of theword is
kdn, which means, “to be firm, prepared, ready, fixed, (in amoral sinse) be directed aright,” etc.
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| am an avid reader of a number of newspapers, journals and magazines. Among them Tikkun: A Bimonthly Jewish
Critique of Politics, Culture & Society. Editor: Michael Lerner. (te.kun) To mend, repair and transform the world). Y ou
may want to consider reading in this magazine also.

Theworld isready and prepared for great and wonderful events, because Y HWH/the LORD created it and then
Y HWH/the LORD gave this world to humans to administer thisworld, to cultivate this world, in God/G-d' s stead
and always responsible to the owner of the world for every single deed. Y HWH/the LORD created a stable, firm
and orderly world.

But, creation alone is not enough. To bring a human baby into thisworld is not enough and can even be asin.
Therea work starts after the baby is born. The potential human needs constant care and guidance from
concerned parents and the larger family and the whole human community.

So al'so God/G-d does not just create. God/G-d brings to the world a moral purpose, amoral program:

oW ooy T yadin ammiim beméSarim 10c HE judges the peoples
- with equity/fairness/uprightness.”

The creator, the owner of the world and of people has the right and the duty to govern, to judge. And how does
Y HWH/the LORD govern, judge? Answer: with equity, with fairness, with uprightness.

Theroot of méSarim, translated “ equity,” is yaSar, which means, “to be straight, smooth, right, upright.”

Equity, fairness, straightforwardness, uprightness ... thisisthe moral purpose for the world and thisis the
model which al humans are invited to follow.

If YHWHY/the LORD is accepted as the creator, as the ruler of thisworld and if YHWH/the LORD rules with
equity then YHWH/the LORD’ s ambassadors and cultivators of thisworld, that is, all humans, must do likewise,
namely, govern with equity, with fairness, with uprightness. They simply must be “straight” in their dealings with
one another.

What a novel idea, what anew song? Or isit so novel, isit so new?

Just imagine if we would begin singing this new song.

Let’s say everyone in the world would stop ... well, what is your favorite sin? ... Oh, let’ stake, for example ...
stealing. Let’s just imagine that from this very moment on all humans (including all Jews and Christians) would
refrain from taking what does not belong to them.

What would happen? Much of human insecurity and pain would disappear. All muggings, robberies, rapes,
and wars would come to an end. Does anyone have any idea how many billions and billions and billions of
dollars would be saved, or ... would all economies of the world simply collapse.

Surely, YHWH/the LORD has established the world not to totter into chaos.

What have we humans done, including some very religious people? We live with constant insecurity, fear and
chaos. And some of this fear and injustice isimposed on you and on me by fellow Christians. Have you ever had
this experience?

What does Y HWH/the LORD do?. YHWH/the LORD rules, governs, judges all the peoples (religious and
non-religious) of thisworld with equity. There are no favors, no exceptions.

It really does not matter to God/G-d if you are religious are not religious. What matters to God/G-d is that we
all adopt God/G-d's policy of méarim, “equity, fairness, straightforwardness, uprightness,” in our dealings with
one another. That's the new song. Why not try it!

Thereisonly one moral authority in this world and not many. Thisiswhat the poet proclaims.

And thisiswhat it meansto believe that there is one God/G-d and that this one God/G-d is Y HWH/the
LORD. If you want to believe and live according to many different moral authorities, gods, fine, go ahead, and
see where thiswill lead you. Will the earth be established, will the earth be a secure, happy place? There are
standard traffic laws. Just imagine the chaos if every single person would drive the way he or she wants to?

The poet is extremely excited about this new song, this renewed song in his own life and history. He is overjoyed
that it is YHWH/the LORD who governs the world and all of her peoples.

| find it fascinating that the biblical poet did not use the the specific I sraglite covenant word “Torah,” which
means, “teaching, guidance, revelation.” | think that the poet did this on purpose, because he wanted to achieve a
universal appeal.
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Just imagine what would happen if we would stop using our Lutheran specific terminology and speak in terms
the whole world would understand. What a new idea, what a new song?

Next. The rule of YHWH/the LORD has world-wide repercussions. It effects space, the earth, the sea (and every
creature that fillsit), the fields (and everything that grows on it) and every single tree (with its beauty and its
fruits) in every forest and grove.

PIRT 2am own e yismeh( haSSamayim 11aL et the Sky/Heavensrejoice
wetagel and Earth be glad
ha ares 11b the Sea/Ocean and what fills it roar
RSt Ry Raa) yir am hayyam melo 6

12athe Field/Highland and everything on it exult
Wy yaalozsaday wekol- aSer-
129)Y2) bo 12b Then all the Trees of the Woods/trees
will shout for joy
MYeyor N R azyerannen( kol- asé-yaar  13abefore YHWH/the LORD - because HE

comes
X252 Mmooy lipnéyhwh kiba’
rd: |'adonay 13b because HE comes
PIND UDYY X2 03 ki ba’lispot haares - to judge/govern the Earth

Fantastic! All of creation rejoices because Y HWH/the LORD governs the world, not humans, not the Church, not
the communists, the capitalists, the environmentalists.

These lines deserve along and detailed study and meditation, but, let’s concentrate on the last two lines.

Inlines 13c and 13d, the poet becomes even more specific and tells us what he means by his sentence in verse
10c, “HE, (that is YHWH/the LORD) judges the peoples - with equity/fairness/uprightness.”

The general word mé&arim, “equity,” (in verse 10c is now followed by two, very concrete and specific words:
sedeq, “rightness/righteousness,” which is paired with €minah, “ certainty, faithfulness.”

| you would like to inform yourself about the meaning of the Hebrew word sedeq you might want to read the article
“Righteousnessin the OT,” IDB IV (1962), 80-85. “... righteousnessisin the OT the fulfillment of the demands of a
relationship ...” (p. 80). Jeuss lived with this meaning of “righteousness.” Paul, Augustine and L uther did not.

Again, | admire the poet for not using culture specific, religion specific terminology. These terms do not stamp
him as an Israglite or Judaean. Marvelous. We can learn something from this genius.

Lines 13c and 13d:

2anvsy» yiSpot-tebel besedeq 13c HE governs the World
[tE - with HIS
weammim béeminatd rightness/righteousness/morality
RlahtialeaRaloi)] 13d and the peoples

- with HIS Truth/Faithfullness/Certainty

These three words are of utmost importance. And, of course, using three different terms to express one basic
idea, is a poetic device which indicates emphasis.

The poet is very smart. He begins with ageneral term first: méSarim, which means something like “ equity,
straightness” (v. 10c).

The poet illustrates what he means by méSarim, “equity, straightness’ by using two extremely important
biblical terms. sedeq, “rightness, righteousness,” which is paired with eminah, “certainty, faithfulness.”

So, our task is, to understand these terms.
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The word and concept of sedeq, “righteousness,” is not really hard to understand. We liveit and do it al the
time.

In the Hebrew mind sedeq, “righteousness,” means: to fulfill the demands and exptectations of aralationship.
It'sthat smple.

We all live in many relationships and most of the time we do know quite clearly what is expected in acertain
relationship. Sometimes we even write up a contract and we can even look up what the expectations are.

Isit possibleto fulfill the demands of particular relationships? Of course. You do it all the time. Therefore,
according to the Bible, you are saddiq, “righteous’ when you fulfill the demands of arelationship.

There is no such thing as absolute “righteousness.” What' s right in one relationship is asin in another
relationship. If | were to commit certain acts with you as | do in my relationship, e.g., with my wife, | would
loose my reputation.

By the way, my wifeis Latvian. Since Latviaregained her independencein the Fall of 1991 my wife spends as much time
aspossiblein Latviato help with the rebuilding of the country, after the horrors of the invasion by the Nazis and the
more than fifty years of occupation by the Soviets. Can we both continue to be saddiq in our relationship? Of course.

The Bible goes even a step further, it equates “righteousness’ with “holiness.” So when | do theright thing ina
relationship | am not only saddiq, “righteous,” | am also gqadés, “holy.”
Y ou may remember that Y HWH/the LORD, according to Leviticaus 19:3, demands of his people:

PR DWTR, geddésim tihyQ, “holy you can be,”
I UITR 3, Ki gad6s ant, “because holy am1,”
2 7oR M, yhwh (rd, ‘adonay) & ohékem, YHWH/the LORD, your Deity.”

Jesus picks up this theme, practically quoting Leviticus 19:3. But, instead of “holy,” or “righteous,” he is quoted
of using the Greek word for “perfect:”

“Be perfect, therefore,

as your heavenly Father is perfect.”
Isthis possible? Of courseit is. If it would not be possible then it would be stupid of Jesusto tell us, command
us, to be perfect, holy, righteous.

Will | fail, will | fall short in some relationships? Of course, but then | repent, get back on the course, pay my

fine, and | listen to Jesus, who said to the woman caught in adultery: “go and sin no more.” We can do the same
according to Jesus.

Theword eminah, can be trandated “certainty, faithfulness, trust.” It comesfrom aroot very familiar to you,
namely, mn, Zman, amen, which means something like “to prove oneself steady, trustworthy, faithful, to be
firmly established.” Y ou have said the word “Amen,” athousand times. It means “surely, certainly.” Isit possible
to trust a person? Of course. Have some people proven to you that they can not be trusted? Of course.

| will probably never learn that | can not even trust a fellow Christian. | have been so seriously disppointed,
especially with Christians who have power over me, that my very life was in danger.

All of the human experiences of rightness, righteousness, of trust and faithfulness are wonderful. Why? Because
they are glimses of God/G-d’s sedeq, “righteousness,” God/G-d’s eminah, “faithfulness.”

God/G-d does not govern thisworld and all of her peoples according to our notions of rightness and
faithfulness.

The poet closes his poem with the strong affirmation: Y HWH/the LORD governs the world - with HIS rightness /
righteousness / morality and the peoples - with HIS truth / faithfullness / certainty.

The beautiful thing isthat all humans - in al of their ethnic, national, linquistic, cultural, geographic variety -
can participate in God/G-d’ s rightness, God/G-d’ s faithfullness, simply by doing what isright in any given
culture, simply by being trustworthy in any relationship.

I's this message worthy of singing a new song? Just imagine what would happen if al peoples would adopt this
message as their theme song?

| have adopted it as my theme song in my life and every day the song changes rhythms and instruments, but
the conductor remains the same: YHWH/the LORD, my deity, the creator of the world and of all peoples - which,
therefore makes space, earth, oceans, trees and all of you my brothers and sisters.
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And just like the poet of Psalm 96 tried to do so | also would like to invite you:
Sing to YHWH/the LORD!
Announce His marvel ous wonders every day and everywhere!
Giveto YHWHY/the LORD the glory due to God/G-d through prayer and deeds!
Say to everyone, in words and deeds,
Y HWHY/the LORD governsthisworld and all of her peoples,
Y HWH/the LORD governs with rightness and with faithfulIness.

Once more, with feeling: Who is invited to sing a new, are-newed song? Jews? Christians? All humans? The
psalmist encourages all humans, including Jews and Christians, to be ever more imaginative in their different
ways to praise God/G-d, the one God/G-d, through equity, righteousness, justice and faithfulness and truth, and to
live out our human lives always transparent of God/G-d’ s vision for al humans and for the whole world because
God/G-d isthe creator of usall and we are all siblings.

Question: Can we do this?

Answer: Yes. But are we? Will we? These are not just words, words words.

c:\michel\lec\metbible



