

4

“The Eyes of the Blind” Sep. 25, 2016
Psalm 146 (NRSV)
1 Praise the Lord!
Praise the Lord, O my soul! 
    2 I will praise the Lord as long as I live;
       I will sing praises to my God all my life long. 

3 Do not put your trust in princes,
   in mortals, in whom there is no help. 
    4 When their breath departs, they return to the earth;
           on that very day their plans perish. 

5 Happy are those whose help is the God of Jacob,
   whose hope is in the Lord their God, 
    6 who made heaven and earth,
        the sea, and all that is in them;
         who keeps faith for ever; 
         7   who executes justice for the oppressed;
                who gives food to the hungry. 

The Lord sets the prisoners free; 
8   the Lord opens the eyes of the blind.
      The Lord lifts up those who are bowed down;
           the Lord loves the righteous. 
9 The Lord watches over the strangers;
   he upholds the orphan and the widow,
       but the way of the wicked he brings to ruin. 

10 The Lord will reign for ever,
   your God, O Zion, for all generations.
       Praise the Lord!

There is a sharp contrast in this psalm between the reliable Creator and unreliable human beings: “Do not put your trust in princes, in mortals” (Ps 146:3). Humans are short-lived, and their plans collapse when they die (v. 4). But to hope in the Creator is to hope in the one “who made heaven and earth . . . who keeps faith for ever” (v. 6), and whose plans will come to pass. Of course, for Christians, “forever” suggests the promise of eternal life.
The Psalmist uses language that is typical of the prophets in saying that God “executes justice for the oppressed . . . sets the prisoners free . . . [up]lifts those who are bowed down . . . upholds the orphan and the widow” (vv. 7-9). The Psalmist may have some definite people when he uses the definite articles for “the prisoners” and “the oppressed.” Are his fellow Jews being oppressed in Judah or in Babylon during the Babylonian captivity? We don’t know, and it hurts just the same, anyway. The prayer for God’s help will be the same.

But the Psalmist does not dwell on the suffering. In fact, he more or less puts the reader in God’s position. By telling us what God does, the author is telling us what we should do. Because God executes justice for the oppressed, we should do the same. Because God upholds the widow, we should defend the widow, who has no man to defend her in court. 

We are the hands and feet of God in this world. I get that from St. Teresa of Avila, who wrote, “Christ has no body but yours, no hands, no feet on earth but yours.” That means that God needs us to do the things that need to be done in human societies to bring about justice. If you ever ask God—if you ever yell at God—“why don’t you do something?” this may indicate that you are meant to do something about that problem. God has filled you with the desire to rectify that injustice. We need to be active in our faith.

The injustice that has outraged me for many years is the widespread practice of torture by governments. It is a practice that should have been abolished long ago, and recognized as a vestige of the primitive antiquity of the human race. In 1641, British Parliament outlawed the Star Chamber, a kind of court that had been ordering the torture of prisoners, and they passed the law of Habeus Corpus to guard against it. America has historically taught, in its military academies, a principled rejection of torture, and we need to re-affirm this principle. Once we make excuses for torture in particular cases, we create a slippery slope that makes torture a routine and habitual practice, and then we are no different than the many barbarous governments around the world.

My concern for mistreated prisoners is an ethical consequence of my religious life. What is the ethical consequence of your religious life? Where are you moved to seek to rescue, or reform, or transform? By no means will we all have the same ethical focus, and the church should not be forced to follow one person’s ethical calling, but I think the reality of such callings—plural—for all of us, needs to be mentioned. And we need to keep our ethical outreaches connected to our sources spiritual hope, so our energies are not drained off into merely secular politics.
Now what about the line, “The Lord opens the eyes of the blind” (v. 8)? This miraculous promise was written long before Jesus’ ministry. In one of the Gospels, some people say “Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes of a person born blind” (John 9:32). So it seems that this line in the Psalms would have been intended as a metaphor, and understood as a metaphor. Perhaps God helps those who are spiritually blind to perceive their need for spiritual guidance. Maybe it means that God helps us understand how some behavior of ours—about which we had been “blind”—is unhealthy. We often say we “see the light,” when we suddenly come to understand something. In Numbers there is a passage where the prophet Balaam—a Moabite prophet—has his eyes opened to see an angel, an angel who blocks his way from going to curse Israel (Num 22:31; whole story: 22:2–24:25). We could have experiences where our eyes are opened, in the sense of suddenly realizing that God has been watching over us, when we thought we had been on our own, unguided.
And the next line of the psalm says, “The Lord lifts up those who are bowed down” (v. 8). God makes hopeful those who were despairing, makes cheerful those who were sad. This is beginning to look a lot like the ministry of Jesus, anticipated hundreds of years earlier. It certainly speaks of God as enlightening and encouraging. Now, when the psalm says, “the Lord loves the righteous . . . . but the way of the wicked he brings to ruin” (vv. 8–9), it starts to sound like a promise of the afterlife, at least to our Christian ears. It sounds like the righteous live on, but the evil people come to nothing. 
In our Christian belief, although it cannot be proven from this psalm, God actively loves the righteous by giving them continuing life, where the meanings and values and relationships that they were just beginning to discover and develop, can unfold, blossom, and be explored in depth. Confidence in continuing life is one of the great gifts of Jesus’ revelation to us. Jesus said “Let not your heart be troubled: believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you” (John 14:1–2 ASV, American Standard Version). And again, “I am the vine, you are the branches. Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit” (John 15:5 NRSV). Jesus promises that we will have a place to live, and to continue our growth.
Now, the psalmist is very much interested in this lifetime, and again he hints that what we see God doing, are what we should be doing: “The Lord watches over the strangers; he upholds the orphan and the widow” (v. 9). 
The final affirmation is that “The Lord will reign for ever . . . for all generations” (v. 10). This refers to future generations on earth, but we Christians no longer have to confine this idea to this world, since we have been invited to join in the life of . . . “Forever.” . . . . Our recently departed friends are on that path now. We will see them again. There will be happy reunions. This is not pie in the sky; it is because God really values the relationships, loves, and accomplishments of intelligent beings, and provides for their continuation and perfecting.

Future generations will also be reading these messages about the Eternal God who intercedes for lowly people, who has compassion for those who are bowed down, and who brings justice to the oppressed. But God does not do this without us. We are the hands and feet of God in this world; we need to be the practitioners of justice and compassion. What is new, since the time the psalm was written, is that we are lifted up by the story of a divine life lived amongst us, and by a Spirit that was given to those who know something about the incarnation of the divine Son.

So, how will we be changed? We know how we want God to treat us; we want respect and fairness, truthfulness and sensitivity. That is how we should treat each other. This psalm was meant to be sung; it was a melody that kept open the possibilities of God’s goodness. We need to keep the unchained melody going. Do you hunger for God’s touch? If you do, then you are already part of the kingdom, and God is welcoming you.

