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THE PSALMIST

Joëlle Gouel

The psalmist is a well-defined figure in the Bible. He works either as a Levite in a dual profession of an ordained cantor and priest, or in some cases, as a prophet, and is responsible for maintaining the necessary equilibrium between both the prophetic and priestly vocations, the intellect and the imagination.  He uses poetical and musical language in his mission, and his influence is nationwide.

Music is a unique language that sets to motion human nature as a whole, which contributes to the development of personality and behaviour. To lead the people in song (the Church’s Song) is both simple and complex. It calls forth from within, and requires an understanding of the creative and mythopoetic dimension of faith. The authenticity of musical language is a powerful witness as it reflects God’s character.

Before cultivating a sixth sense we should be sure

that we have made the most of our five senses.

Amos N. Wilder
As we read the religious poems included in some of the books in the Bible, we observe that in most cases each has a heading that defines the motivations and goals of the psalmist:

The book of the vision of Nahum (Nahum 1.1)

To the Chief Musician.  With my stringed instruments (Habakkuk 3.19b)

The Word of the Lord (Zephaniah 1.1), etc.

These headings have been used to classify the psalms in various categories highlighting the purpose that inspired their writing (i.e. see introductions to the books of Psalms in different versions of the Bible).  The motivations vary, and the writers (poets and composers) are many.  Biblical psalmody goes beyond the 5 Books of the Psalms.  Most of the prophets and the Apostles in the New Testament have written in this style.  The apostle John intersperses the whole Book of Revelation with psalmody.

However, what is of particular interest to us here is the observation of the fundamental principle of artistic creativity: on one hand, the craftsmanship of the psalmist, and on the other, the ever present language used in the Bible: that of music and poetry - a language that expresses divine revelation best.  As a matter of fact, an activity to which we owe the very existence of the Bible itself.  In this case it may be more adequate to use the term of theopoetic to describe this particular approach to the Bible, rather than that of theology.

The role of the psalmist

The role of the psalmist is well defined in the Bible.  The psalmist works either as a Levite in a dual profession: he is cantor and priest, or in some cases, he is a prophet.  The psalmist uses poetical and musical language in his mission, and his influence is nationwide.  Today, he would be close to the composer and poet who would express either personal or collective spirituality.  The psalmist was educated in his particular craft in the Levitical schools, in the schools of the prophets
, organized in the very early stage of Israel's history, or as it seems, included in the prophetic gift.  His functions were extremely broad, relating to artistic creativity, the making of instruments, pedagogy, musical organization, etc., along with the constant practice of discerning good and evil (cf. Lev. 10:9b-11).  We are describing a very essential role, vital in the private and collective life of a people.  Such was God's plan for Israel, as He Himself defined the functions of the psalmist in his work with the people.

The function of the cantor

The cantor has a more restrictive and local function as musician (even if at times he is also a psalmist), devoted to the spiritual as well as the educational guidance of the people as they gather the congregation in sacred song: canticles, liturgical responses, psalms, choir, instruments, etc.  This term, derived from the synagogal function reminds us that in its cantorial tradition, some voices have been as famous as that of opera singers (i.e. Robert Merrill, Richard Tucker or Jan Peerce).  This indicates that the term of cantor underlines both serious musical training as well as spiritual leadership.

Historically, the Christian cantor developed from voluntary musical leadership in worship in medieval times.  However, as monastic and cathedral services became more elaborate, the cantor became more and more divorced from the congregation, and the term cantor finally restricted to clerical and choral functions (i.e. Anglican Cathedral liturgy, Roman Catholic Plain-Song, Lutheran liturgy, etc.).  Some churches even developed high level music schools, such as the Schola Cantorum in Rome, and the Lutheran, Anglican, Baptist music schools and colleges, of today.

All of these usages point in practice to a common heritage: the people's song.  "Unfortunately, our contemporary definition points to our post-Enlightenment mentality, in which music is for entertaining, or to a neutral conception which relates music to aesthetics alone.  Our terms do not point to the role of the church musician in the body of Christ."

Under media pressure however, the choir leader may conduct for an audience more than for a congregation.  The organist may be confronted to display virtuoso abilities to people who "listen" rather than serve liturgically.  The same is true of the soloists and instrumentalists.  The notion of ministry, of service, of music as a sacrament has become more and more elusive and is often confused and mixed up with the notion that all Christians are a priesthood of believers that are all potential song leaders.  The real function of cantor has become extinct, and the reference to the people's song is avoided, as the cantor is no longer considered a spiritual leader.

If, on the other hand, we could rescue this term from this modern dilemma in which the Church finds itself, it would be possible to clarify the role of the cantor as portrayed in Biblical and early church history.  Let us remember that the cantor is Biblically ordained and consecrated in his service to God in a well-defined ministry.  Should the cantor's role be reintroduced, the musico-spiritual language would be strengthened for the benefit of the congregation.  This explains why the term cantor is being used with increasing frequency today, particularly by some evangelical churches.  There is both a symbolic and a practical value in being called what you are.  The numerous symbols attached to this function would contribute to placing it in the same spiritual perspective as when it was consecrated by God, that is to lead in the people's song, the church's song (the body of Christ).  This is a ministry complementary to that of the minister or the priest.

The Church's Song

"To lead the people in song is both simple and complex.  It is a marvellously varied affair.  It may mean leading a very small congregation in an unaccompanied unison line, or it may mean leading a large assembly with choirs, bands, and orchestras in polyrhythmic and polytonal complexity.  Men or women can do it, and those with the most creative capacities will never cease to be challenged by it, be it as a part-time amateur or as the full-time musician, such as J.S. Bach, the Cantor of Leipzig.  It is one of the most rewarding things one will ever do."

Theologically, we may define the Church's Song as follows:

a)
A Song of Praise:

Numerous psalms (i.e. Ps. 98, 100, 150) exhort everything that breathes to praise the Lord. God loves us and in return we sing His praises. This concept is by far the most widespread of all.  It goes from the most informal joyful noise to the most formal and majestic Gloria. Karl Barth writes:

"The praise of God which constitutes the community and its assembly seeks to bind and commit and therefore to be expressed, to well up and be sung in concert.  The Christian community sings.  It is not a choral society.   Its singing is not a concert.  But from inner, material necessity its sings...  What we can and must say quite confidently is that a community which does not sing is not a community
.

b)
A Song of Prayer:

The church's song is also a song of prayer.  This principle is predominant among churches with liturgical forms.  Singing has always been the deeply rooted and traditional mode of expression in temple and synagogue worship, as are Christian liturgies of both the East and the West. Gregorian chant is seen by some as prayer itself.  The Solesmes school of thought even calls Gregorian chant a way of reaching up to God, and a means of sanctification.  John Calvin included church song in the section on prayer in his Institutes.  Luther and the Lutheran Church retained the singing of the whole liturgy, and a large body of Protestant hymns are in fact prayers. This should not surprise us.  Human beings both laugh and weep.  Laughter is the incipient form of sung praise, as weeping is the incipient form of sung prayer.

c)
A Song of Proclamation:

The author of Ephesians expressed this by saying:

"[Therefore do not be unwise, but understand what the will of the Lord is...] Be filled with the Spirit, speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord" (Ephesians 5:17-19).

Luther, referring to the parallel verse in Colossians (3:16), wrote:

"St. Paul... in his Epistle to the Colossians insists that Christians appear before God with psalms and spiritual songs which emanate from the heart, in order that through these the Word of God and Christian doctrine may be preached, taught, and put into practice."

"The element of praise is often unconsciously confused with music as proclamation.  The use of music to proclaim the word, however, needs to be kept separate.  This is true not only for theological reasons, but to do justice to the church's musical heritage.  Much of that heritage is exegetical or proclamatory: music helps to proclaim, to interpret, to break open the Word of God, to invoke the Holy Spirit. That is in part what happens when the congregation sings.  That is why, from ancient times, biblical lessons have been sung or chanted.  The Western heritage of music by Schütz and Bach, although more complex in nature, reflect the same purpose.  Without a kerygmatic (proclamatory) understanding of these pieces, they are incomprehensible"

d)
The Story:

Praise, prayer, and proclamation provide for many a definition of church music.  Another less obvious but nevertheless most profound aspect of the Church's Song is story.  God's people invariably sings His mighty acts from Genesis to Revelation.  The same can be said of the church's hymnody through which all the stories are laid out from creation to consummation, with Jesus as the center.  The story of God's people is thus told through singing, and gives meaning to the past and the present as the seasons unfold.  Singing not only has a peculiar communal and mnemonic character, but as an event, is dynamic rather than static, and therefore has the power to change and transform people under the influence of the Holy Spirit. To clarify the Church's Song as story, which refers to God's people actual past and present history, let us not forget that it also refers to its spiritual story, concretizing, as worship unfolds, its various stages, i.e. God's presence, adoration, repentance, thanksgiving, consecration, benediction: a living reality unceasingly renewed in time.

e)
God's Gift:

Finally, the church's song, like music, is a gift from God.  Music is a joy and delight with which God graces creation.  We do not bargain for it.  We do not deserve it.  It is simply freely given, God's overflow at creation.  This gift can be viewed in many ways, but it is described in spiritual terms with statements which are of the same nature: God's daughter, a sacramental sign, a foretaste of eternity, a power to uplift, a gift that recreates man, made to serve a holy purpose
.  The term revelation is also used, and eventhough many would disagree, it shows how all cultures and traditions grapple with the gift of music and with its power.

Priest, prophet and psalmist

We are now in a position to understand better the psalmist's duty.  Let us remember that the priest addresses God on behalf of humanity.  The prophet addresses humanity on behalf of God.  The language of the priest is prayer.  The language of the prophet is a word of judgement and grace.  The priest gathers the people together in the tent of meeting around the eucharistic table.  The prophet first reproves the community and then shows it the path to follow.  The psalmist, is the one responsible for the whole story, as a unifying factor:

"The psalms occupy in the Scriptures as well as the church a situation of uniqueness, for they mirror the faith of Israel as a whole, and they provide a bridge between moralism, which too easily condemns, and sacramentalism, which too easily condones...  They kept in tension the equilibrium which must be maintained between a militant church on earth and a triumphant kingdom at the end of history.

The psalmist and the cantor, are thus called to accomplish their unique task : that of singing the whole story, and are responsible for maintaining the necessary equilibrium between both the prophetic and priestly missions, the intellect and the imagination.  So, the music ministry is a mixture of both functions.  On one hand it carries the pastoral activities of prayer and praise, on the other it makes prophetic statements through music, even dissonant and angular, describing the anguish of our age and the eschatological significance of the book of Revelation.  The musician thus performs a dual role of priest and prophet.  To neglect this task and fulfill only one or the other is, in fact, to renounce the unique position of his ministry.  Let us remember that Miriam, Moses and Aaron's sister, and David, are perfect examples of God’s consecration, as they fulfilled their mission as psalmists, and leaders in Israel.

To sing the story
To sing the story, let us briefly recall the nature of musical language, a unique language that sets to motion human nature as a whole, and which, in addition, contributes to the development of personality and behaviour.  This language has its own precise laws that we cannot develop here, but as we list them, they will help us to understand why the good management of the Song is important.  It belongs to six sets:

1.
Physical laws as they refer to breathing, the breath of life, the expression of emotions.  Music is a unique language that unifies and binds all the parts of the human being, physical, emotional and spiritual;

2.
The laws of knowledge that deal with the technical, pedagogical and theological aspects of music;

3.
Spiritual laws, which are very important, concretise the state of our souls at the level of the sacred, express that which cannot be expressed otherwise, provoke enthusiasm (in-Theos) and prepare us to the re-establishment of all things.  Laws relating to the group: spiritual music creates an atmosphere calling for unity and opens the way to reconciliation and forgiveness.  Last but not least, let us not forget that music is one of the strongest weapons in the warfare against evil forces (wrongly used it will create a counter-effect);

4.
Laws of service, in sacred music, refer essentially to liturgy and worship.  First of all, obedience to the commandment Thou shalt worship...; then the exhortation to proclaim and publicize the Gospel, praise God, give thanks, magnify the Lord's name in all the earth.  Liturgy also reminds us of doctrines as they are presented in a formal, poetical and musical manner, and prepares the congregation to sing a new song, a symbol of our constant renewal in Jesus-Christ.

5.
A spiritual gift.  Music is a God given gift, spiritual in essence.  Biblically, it is a prophetic language; it calls for a discerning spirit.  It is in this perspective that the psalmist's vocation and ordination should receive particular emphasis.

6.
Lastly, music is also a sign , a symbol, a sacrament
.  It is a channel through which miracles are performed (healing, deliverance, reconciliation).  It is probably in this area that we find the most complex and mysterious elements of this language.

To neglect the use of music in worship is to actually deprive the congregation of one of the most effective
, inestimable and irreplaceable means bestowed by God for the spiritual development of his people, as briefly shown above, and to expose it to the Devil's design.

Singing today’s popular song

At a time when there were neither concert halls nor audio-visual equipment, singing was vital to a people's spiritual life, even to its survival, as the need to feed, to learn, to express and share was constant in all aspects of its everyday life.  Let us not be surprised if nowdays, the general and latent passive state of people who have only learned to push a button or buy an entry ticket to obtain anything they want - and who have forgotten good (vs evil) poetry and music - engenders generations of wrath in which the more primitive expression conveys nothing but anguish, aggressiveness and violence.  It is a situation of despair.  Man, deprived of all symbolic and imaginary meaning relating to his own inward and vital spiritual need for expression becomes breathless, suffocates and dies, intoxicated by his own poison.  His rebellion will not save him.

Conclusion

Reforms always seem to belong to the past, never to the present.  Yet, the gospel of the New Age today has a worldwide audience reached through numerous audio and visual methods which constitutes a complete musical change today, opening the way to all sorts of new creeds. Without an appropriate language for the Age of Apocalypse, the gospel which calls man to worship anew God the Creator (Revelation 14:6-9) cannot be deprived of artistry reflecting His attributes and, consequently, His power.  Talented poets and musicians consecrated to their high calling as psalmists and cantors should not be sacrificed to this century's idols such as demagogies, and systems.  To be intellectually aware of new spiritualities is worthy.  But to be invaded from within by its language in disguised forms, and pretend the contrary is oversimplifying the matter:

"It is at the level of the imagination than any full engagement with life takes place.  It is not enough for the church to be on guard against the Philistines in the world.  Philistinism invades Christianity from within wherever the creative and mythopoetic dimension of faith is forfeited.  When this happens doctrine becomes a caricature of itself.  Then that which once gave life begins to lull and finally to suffocate us."

The authenticity of new musical language is an important challenge as it reflects God's character.  The great men of the Reformation understood this well.  The tremendous song of its psalmists, with its passions, its cantatas, and its chorals is still a powerful witness today!  The twentieth century in its turn has provided much inspired sacred and liturgical music which should not be forgotten.
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�	Categories of Psalms (NKJV) composed for various occasions:


Ps.  3  :	Psalm of David. When he fled...


Ps.  5  :	To the Chief Musician. With flutes. A Psalm of David.


Ps.  7  :	A Meditation of David, which he sang to the Lord concerning the word of Cush, Benjamite.


Ps.  8  :	To the Chief Musician. On the instrument of Gath. A Psalm of David.


Ps. 9,10:	To the Chief Musician. To the tune of Death of the Son. A Psalm of David.


Ps. 16  :	A Michtam of David.


Ps. 17  :	A Prayer of David.


Ps. 18  :	To the Chief Musician. A Psalm of David the servant of the Lord, who spoke to the Lord the words of this song on the day that the Lord delivered him from the hand of all his enemies and from the hand of Saul.


Ps. 22  :	To the Chief Musician. Set to The Deer of the Dawn. A Psalm of David.


Ps. 30  :	A Psalm.  A Song at the dedication of the house of David.


Ps. 32  :	A Psalm of David. A Contemplation.


Ps. 34  :	A Psalm of David when he pretended madness before Abimelech, who drove him away, and he departed. (Additional comments in French: la version grecque rattache ce mémorial à la célébration du sabbat - Ps. 70.1; la version araméenne le rattache à l'offrande d'encens - Ps. 6.2).
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Ps. 60  :	To the Chief Musician. Set to Lily of the Testimony.  A Michtam of David. For teaching.


Ps. 72  :	A Psalm of Solomon.


Ps. 73  :	A Psalm of Asaph.


Ps. 74  :	A Contemplation of Asaph.


Ps. 80  :	To the Chief Musician. Set to The Lilies. A Testimony of Asaph. A Psalm.


Ps. 89  :	A Contemplation of Ethan the Ezrahite.


Ps. 90  :	A Prayer of Moses the man of God.


Ps. 92  :	A Psalm.  A song for the Sabbath day.


Ps.100 :	A Psalm of Thanksgiving.


Ps.102 :	A Prayer of the afflicted, when he is overwhelmed and pours out his complaint before the Lord.


Ps.120 :	A Song of Ascents.


Ps.135 :	Praise.
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