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1. All glory be to God on high,
    And peace on earth from heaven,
    And God's good will unfailingly
    Be to all people given.
    We bless, we worship You, we raise
    For Your great glory thanks and praise,
    O God, Almighty Father.

2. O Lamb of God, Lord Jesus Christ,
    Whom God the Father gave us,
    Who for the world was sacrificed
    Upon the cross to save us;
    And as You sit at God's right hand
    And we for judgment there must stand,
    Have mercy, Lord, upon us.

3. You only are the Holy One,
    Who came for our salvation,
    And only You are God's true Son,
    Who was before creation.
    You only, Christ, as Lord we own
    And with the Spirit, You alone
    Share in the Father's glory.

	Nokolaus Decius, 16th c. Transl. F. Bland Tucker.

Psalms for All Seasons #29D
Refrain: All glory be to God on high.

Refrain
1 Ascribe to the LORD, you gods,
ascribe to the LORD glory and strength.
2 Ascribe to the LORD the glory due God’s name;
worship the LORD in the beauty of holiness. 		Refrain

3 The voice of the LORD is upon the waters; the God of glory thunders;
the LORD is upon the mighty waters.
4 The voice of the LORD is a powerful voice;
the voice of the LORD is a voice of splendor.
5 The voice of the LORD breaks the cedar trees;
the LORD breaks the cedars of Lebanon;
6 the LORD makes Lebanon skip like a calf,
and Mount Hermon like a young wild ox. 			Refrain

7 The voice of the LORD
bursts forth in lightning flashes.
8 The voice of the LORD shakes the wilderness;
the LORD shakes the wilderness of Kadesh.
9 The voice of the LORD makes the oak trees writhe and strips the forests bare.
And in the temple of the LORD all are crying, “Glory!” 	Refrain

10 The LORD sits enthroned above the flood;
the LORD sits enthroned as king forevermore.
11 O LORD, give strength to your people;
give them, O LORD, the blessings of peace. 		Refrain

Scripture: Psalm 96 (NRSV)
1 O sing to the Lord a new song;
    sing to the Lord, all the earth.
2 Sing to the Lord, bless his name;
    tell of his salvation from day to day.
3 Declare his glory among the nations,
    his marvelous works among all the peoples.
4 For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised;
    he is to be revered above all gods.
5 For all the gods of the peoples are idols,
    but the Lord made the heavens.
6 Honor and majesty are before him;
    strength and beauty are in his sanctuary.
7 Ascribe to the Lord, O families of the peoples,
    ascribe to the Lord glory and strength.
8 Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name;
    bring an offering, and come into his courts.
9 Worship the Lord in holy splendor;
    tremble before him, all the earth.
10 Say among the nations, “The Lord is king!
    The world is firmly established; it shall never be moved.
    He will judge the peoples with equity.”
11 Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice;
    let the sea roar, and all that fills it;
12     let the field exult, and everything in it.
Then shall all the trees of the forest sing for joy
13     before the Lord; for he is coming,
    for he is coming to judge the earth.
He will judge the world with righteousness,
    and the peoples with his truth.
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Today’s reading opens, “O sing to the Lord a new song.” I’ll be honest and confess that I don’t especially like new songs. I much prefer old songs. I like knowing that I’ll be  singing “Jesus Christ is Risen Today” every single Easter for the rest of my life; I like singing “O Come, O Come, Emmanuel” every Advent; and I like the Doxology sung to Old Hundredth. One day back when I was in divinity school, at the lunch table a friend of mine asked the group, “If God gave you permission to change exactly one passage in the Bible, which one would you choose?” (Now there’s a seminarian conversation if there ever was one.) While most of my friends suggested getting rid of Joshua’s conquest, with all its slaughtered Canaanites, or one of the passages concerning “eternal fire, where the worm does not die,” I said, without hesitation, that my choice would be to change Psalm 150’s “Praise him on the psaltery and harp, praise him on the timbrel and cymbals” to “Praise him on the pipe organ, praise him on the pipe organ, praise him on the pipe organ.”
Those of you who have had me in class know that my infatuation with “old things” doesn’t end with my preference in music. The prayer with which I open each and every class is the Collect for Education from the Book of Common Prayer. And of course, I opt for the “traditional” version and ask God to “enlighten by thy Holy Spirit those who teach and those who learn.” When it comes to Bible translations, I like the King James Version, and I’ll take “The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want” over the NIV’s awkward “I shall not be in want” any day of the week. I especially like knowing that my parents, grandparents, and even their grandparents sang these same songs and recited and read these same words as part of their worship. I like watching their faith live on in mine.
Now, to be clear, I’m not saying that old things are better than new things. I’m just saying that I generally like old things more than new things. I recognize that my infatuation with things of old is somewhat akin to my love for learning dead languages…it’s definitely not for everybody, and I’m probably the one who is strange here—not everyone else.
In any case, Psalm 96 invites me, “O, sing to the Lord a new song,” and my immediate reaction is, “Do I have to?” Now, there are in general two types of Christian readers of Scripture: There are those who encounter a biblical passage that they don’t like, and then promptly ignore it (that is, normal folks). But then there are those who encounter a biblical passage that they don’t like and obsess over it. They read it…and reread it…they go to study Bibles and commentaries. They may go so far as to learn Hebrew or Greek. In particularly severe cases, persons with this unfortunate personality trait may even enroll in seminary to find answers to such difficulties. The worst, and most tragic, instances can even result in a Ph.D. in biblical studies.
So, being such an individual and having encountered a passage that I don’t much care for, here I stand preaching on Psalm 96.
I went digging and researching. I had to know: Why does the psalmist insist that we sing to the Lord a new song. Well, it turns out that the “new” song that is Psalm 96 isn’t entirely new after all. It’s actually something of a “remix” of a very old song—Psalm 29, which we heard earlier this morning. Psalm 29 is typically counted among the oldest chapters of the Old Testament. It opens, “Ascribe to Yahweh, O gods, glory and strength!” Now, if we want to talk about difficult texts, the call for other gods to worship Yahweh is certainly one for consideration. The psalm goes on to describe how Yahweh thunders over the waters. He breaks the cedars of Lebanon. He makes the hills tremble. He flashes forth flames of fire. (Whatever Elijah encountered at Horeb, in Psalm 29 God most certainly is in the wind, the earthquake, and the fire.) After Yahweh’s triumphant victory over the sea, he takes his throne and rules as king forever.
Many interpreters have noticed that this psalm sounds very much like other ancient Near Eastern depictions of warrior gods: For instance, the Babylonian god Marduk defeats the watery sea-monster Tiamat to establish his kingship over the gods, and the Ugaritic god Baal conquers the sea-god Yamm and gets a palace as a result of his efforts. Here Yahweh establishes his own kingship via conquest, specifically conquest over the forces of chaos embodied by the sea. The author of Psalm 29 declares that the triumphant god who reigns above isn’t Marduk, Baal, or any other god . Rather it is Yahweh, the God of Israel who has conquered the forces of chaos and rules on high. All that’s left for the other gods to do is acknowledge Yahweh’s kingship.
The author of Psalm 96 seems to have encountered Psalm 29, and it looks like it must have troubled him. Perhaps he is one of us obsessive types who won’t let a problematic passage go, and maybe his discomfort with Psalm 29 is what drove him to “psalmist school” in the first place. In any case, our psalmist ultimately decided, “No. This isn’t quite right, at least not for my community. I need to write a new song that is.” Interestingly, though, our psalmist doesn’t start from scratch. As I mentioned before, Psalm 96 is something of a “remix.” It still opens with a call to “Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous works among all the peoples,” but it doesn’t call for “the gods” to proclaim this. Indeed, in the midst of its call to praise it interjects, “For all the gods of the peoples are idols, but the Lord made the heavens.” Rather than calling for other gods to praise the Lord, our psalmist says, “Ascribe to the Lord, O families of the peoples, ascribe to the Lord glory and strength.” If there are no other gods to praise the Lord, as Psalm 29 indicates, then it is left to us the “families of the peoples” to do it.
Next, our psalmist declares, “The Lord is king! The world is firmly established; it shall never be moved. He will judge the peoples with equity.” There isn’t any battle against the sea, the forest, or anything else that ultimately results in Yahweh’s kingship here, the Lord is king because he is the Lord. The seas and the forests do make an appearance in Psalm 96, but in a very different capacity: “Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth rejoice; let the sea roar, and all that fills it; let the field exult, and everything in it. Then shall the trees of the forest sing for joy before the Lord.” The sea and the forest aren’t enemies to be conquered; they’re members of the choir of creation that sing the Lord’s praise along with the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and the animals of the field. Finally, the psalmist says of the Lord that “He will judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples with his truth.” Yahweh reigns to dispense righteousness and justice, not as a display of his own power.
In sum, Psalm 96’s new song is really more a reframing and a reimagining of a very old song. The psalmist takes elements from an ancient hymn and re-appropriates them and reshapes them for his own time. For Psalm 96, it is not enough simply to re-sing the old songs; a new time, a new situation, and a new community demands that old songs be ever made new.
Two things are important to note, though: First, Psalm 29 is still in the Bible. That is, composing new songs doesn’t mean throwing out the old ones. The model Scripture presents us is one in which old songs are preserved alongside new ones. Singing new songs doesn’t mean throwing out the old ones. Second, Psalm 96 isn’t a “new song” anymore. It’s been around for some 2500 years now. If we’re to “sing to the Lord a new song” today, Psalm 96 doesn’t technically qualify. Any “new song” that we sing will have to be our own. It will have to be shaped by our own experiences of God; it will have to flow out of our own communities; and it will have to serve the people of God in this time and this place.
If we are to follow the example of Scripture, we must hold onto the old while making room for the new. We must find a way to maintain the difficult balance between holding onto the faith of our forebears and ever renewing that faith in our own lives and in our own communities. We aren’t called merely to reenact the faith of generations gone by, but we are called both to preserve it and to re-appropriate it and make it our own in our own time. We are called to hold fast to the faith that we’ve inherited, but we are also called to listen for the new song that the Holy Spirit would have us sing.
In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Amen.



Psalms for All Seasons #96G
Sing to the Lord no threadbare song,
       no time-worn, toothless hymn,
no sentimental platitude,
       no empty pious whim;
but raise a song just off the loom,
       fresh-woven, strong, and dense,
as new as God's eternal now
       transcending time and sense.

Let earth's diverse, melodic tongues
       declare in telling phrase
the glory of the only God
       who merits thanks and praise.
All other hopes will disappoint,
       their brittle luster fade,
but sure and strong remains the Lord
       by whom all things were made.

Heavens rejoice, and earth be glad!
       Exult, you roaring seas!
Let fields and plains resound with joy
       that echoes from the trees!
As nature sings, let people join
       and human discord cease,
for God shall come to rule the world
       with justice, love, and peace.
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