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ISRAEL, CANTUS DEI

Joëlle Gouel

To praise God is man’s response to His calling.  Man was created in the likeness of God - the Imago Dei, and by extension, in the likeness of God’s Song - the Cantus Dei.  Through a “musical reading” of the Bible, Gouel quotes familiar texts pointing out their contextual meaning, while footnote substantiate her interpretation. In the form of a plea, we are reminded that music is not a mere ornament, a cultural sign of class or education, but a “theopoetical” preoccupation that calls each worshipper to develop a discerning spirit.

"This people I have formed for Myself;

They shall declare my praise."

Isaiah 43:21

I.  ISRAEL, GOD'S SONG

The call to praise

As we are particularly concerned with Israel's call to praise God
, that is, a people who have consecrated their voice, their song, and their poem to God in answer to His calling, we are invited to study the meaning of praise more closely.

As an extension of the traditional image of God at creation time, which is a visual notion: Let Us make man in our image, according to Our likeness
: the Imago Dei, let us now add the notion of sound, of poetic language, of singing, of hearing.  Israel is called to be trained in the likeness of God's Song: Let us make man in our image-song, according to Our likeness, the Cantus Dei.  Challenged by the nature of his true vocation - a “people formed by God to declare his praise” (Isaiah 43:21) - it will reflect God's image-song by learning tonal and formal structures encompassed in the laws of beauty as taught by the prophets, the cantors, and the psalmists
 to whom God reveals Himself throughout history:

But you, Israel, are My servant,
Jacob, whom I have chosen, ...
You shall rejoice <sing> in the Lord,
And glory in the Holy One of Israel.

This people I have formed for Myself;
They shall declare <sing> My praise.

I, the Lord, have called You in righteousness,
And will hold Your hand;
I will keep You and give You
as a covenant to the people,
As a light to the Gentiles,
To open blind eyes,
To bring out prisoners from the prison,
Those who sit in darkness from the prison house.
I am the Lord, that is My name
And my glory I will not give to another,
Nor My praise to graven images.

As we study Israel's vocation, another aspect of music is revealed, that of God as the Word, the Word of Life, the Word-song, which all refer to hearing: Israel is on the right path when he listens to His God; God calls him deaf when he looses his way.

Sound that awakens and sets the body, the mind, the heart and the will in motion, ready to communicate... No magic wand at creation, but the Word, the Song, Wisdom
, God's desire to fashion a people for Himself according to His own song - the Cantus Dei - for His praise, is of the same order.

However, singing and hearing are mentioned not only in the Old Testament, but in all Scripture: it is historical and eternal.  The consecration of the voice - reading aloud - and sacred song are both confirmed in the impressive liturgy of Revelation:

Blessed is he who reads [aloud
] and those who hear... (Rev. 1:3a)

…

And those who have victory… they sing the Song of Moses

… and the Song of the Lamb. (Rev. 15:3)

The Word becomes alive when it is spoken aloud, sung, and heard. It then becomes a real beatitude.

Restoration of the Cantus Dei

Jesus-Christ, the Second Adam
 restores the Imago Dei through the merits of His own redemptive blood. This is the Good News proclaimed by Scripture, and which Paul, in His Epistle to the Romans, brilliantly recalls to mind. The Apostle declares that a new call to this restoration is addressed to everyone:

For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them
.

Let us remember that the raison d'être of this restoration is the call to good works - Israel's old vocation - which was passed on universally to all at the New Covenant time, the restoration of a people in the Image of God, whose primary vocation is to praise Him.

Christ's perfect Imago Dei thus reestablishes the Cantus Dei. By singing the traditional Hallel at the Passover supper before he and his disciples left the upper room (Mark 14:26 and Matthew 26:30), he confirms his vocation of praise: the Good News-Song - voice, word, poetry and music - that communicates the everlasting Gospel to the world, refreshing and healthy. Praise is the main channel of an expression of wholesome beauty that belongs to a people who have again, through Christ’s blood, become the Cantus Dei.

The Cantus Dei of the New Covenant

Let us make a "musical"
 interpretation of the following text:

You also, as living stones, are being built up a spiritual house <temple>, a holy priesthood <cantors, psalmists>, to offer up <offertory
> spiritual sacrifices <sacrifice of praise
> acceptable to God through Jesus-Christ
.

The song becomes more insistent, almost haunting:

Behold, I lay in Zion
 <temple site - city where man finds his real roots, where he adores God with song and dance
> a chief corner stone, elect, precious ... But you are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood <cantors>, a holy nation <singing sacred songs>, His own special people <ordained>, that you may proclaim the praises <singing> of Him who called you out of darkness into His marvelous light <song of deliverance>
 
.
God, like a cathedral builder in the Middle Ages, builds up His temple and His music:

But be filled with the Spirit <breath
>, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart
 
 to the Lord
.

The Apostle Paul says that repeating Psalms and inspired songs invokes the Holy Spirit
.

The vocation to praise God is confirmed in his Epistle to the Ephesians (1:11, 12):

In whom also we have obtained an inheritance, being predestined according to the purpose of Him [Christ] who works all things according to the counsel of His will, that we who first trusted in Christ should be to the praise of His glory.

We also have the assurance that the temple, shall last for ever:

You were sealed <time of judgment> with the Holy Spirit of promise, ... to the praise of His glory
.
II.  THE CHURCH, GOD'S SONG

In identifying the Cantus Dei, we observe a natural progression of sound which, beginning as the person-cantor, living and individual stone, becomes a spiritual house and ends up as a community of priests, offering sacrifices of praise in Zion.  From individual singing, we move to the sacred song of a holy nation, Israel's role in the Old Testament, that was passed on to the Primitive Church, then to the Church - today's reality - a people which already belongs in a prophetic sense to the New Jerusalem
.

The sacrifice of praise and the judgment

The quality of our sacrifice of praise, which is often a controversial issue, is nevertheless significant of our belonging to God in a very concrete way.  Sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise who is the guarantee of our inheritance (Eph. 1:13b-14a), we are called without failure, to face up judgment times:

Young people have a keen ear for music, and Satan knows what organs to excite, to animate, engross, and charm the mind so that Christ is not desired.  The spiritual longings of the soul for divine knowledge, for a growth in grace, are wanting...  I saw that Satan had blinded the minds of the youth that they could not comprehend the truths of God's word.  Their sensibilities are so blunted that they regard not the injunctions of the holy apostle
.

Music is the idol which many professed ...  Christians worship.  Satan has no objection to music if he can make that a channel through which to gain access to the minds of the youth...  He works through the means which will exert the strongest influence to hold the largest numbers in a pleasing infatuation, while they are paralyzed by his power...  Too often, music is often made one of Satan's most attractive agencies to ensnare souls...  Sacred music is not congenial to their taste.  I was directed to the plain teachings of God's word, which have been passed by unnoticed.  In the judgment all these words of inspiration will condemn those who have not heeded them
.

... How can I endure the thought that most of the youth in this age will come short of everlasting life!  Oh, that the sound of instrumental music might cease and they no more while away so much precious time in pleasing their own fancy
.

These words should stir up us deeply.  Proclaiming Jesus Christ “theopoetically” requires our undivided attention, since salvation is at stake. The Bible clearly states that Israel's attitude in song and worship throughout history was severely rebuked by the prophets who warned: [those] who sing idle songs to the sound of the harp, and fancy themselves to be as great musicians as King David was
.  Singing, as a concrete expression of faith, can be quite easily falsified, imitated and usurped and may be in danger to express a similarly truncated faith which is deprived of the Spirit of Truth.

Conclusion

The very obvious and important conclusion to our reflection is that the road to salvation leads us to firmly establish a “theology of praise” (theopoetic) and ask for the gift of distinguishing the spirits (1 Co 1.12) in this most complex area.

Whoever offers praise glorifies Me;
... and to him I will show the salvation of God
.

As Adam - male and female - reflects the Imago Dei in his face to face relationship with God, so he reflects the Cantus Dei, as he sings with Him and in Him, either personally or collectively.  The song revised and re-consecrated to God through the apprenticeship of the perfect Song, in search of the Beauty
 contained in God's structural laws of creation, will gain in newness of harmony and form, and become more and more perfectly tuned to heavenly singing.  It is a powerful song on earth, echoed by angels and the universe: such a new song, emanating from the Cantus Dei, is perpetual.
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