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Psalm 148
Loud Praise, Softly Spoken
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COMPASSION
PRAISE

##

SUMMARY
How often do you want to enlist all of nature and everyone in it to join you in praising the Lord, especially when life becomes downright discouraging?

AT A GLANCE
Today’s psalm is about praising the Lord on a universal level. Two stories — one a new beginning, another a tragic ending — demonstrate how the loudest of praise can come in the smallest ways.

ALTERNATE READINGS
For material based on today’s gospel text, see “Genius Jesus,” December 27, 2009. 

Psalm 148 is Holy Scripture, but chances are it doesn’t fit many occasions in your life.
The heading above Psalm 148 in the NRSV says its subject is “Praise for God’s Universal Glory.” The NASB’s heading is even more explicit: “The Whole Creation Invoked to Praise the Lord.” And that’s exactly what Psalm 148 does: It calls upon the sun, moon, stars, mountains, hills, trees, fire, hail, snow, frost, wild and domestic animals, and even sea monsters and angels to join with all people everywhere in expressing high praise for the Lord.
But really, when was the last time something in your life made you want to enlist all nature and everyone everywhere to join you in lauding the Lord loudly? Hopefully there have been a few such times — perhaps with the birth of a child or grandchild, or maybe when you got a good prognosis following treatment for a serious illness — but life is pretty prosaic for most of us most of the time. And for some of the time, it’s a downright discouraging struggle.
So, no, Psalm 148, with its over-the-top extolling of the Lord, is probably not the first passage you turn to for daily Bible reading.
But loud, of course, is not the only measure of praise. It’s not necessary for multitudes to be expressing it for the praise to be heartfelt. Psalm 148 has room for praise softly spoken by even a single individual. 
Witness these two true stories. The names have been changed to protect the privacy of those involved. One story is of a wedding, and the other of a funeral.

The Wedding
A pastor was newly appointed to his first church when a member of the congregation asked him if he would officiate a wedding for the parishioner’s nephew, whom the pastor didn’t know. The member said the nephew didn’t have a church, so the pastor agreed to perform the ceremony. 
When he met with the couple in advance to go over the details of the service, he found them to be pleasant people and clearly in love. But when the pastor asked Jody if anyone would be walking her up the aisle — “giving her away” as it was called in those days — she looked sad. “No,” she said. Her father, with whom she’d been very close, didn’t approve of Tom because he was older than she was, had been married previously, and had a child she would be helping to raise. Her father was so against the marriage that he not only refused to contribute toward it, he refused to even come.
Jody was a grown-up and had made her own decision to marry Tom, but her father was adamant: he would have nothing to do with the wedding. Later, Tom told the pastor privately that her father’s attitude was breaking Jody’s heart.
Things went well and the bridal party was supportive at the rehearsal and at the wedding itself. But it seemed to the pastor that there was a note of sadness there in the bride.
He thought about that, especially as she walked up the aisle by herself to the sound of the wedding march. She didn’t cry and she smiled bravely, but still, the sad tone was there.
At the end of the ceremony, as Tom and Jody started back down the aisle together as man and wife, the pastor saw a man walk in the back door. He just stood there in the back, without removing his coat or sitting down. And the pastor thought, I bet that’s Jody’s father.
Indeed, it was, and when the newlyweds reached the back of the church, the man put his arms out and Jody moved into them, and they both wept.
Praise the LORD! …
Praise him, sun and moon; 
   praise him, all you shining stars! 
Praise him, you highest heavens, 
   and you waters above the heavens! 
Let them praise the name of the LORD …
(vv. 1, 3-5)

The Funeral
Rosie, along with her daughter and granddaughter, were active members of a church. Rosie sang in the choir, helped with church projects, served on committees as needed, and so forth. Once, when the pastor accidentally tore his pastoral robe, she took it home and repaired it for him.
But Rosie endured some hard knocks in life, and one of the biggest was when she discovered that her husband had another family in a nearby town. Rosie had since divorced that man, but one of her grown sons somehow took his father’s side in that split and made no effort to stay in touch with her. Her other grown son, Mike, had stayed in contact with her, but he’d had his share of problems. He had two sons of his own, but no longer lived with their mother and had a rocky relationship with his current wife. 
And then suddenly, Mike was on the front page of the local paper. An argument with his wife had gotten out of hand, he shot her, and she died. He called the police, told them what he had done and where he was. Before the police arrived, he used the gun to kill himself.
The local newspaper had obtained the 911 call Mike made and posted the audio on their website. They also reported the contents of the call in the paper, and it was headlined: “Killer’s 911 call offers chilling insight into wife’s slaying.” Can you imagine what it must have been like for Rosie to learn about this terrible thing her son had done, and then, the next morning, to see that headline in the paper?
Rosie asked her pastor to conduct the funeral for Mike. Mike’s wife’s family was having her funeral separately. As the pastor thought about what he might say at the funeral — and there were some good things to say about Mike — he decided that he should listen to the phone call. The pastor didn’t think news services contributed to the common good when they played private 911 calls for the public to hear, but since they had published it, he listened to it, knowing that he would be speaking to Mike’s family. Once he heard the call, he realized the headline was wrong. There was no “chilling insight” into the tragedy. Some editor, he suspected, was trying to sensationalize an event that was not sensational; it was just sad. In fact, there was nothing “chilling” in Mike’s final phone call. What the pastor heard was deep weariness, the sound of a man for whom the struggle to wring meaning and joy from life had finally become too much. And that made his very last act — the ending of his own life — understandable, even if the pastor could not condone it.
At the funeral, where those gathered grieved both for Mike and for his wife, the pastor explained that he’d listened to Mike’s 911 call and said there was nothing chilling about it. The pastor talked about the life-weariness he heard in Mike’s comments and voice, and went on to share some words of Scripture and some things about Mike. After the funeral, they went to the cemetery where Mike was laid to rest.
Country churches have a wonderful practice called the funeral dinner. After the committal, the deceased’s survivors and guests come back to the church for a meal prepared by the church folks. And there, many church members came to Rosie and hugged her. The same thing happened the following Sunday when Rosie came to church. People surrounded her with compassion, and it occurred to the pastor that God’s goodness was there in loving actions of God’s people — in their response to the event.
After the morning service, Rosie sought out the pastor privately and said, “What you said at Mike’s funeral about his call not being chilling but simply sad — that helped me. Thank you.”
On the way home in the car, it occurred to the pastor that if his words had helped Rosie, then he, too, had been a channel for God’s mercy and goodness to someone who was facing one of the hardest things there is in life.
“... that helped me, Rosie said.
Praise the LORD! …
Praise the LORD from the earth, 
   you sea monsters and all deeps, 
fire and hail, snow and frost, 
... stormy wind fulfilling his command! 
Mountains and all hills, 
   fruit trees and all cedars! 
Wild animals and all cattle, 
   creeping things and flying birds! 
Kings of the earth and all peoples, 
   princes and all rulers of the earth! 
Young men and women alike, 
   old and young together! 
Let them praise the name of the LORD, 
   for his name alone is exalted; 
   his glory is above earth and heaven. …
Praise the LORD!
(vv. 1, 7-14)

—Stan Purdum and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Sources
Both stories come from Stan Purdum, who was the pastor at the wedding and the funeral. He has had no ongoing contact with “Tom” and “Jody,” but he has permission from “Rosie” to tell her story.

THE OTHER TEXTS
December 26, 2021, Cycle C
1 Samuel 2:18-20, 26 
What Does the Text Say?
Samuel, sacrificially dedicated to God by his mother Hannah in answer to her prayers for a son, was apprenticed to Eli, the priest, at the holy site of Shiloh. (See 1 Samuel 1 for this background narrative.) Samuel ministered to/before the Lord. The linen ephod was a priestly garment. Verse 19 poignantly tells how Hannah annually made a little robe for her young son’s personal use, which she gave to him when she and her husband, Elkanah, went to Shiloh for their yearly sacrificial offering to the Lord. Eli blessed them, asking that the Lord return the favor for her giving up Samuel to the Lord by giving them more children. Verse 21a indicates that Hannah would give birth to three more sons and two daughters. The expression in verse 21b about Samuel growing up “in the presence of the LORD” indicates the belief that the Lord was especially present (“enthroned on the cherubim”) in association with the ark of the covenant, which was at Shiloh (see 1 Samuel 4:3-4); Samuel would make God’s presence known in tangible ways (as in God’s interaction with the people of Israel concerning the coming monarchy).
Note that the narrator contrasts Eli and his sons negatively to Samuel and his parents; e.g., the narrator contrasts Samuel’s current and future faithfulness in serving the Lord to the unfaithfulness and scandalous behavior of Eli's sons, Hophni and Phinehas (see 1 Samuel 1:3; 2:12-17, 22-25). Verse 26 is significant, for two reasons. (1) Not only did Samuel grow in height, but also in the high regard with which both God and the people held him. (2) There are resonances in Luke 2:52 to 1 Samuel 2:26: “Jesus increased in wisdom and in years [or stature] and in divine and human favor.”
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Raising Boys. From Wikipedia comes this blurb about The Dangerous Book for Boys, by Conn and Hal Iggulden. “The book is aimed at boys ‘from 8 to 80.’ It covers around 80 topics, including how to build a treehouse, grow a crystal, or tell direction with a watch. Also included are famous quotes, stories, battles and phrases that ‘every boy should know.’ It was published in the U.K. on June 5, 2006, and reached number one in the U.K. nonfiction charts several times, selling over half a million copies.” Sales in the United States were equally impressive. So, with this as your starting point, remember that this text (with a nod to the story about Jesus in the gospel lesson) has good material for a discussion of what boys need, indeed what children need, and indeed, what we all need to become the kind of people God wants us to be. Notice what the text says about Eli’s boys.

Colossians 3:12-17 
What Does the Text Say?
Having outlined for the Colossians the attitudes and practices they should put away (vv. 5-9), the apostle Paul turns to things that should characterize them. The foundation of his argument is that they should clothe themselves with these attitudes and practices because of who they are. They are ones whom God has chosen and sanctified. They are people whom God loves. As such, they should become those who respond to God with thankfulness. In addition, they should be a group that supports and forgives one another. The author adds other qualities that should envelop their lives just as clothing surrounds the body. These include qualities of personal virtue like humility and patience. Yet, Paul weights his focus toward qualities necessary for healthy communal life, like mercy, kindness, gentleness and, supremely, love. He describes love as the yarn out of which perfection is knit. In addition to these external practices, the author is concerned that their internal life — both that of individuals and the body of believers — be governed by peace and the word of Christ. Instructed by this word, they will be able to instruct one another in a wise manner. The author suggests that this mode of instruction should take place in worship as they sing all kinds of praise to God. Lest they think that this instruction governs only their time together in worship, the author reminds them that their entire lives — every word and every deed — should be an expression of thanks to God their Father through Jesus their Lord.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
Our Mission Going Forward. If Psalm 148 provides an opportunity to look back on the year past, today’s epistle reading, the only place where it pops up in the RCL (Christmas 1, C), is an opportunity to outline our mission “going forward.” The expression “going forward” is a catchy, trendy, two-word utterance meaning “in the future” or “from now on.” It can also be used to express advancing, going on, moving ahead, moving along, moving forward, moving on, proceeding and progressing. “Going forward” came to us from corporate America, and U.S. presidents quickly picked it up, and it then went mainstream. Mark Seacombe, in his article “Going forward, let’s consign this inane phrase to history” (The Guardian), argues we should give the phrase a well-deserved funeral. That said, the expression suggests movement — positive and forward movement. The speaker doesn’t just say that such-and-such is what we’re going to do from now on. Instead, we are going to do this “going forward.” The speaker says that this is where we are, but “going forward,” this is where we intend to be, and this is how we intend to get there. So, the apostle offers several key strategies for the Colossian church “going forward.” These are capped by the ultimate goal: “Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him” (v. 17).

Luke 2:41-52 
What Does the Text Say?
Luke is the only gospel writer to include a story about Jesus’ childhood. And it is more than a story about a parent’s worst nightmare: losing a child. This particular temple story closes the infancy stories and opens Jesus’ public ministry. For much of Luke’s gospel, Jesus is making his way to Jerusalem (9:51–19:28). This story anticipates that journey as the boy Jesus travels from Galilee (2:39) to Jerusalem (2:41). In this story, Jesus speaks his first words in Luke’s gospel; he responds to the question his mother asks him. After three/four days of frantic searching, they find him in the temple and are astonished. Mary asks, “Child, why have you treated us like this? Look, your father and I have been searching for you in great anxiety” (v. 48). Jesus’ response is: “Why were you searching for me? Did you not know that I must be en tois tou patros mou?” (v. 49). The NRSV translates this phrase “in my Father’s house.” However, because the Greek expression is vague, it can also be translated as “involved in my Father’s affairs,” or even “among those people belonging to my Father.” There is the possibility that something more is going on here. Mary’s question to Jesus emphasizes cause: “Why have you treated us …?” (v. 48). What seems to be on her mind is not only where the lost Jesus is, but what could have led him to separate himself from his parents. What is important to note about these first words of Jesus is he is speaking of his relationship with his heavenly Father. The sense and importance of that relationship come through, no matter which translation is used. Mary and Joseph do not understand what Jesus is saying to them (v. 50). They both have wondered before about this child. Mary pondered in her heart the shepherds’ message (2:19). Mary and Joseph were amazed at what Simeon said about Jesus (2:33). That they do not understand here shows that Gabriel’s announcement to Mary did not explain everything about this child of hers. So much has happened since the birth of Jesus; it is possible that Mary and Joseph are overwhelmed. Here is one more piece to add to all the others they are trying to fit together. Clarity will come as Jesus matures and claims his ministry.
What Is One Possible Approach to the Text?
What to Do When You Lose Jesus. The text today is about, in part, a mother who has lost a child, or forgotten a child. She’s like the mother in the Home Alone movies — she goes off on a trip forgetting to make sure all the kids are in the car. So, of course, she takes action to locate her Jesus. Have we ever lost Jesus? Have we ever thought Jesus was in the car riding along on a journey of our choosing, only to discover he decided to stay behind? Have you ever wondered where Jesus wandered off to? How can we find him? What should we do to ensure that we’re never without the presence of the Lord in our lives again?

ANIMATING ILLUSTRATIONS

At the beginning of Alex Haley’s novel, Roots, the kidnapped African, Kunta Kinte, lies on the dirt floor of his slave cabin on a southern plantation. The horrors of the slave-ship, the humiliation of the auction-block, have all but obliterated any memory of his native land, of his life there as a free man.  
But that night, something happens. Kunta Kinte hears a woman singing, singing a song now strange to him, but irresistible. It is a song from Africa, and it awakens long-suppressed memories in his deepest soul. Kunta Kinte remembers that once he had a home. He remembers who he is. And he weeps, in wonder and in joy.
It’s the music that does that for him. It’s the rediscovery of the song of his people.
When we sing hymns of the faith, we too remember who we are. We remember that we are God’s people. We remember that our Lord is the Good Shepherd. And we remember that our vocation — not only in worship, but also in the living of our days — is praise.

##

Singing is something the first Christians did a lot of, by all accounts. Paul’s letters are filled with excerpts from early hymns, as is the book of Revelation.
One of the earliest accounts we have of a Christian worship service is centered on singing. One of the Roman governors sent a report back to the emperor Trajan. The Christians, the governor told his superior, “meet at dawn to sing a hymn to Christ as God.”
Things haven’t changed all that much. “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God almighty, early in the morning our song shall rise to thee.” We may not meet at dawn (except perhaps on Easter), but we’re still very much a singing church. We stand in a tradition of worship that’s very ancient indeed.
It’s not the particular words or music that’s given the church’s song such staying power. It’s what’s at the heart of our “psalms and hymns and spiritual songs.” What’s at the heart of our music is praise!

##

In a recorded devotional message on December 11, 2020, Rabbi David Wolpe of Los Angeles’ Sinai Temple reminded his listeners that the story at the heart of the eight-day Hanukkah celebration is that one day’s supply of oil for the lamps miraculously lasted for eight days.
But this doesn’t make sense, he goes on to say. Why celebrate on that first day? Light on the first night of Hanukkah is no miracle: everybody expected there to be enough oil to last through that first night. So, why is Hanukkah celebrated for eight nights, rather than seven?
The reason, he explained, is that the people’s participation in Hanukkah is itself a miracle. Faithful Jews could have gone somewhere else, done something else, but they don’t. They choose to give God their praise.

##

Praise is something we could all use a lot more of. It feels good to be praised. It also feels good to bring a word of praise to someone else, to see a face light up with delight that “we noticed.”
Business management experts, of all people, have picked up on this. Some executives keep logs of “praisings” they give their employees. A classic business book, The One-Minute Manager, recommends “one-minute praisings,” by which bosses shower their employees with compliments. It’s just good human-relations policy, the authors say.
A little praise goes a long way. It’s the universal lubricant for the great machine of human society. A few moments spent telling friends or neighbors — even our children — what they’ve done right is time well spent.
What we’re about here in church sanctuaries is in some ways similar. Yet it’s also different because what we’re doing in worship is praising God.
On the face of it, that seems pointless. Of all the personalities in the universe, God is the one who shouldn’t need praise. What could the “immortal, invisible, God only wise” possibly want with our hymns and anthems?
But we don’t praise God because God needs it. We praise God because there’s something in us that is incomplete, unfulfilled. As St. Augustine says in a famous prayer:
“Thou hast formed us for thyself, and our hearts are restless until they find rest in Thee.”

##

What we do in church is regarded by some in the larger community as a bit odd, and by others as positively strange. There are some who come here to do this thing who would never admit to it outside these walls — even though it’s very likely they also do it in the privacy of their own homes, in a tiny room with the shades pulled down, so no one can see in.
At home, they’re naked when they do it. They’re standing under a shower head, water cascading all around — drowning out, they're quite certain, the sound of what it is they’re doing: the sound of their singing.
In this world of television and recorded music, this era of technological marvels — in which, for the price of an MP3 download, the world’s most famous musicians will perform for us on demand — it’s no wonder our own singing is all but silenced.
With the possible exception of the shower stall, our singing is silenced everywhere but in church. 
In church, we still hold to the old-fashioned idea that songs are for singing. Not just for the professionals, not just for the exceptionally talented, but for everyone.
Where else can you come into a gathering of people of all different ages and circumstances, and sing? Maybe at a birthday party, just before the candles are blown out. Maybe on the Fourth of July, singing “God Bless America.” Maybe in the stands at a baseball game, stretching hands to the heavens and belting out “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” But apart from those places, hardly at all.

##

In her book, Traveling Mercies, Anne Lamott tells the story of her journey from alcohol and drug abuse into the day-to-day life of an ordinary Christian community: a working-class Presbyterian Church in Marin City, California. She began by listening to the hymn-singing from the street outside. Then, she would stand in the doorway. And then, one week, Anne took the bold step of crossing the threshold, taking a place in one of the folding chairs in the back of the sanctuary. As she tells the story:
“Then the singing enveloped me. It was furry and resonant, coming from everyone’s very heart. There was no sense of performance or judgment, only that the music was breath and food.
Something inside me that was stiff and rotting would feel soft and tender. Somehow the singing wore down all the boundaries and distinctions that kept me so isolated. Sitting there, standing with them to sing, sometimes so shaky and sick that I felt like I might tip over, I felt bigger than myself, like I was being taken care of, tricked into coming back to life. But I had to leave before the sermon.”
Eventually, Anne got to the point where she was able to stay even through the sermon — but, make no mistake, it was the singing that hooked her in.
When people outside the church look at us, and weigh our lives (as they are wont to do) as though they were grains of precious metal in a balance, what do they discover about us? Do we appear to be people of gloom? People of legalisms? People of judgment? Or do they see, instead, people of praise?
—Anne Lamott, Traveling Mercies: Some Thoughts on Faith (Knopf, 2000).

##

Everything else may be conceded, compromised, shared, or even relinquished, but if the church does nothing other than to keep open a house, symbolic of the homeland of the soul, where in season and out women and men come to reenact the memory and vision of who they are, it will have rendered society and each of us a service of immeasurable value.
—John Westerhoff, The Spiritual Life: Learning East and West (Seabury, 1982), 119.

##

COMMENTARY 
Psalm 148
Psalm 148 is a cosmic hymn of praise to a cosmic God. All of creation — animate, inanimate, celestial, terrestrial, divine, human, animal, vegetable, mineral, meteorological and mythological — all are summoned, in the psalm’s opening and closing words, to “Praise the LORD!”
The last five hymns of the Psalter — Psalms 146 to 150 — might be called “the hallelujah chorus,” as they all begin and end with the Hebrew liturgical exclamation, halelu-yah, which means “Praise Yah(weh)/the LORD.” The form, comprised of the Piel plural imperative of the verb halal, which means “praise” (in the base form it means “be boastful”), plus the apocopated (shortened) form of the divine name, Yahweh, appears as two words in Psalm 135:3, but otherwise (and always when it opens and closes a psalm) as a single coalesced word (as the English word “another” joins “an” with “other”). The verb is common in biblical Hebrew, especially in the Psalter, where the praise of God is second only to personal lamentation as a theological theme.
These five psalms form a kind of doxological conclusion to the fifth and final book of the Psalter (Book V of the Psalter is comprised of Psalms 107-150). As the hymnbook of ancient Israel, the Psalter was called upon to express the range of human experience with the world and with the Divine, and Israel expressed its faith nowhere more clearly than by concluding its hymnal on a sustained note of praise.
The note of cosmic scope is sounded in the first verse: “Praise the LORD from the heavens,” which will be echoed contrastively later in the psalm (v. 7) with “Praise the LORD from the earth.” The preposition expresses the psalmist’s theological conviction that praise is not simply undirected spiritual commotion, but rather begins somewhere and moves toward its only proper object — the Lord (see Psalm 18:3).
Although the Hebrew word for heaven is always plural (and so influenced the Greek word), it is not clear that the ancient Hebrew writers envisioned multiple heavens. What appears more likely, rather, is that the ancient writers envisioned a single heaven with multiple layers (eventually, in later Jewish and early Christian writings, developing most commonly into seven layers), the uppermost of which — “the highest heaven(s)” referred to later in this psalm (v. 4) — is where God dwells, enthroned upon the cherubim (which are winged, griffin-like creatures, not chubby babies with wings; Psalm 80:1; 99:1; Isaiah 37:16; Ezekiel 10:1).
In the cosmology of the Hebrew Bible, the heavens were both the lowest part of as well as the upper extension of the transparent dome (traditionally called the “firmament”) that separated the waters above the flat earth from the waters under it (Genesis 1:6, 7, 8, 14, 15). The layer nearest the ground and most apparent to humans is the sky, which is the natural habitat of birds (“… and let birds fly above the earth across the dome of the sky,” Genesis 1:20b), and well above that layer (“high and lofty,” Isaiah 6:1), separated from human view by the celestial waters and clouds (upon which the Lord rides, Psalm 68:4), is the abode of the divine beings: God, angels, the “host of heaven,” and the bene `elim, “the sons of God” or “heavenly beings” (Genesis 6:2, 4; Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; Psalm 29:1).
Contemporary readers of the Bible are often surprised to discover that heaven is inhabited by more than simply God and angels (for which there is a specific Hebrew word, malakh, which means “messenger”). Absolute monotheism — a universe inhabited by one and only one divine being called God — is not attested to in the Hebrew Bible or in the New Testament. Henotheism — a plurality of divine beings of which one, God, rules supreme — is the theological witness of the Jewish and Christian Bible (e.g., Psalm 82:1).
Along with the angels mentioned in verse 2, heaven is also the realm of “the heavenly host” (the well-known phrase is from Luke 2:13; “his host” or “host of heaven” is the usual expression in the Hebrew Bible). The Hebrew word translated “host” is tseva`ot, the basic meaning of which is “multitude,” but which has the more common meaning of “fighting multitude.” One of the most prominent appellations of the deity in the Hebrew Bible is “(the) LORD, (the) God of hosts” (2 Samuel 5:10; 1 Kings 19:10, 14; Psalm 59:5; 80:4, 7, 14, 19; 84:8; 89:8; Jeremiah 5:14; etc.), which means “Yahweh, God of armies.” Israel’s patron deity was not a pacifist; he was a divine warrior who commanded heavenly armies: “The LORD came from Sinai, and dawned from Seir upon us; he shone forth from Mount Paran. With him were myriads of holy ones; at his right, a host of his own” (Deuteronomy 33:2, one of the most ancient fragments in the Hebrew Bible; see also Judges 5:4). Of what, exactly, those heavenly armies consisted — later tradition will identify them as angels, e.g., 3 Maccabees 6:18 — is uncertain, but one ancient poetic fragment identifies them as the ordinary celestial body of stars: “The stars fought from heaven, from their courses they fought against Sisera” (Judges 5:20). Throughout the ancient Near East, various aspects of nature, including heaven, earth and the heavenly bodies, were worshiped as living deities. (Vestiges of that perception of a sensate nature remain in the Hebrew Bible, such as Deuteronomy 4:16, where heaven and earth are called to witness the covenant between God and Israel.) While the practice of worshiping “all the host of heaven” was specifically prohibited for the Israelites (e.g., Deuteronomy 4:19; 2 Kings 17:16; 21:3, 5; Jeremiah 8:2), the temptation nonetheless remained for the Israelites to confuse their divine heavenly ally with what appeared to be living celestial allies.
The locus of praise shifts from the heavenly realm (vv. 1-6) to the earthly realm (vv. 7-10), where sea monsters and “all deeps,” echoes of mythological creatures widespread in the ancient Near East, are called upon to praise the Lord. Flora, fauna and meteorological phenomena (“fire” in v. 8 probably refers to lightning) are likewise summoned to praise.
The locus of praise narrows for the conclusion of the psalm (vv. 11-14), when social entities — kings, princes, rulers, old men and young children, young men and young women (the NRSV of verse 12 is subject to misreading; the Hebrew word betulah specifically means a young woman of marriageable age, but not necessarily a virgin, as it was famously translated by the Septuagint in Isaiah 7:14) — are exhorted to praise “the name of the LORD” (v. 13), with “name” functioning as the hypostatized reality of the deity, as names functioned in general in the ancient world. Whereas contemporary Western societies regard the relationship between names and their bearers as more or less arbitrary — “What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet” (Romeo and Juliet, II, ii, 1-2) — ancient peoples did not. Names were highly symbolic and understood to be revelatory of the essence of the named. Thus, the importance of the disclosure of the divine name to Moses at the burning bush (Exodus 3:14): “I am who I am” (or “I will be who I will be” or “I cause to be what I cause to be”). Being summoned, therefore, to praise “the name” of the Lord was to praise the very essence of the Lord.
The psalm concludes by focusing specifically on “the people of Israel who are close to him” (v. 14). The expression describing the Israelites is unique and peculiar; nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible is Israel described as being “close to” God. A similar expression occurs in the apocryphal book of Judith — “[T]he LORD scourges those who are close to him in order to admonish them” (8:27) — and in the book of Ecclesiasticus (in the hymn inserted between 51:12 and 51:13, which quotes this psalm). The overall effect of introducing Israel into such a cosmic context using this particular language is to suggest a late addition to the psalm from schools or circles influenced by the wisdom tradition.

CHILDREN’S SERMON Psalm 148
Show the children a box of thank-you notes and ask them to tell you how they are used. Have them raise their hands if they have ever written a thank-you note … or received one. Then tell them that the Bible contains thank-you notes as well. One is Psalm 148, in which all the people of the world say thanks to God for creating them. List the people who praise God in this psalm: “Kings of the earth and all peoples, princes and all rulers of the earth! Young men and women alike, old and young together!” (vv. 11-12). Then ask them if they think it is only people who thank God in this psalm. No! Point out that everything praises God: the sun, moon, stars, snow, frost, mountains, hills, animals, birds. Remind the children that God has created everything in the world, so everything should praise him. Invite them to think of sounds these things might make as they praise God, and then close with a prayer in which the children make these sounds after you list each creature: “Dear Lord, we praise you for creating us, and putting us together in this good world. Hear the praise of the wild animals [sound], the cattle [sound], the stormy wind [sound] and the flying birds [sound]. We love you, Lord, and thank you for all your goodness to us. Amen.”

WORSHIP RESOURCES
Calls to Worship — Christmas 
Leader: Behold, the Morning Star of heaven;
People: Among beasts of the earth he is stabled.
Leader: The all-seeing eyes have closed in sleep.
People: The fullness of eternity is sealed in skin.
Leader: He who cradled all worlds is himself cradled in a mother's arms.
People: Behold, the one true God, is one of us.

Prayers — Christmas
Gracious and loving God, as we prepare to begin a new year, help us to discern what it is that moves us. Open our eyes to see the needs of our community, open our ears to hear your call, and open our hearts to be filled by the Holy Spirit. Grant us the courage to use the gifts and talents you have blessed us with to do the work you have called us to. Build this community of faith, strengthening our bonds with one another and with you. Help us to support and encourage one another in our ministry. May all that we do praise you and be to your glory. Amen.

Benedictions — Christmas
Cradle Christ in your hearts, bow in the presence of the Holy, and return to your homes with praise on your lips and joy in your soul.

MUSIC LINKS
Hymns
O Morning Star, How Fair and Bright
What Child Is This
Once in Royal David’s City

Worship and Praise 
Joyful Joyful We Adore Thee (Arr. Galbraith)
King of Kings (Hillsong)
Go, Tell It on the Mountain
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

LECTIONARY TEXTS
First Sunday After Christmas Day, Cycle C
1 Samuel 2:18-20, 26
Psalm 148
Colossians 3:12-17
Luke 2:41-52
