Beati Immaculati in Via
L.]OHNSTON

Legaliom is for many people one of the more difficult aspects of religion.
£ cannot help feeling, with some unease, how close it comes to the
iPl_rl'f of the scribes and Pharisees, the very antithesis of New Testament
SE glon, the service of the heart, the freedom of the sons of God. Asa
cJect of prayer, then, it will be even more difficult to assimilate. An
¢ to the Codex Juris Canonici’ would surely be limited in its appeal,

:: 33 2 hymn would not be an obvious success. Yet it is precisely this
o 't of prayer which the psalter presents to us in psalm 1, for example,

* 118, or the second half of psalm 18.

o " acrostic form used by many of these psalms does not lessen our
) lculty. Psalm 118 is in fact a four de force in this style: it is composed
vﬁttﬁ”enty—two stanzas of eight lines each, in which each line begins
thy the same letter of the alphabet so that the twenty-two stanzas go
me"ug_h the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Such a form,
Steag nﬁlght well think, does not make for great poetry; it is a rigid

Cv% tjacket strangling any lyrical impulse or indeed any proper
or ©opment of thought. And we may be tempted to think that this
ap(:?hls tl_le reflection of the subject matter—uninspired, formalised, the

€osis of the legal spirit.
Wit}:lt}tlhis form gives us the clue to the origin of this type of psalm, and

.teratt at, to the understanding and appreciation of it. This form of
greateure is .the product of the exile in Babylon. The exile was the
ived St crisis in Israel’s long and often chequered history. They had
-4 10 the fajth that Yahweh was the only God, and that they were
b%;ovenant people; but the exile seemed to show that this faith had
gen . Oly an empty dream. For if Yahweh were supreme, how had the

OW:fi conquered: OFf, if they were really his people, why had he
0 susey this @sast.er to fall on them: And in this crisis, what was t.herc
or th An their faith: There was no temple now, no sacrifice or ritual
€10y of the great feast days. ‘How lovely are thy dwellings, Lord!
cart sinks with love of thy house . . . ’—but now the temple was
feas}trsaa:&m in a distant land: ‘God has destroyed his house, has made
Priegt sabbaths forgotten things in Sion, has cast off in his anger

and king’ (Lam. 2. 6).
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What was left to sustain their faith? The word of God. This disaster
was in fact a purification of their faith, stripping away all those thing$
which in days gone by had led them astray—the temple, which the:)’
had begun to regard as a real house of God, guarantee of their city$
impregnability; or sacrifices, which they had regarded as a gift which
would close God’s eyes to their deeds. Now there was nothing left but
the simple word of God; the faith that he had spoken to them, that he
had shown himself to them, that he had shown himself as one and all-
powerful, and that he had made a covenant with them.

The word of God was enshrined in their national traditions, some of
them now in writing, some still in oral form. All of these were noW
carefully collected, written, copied and edited. Moreover, the pCOPle
had to be taught these traditions; they had to be stirred up, through
them, to new life and hope from the apathy and despair of defeat:
Above all, they had to be brought to a vigorous assertion of the*
uniqueness, their national identity, lest they should be swamped in thf
nondescript mass of slaves who peopled Babylon in those days. The
national customs therefore became of supreme importance—circu”
cision, the sabbath, the laws of cleanliness. On these, now, on such very
concrete, visible observances, their faith rested, now that there were 20
sacrifices or feast days or ceremonies to give body to their religion- |

The men who were responsible for this work were called the ‘scrib€s
—not just copyists, but men who devoted their lives to the word of GO
and to teaching it to others. They are almost completely anonymot;
men like Moses, David or Isaiah live on in history; their words att
works compose the matter of scripture. But the scribes are humblé:
self-cffacing figures whose function is to be servants of the word. The®®
is not much in them to rouse deep emotion or passionate enthusias®’
compared with the splendour of priest or king, or the burning orat®”
of the prophets, they are somewhat pathetic figures, armed with g
and scrolls and dry didactic manner. But for that very reason they ¢
deserving of our admiration and respect. Faithfully and zealously £
conserve every jot and tittle of the word of God, and let this light shin®
to the people in the darkness of exile. And their humble heroism hac!
effect. Through them, the faith of Israel lived on. e

The didactic psalms, especially those concerning the law, 2¢ &
work of such men. Their form betrays their origins. It is the teach®
who begins with a summons to ‘Listen carefully, pay attention’ (PS5: 7?;
48). The acrostic is 2 mnemonic device, the sort of thing whic

familiar to all good pedagogues.
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This device is certainly artificial, and we should be prepared for a
“rtain lack of logical connexion in such psalms. The sequence of
tought is determined primarily by the needs of the form, the need
0 find a sentence beginning with the appropriate letter of the alphabet.

fom the point of prayer, then, such psalms should be considered as a
Seties of ejaculations, a collection of more or less independent phrases
Which cither separately or en bloc may form the subject of meditation,

Ut not as a connected discourse in which each phrase leads logically
% the next,

Nevertheless, even this form does express an idea. Language is one
of the most valuable possessions of the human race. Without it, men
Would remain shut off from each other, each confined within the
Marrowness and isolation of his own identity; with it, they become
Members of 5 society, in communication with each other; and through
itiess Colllmnunication they become more aware o.f their own personal-
thoy thCY grow and expand .thrpugh the sharing :dr.ld exchange of
« ghts. And aft.er communication by speech, writing extends the

OPe of communication still further, in space and in time; contact is
mad§ Possible with minds beyond the immediate environment, and
prs inls made th.c.heir to the ages which have gone before. It is not sur-
B 8 thz‘;t ‘writing was sometimes looked on as a sacred art, as in the

8YPtian ‘hicroglyphics’.

Ut when God speaks to man the range of communication is in-
Wmol:iliy ;Etended, and man is ablc to make contact with the divine
in vorg ¢ treasury of human, w1sd03n is 'preservcd.and hapded down
to 4 tﬁng, but how much more precious is the writing which conveys
the Ly ¢ message of God. '1'"1115 is what made the scribes men of letters;
oy Orfl?us task of copying out the worfl of qu was for. them a
N Wordo ove, and one to be c'arrled out w1t.h religious devotion; not
of Gog IT}IOt a letter must l?e missed, because it was .aH f%'o.m the mogth
Tade t‘h uman langtlage .1tself was el}nob]cd by this p‘rlvﬂcg.e of being
] ¢ vehicle of divine expression. In performing this service,
be Buage i put to its most perfect use. And this is the thought that lies
orm, inthe scribe’s use of the acrostic, es.pec1ally in its most extreme
Speak OHI{)Salm. 118, W}.ICI'C‘CVCI'Y letter is repeated elg.ht times. We
thi. o, ROWing a subject from A to Z’. What the scribe is saying is
ere is the gamut of wisdom, human and divine; here all the
u :};ti;s of _language are exhausted’. ‘
the ot rb 1nal judgment on the value of these psalms will not rest on

» but on the matter. What should our reaction be to this law’

Potenyj
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which the psalmist hymns so fervently:

The Hebrew word which is usually translated as ‘law’ is torah, which
means literally ‘instruction’.? But these instructions are not confined 0
the various legal codes contained in the Bible. It is the word used in the
Wisdom books, for example, of the instruction given by the sage t©
his followers. This instruction takes the form of practical advice o#
right living; but the end of it is the acquisition of wisdom itself—
‘breath of the divine power, all-pure radiance of the glory of the
Almighty, ray of the etcrnal light, untarnished mirror of the action ©
God, image of his perfection’ (Wis. 7. 25-26). It is used also of the
teaching of the prophets, and used precisely in contexts where the
prophets are castigating that formalism which is usually taken to be the
very essence of the legal spirit: ‘Hear the law of our God: What mea?
to me your innumerable sacrifices? I take no delight in the blood ©
bulls and goats . . . I hate your new moons and your feasts . . . Yout
hands are full of blood, wash yourselves, cleanse yourselves, remove
your iniquity from my eyes’ (Is. 1. 10-16). It is not, therefore, the bond-
age of the letter, but the service of love: “Thou shalt love the Lord t_hY
God with all thy heart and soul and strength: let these words whic
I command thee this day be graven on thy heart ...’ (Dt. 6. 5-6).

We arc already a long way from the narrow and constricting spif*
of legalism. But besides meaning in gencral Taw’, the word toral 15
also used in practice to denote what we call the Pentateuch, the five
books of Moses. And it is reflection on this which finally breaks the
bonds which the English word ‘law’ always scems to threaten. For t1°
Pentateuch does indeed include legal codes: the precise rubrics for
sacrifice, the penal rules concerning restitution and damages, scruplll"us
concern with legal purity, detailed distinction of clean and unclean™
all of it lovingly listed in Leviticus at what must appear excessive lengt™
But in addition to this, and much more than all this, the Pentatzeud1 ?s
also the drama of man’s first sin and God’s promise of redemption; it
the story of the call of Abraham and his following in faith and GO s :
promise to him of a son through whom the world would be bless¢™
it is the epic of the Exodus, God’s first great deed of redemption-
of this, in the Bible’s own terminology, is torah, the law.

This enables us to see in a rather different light the law which ¢
ress the

atllﬂ?/
entio?

IThe various psalms dealing with the law use many synonyms to exp
idea. Most of them are no more than synonyms—precept, command, st
and seem to be used merely for the sake of variety, not with any real att
to the particular shade of meaning which the terms contain. Others W
referred to in the following pages.
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P Si"lms _propose for our prayer. It is torah, instruction; but it is not
1: marily instruction about ourselves and our legal obligations; it is
Out God and his deeds. It is simply, according to one of the synonyms
ZVeih Ppsalm 1 18 uscs s abundantly,_ the ‘vyord’ F’f God: God’s own
- cation of himself. God reveals himself in various ways—through
e;:1°t10n8, Fhrough thF words gf the prophets, and also through certain
e arPrf?SCrlpts. But this makes it clear how we are to regard thesc laws;
of ¢ €to régard them as revelations of God, just as much as the account
€ Creation and fall, or the story of Abraham, or the account of the
Xodus. In all of these God is showing himself to us; and he is showing
arrentslifto us al_so in his co’mmandments. Itisin fact simply becaus? they
of Gode)'irpressmn of God’s nature that they are_rules for us, ic children
ofWhat- he {revelatmn of God is at the same time a reve]amon. of man,
. man is called to be. “The God we serve is holy’: and this revela-

On, . .
ote lﬁ nlle’rcly expressed in another way when it says: ‘Be ye also there-
oly’.

Al d?Y ways are truth’ (Ps. 25. 10): the law is the expression of God’s

toag;s(;d s mores. Tt s, in ar.lother of psalm 118’s synonyms, a.‘witness’
lirag] le:lt l(fflls us, it manifests to us, What sort.of a God-he is. Just as
itwer ;’HC altq knpw Qod through their experience of hlm, through,
ing b o walking in his presence; so we lea?n to kl.low him by f_o]low-
telahi, bW These ways are true, as God hm?sclf is true. God is true,
» because he alone is real; outside of him there is nothing, fan-
dic)tr;tzns;a]it}f. His 1avs< is the _expression of that reality; it is not the
tis the . arbitrary Wlllln, designed merely to cnsure our 511bject19n;
e outu_nterpart in the mqral order of the creation in the Physmal
X side of that we are in a world of uncertain speculation and

Whiey " . . .
the 1" OPindon. This alone is our sure guide, the way, the truth and
¢ life,

T
. hese are the thoughts we should have in mind when we read the
of Suchconcerning the law. We may take psalm 1 as a typical example
Psalms, and see how these ideas apply there. '

PSALM 1
Blessed is the man
Who does not go where sinners point,
Who does not stand in evil’s way,
Who does not sit where the wicked laugh;
The man whose delight is the law of the Lord,
Who ponders it day and night.
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Such a man is like a tree

Which stands by the bank of a running stream,
Which bears its fruit when the season comes,

And flourishes unwithered.

Not so the wicked;

They are like the chaff which the wind-sweeps off.

The wicked, then, will not stand up

When judgment comes; they will have no place

Where the good are gathered.

For the Lord looks on the good man’s way,

And the way of the wicked is lost.
This simple didactic poem was probably inserted as a preface to the
collected psalms as expressing in basic terms the editor’s view of ©0°
issues of all religion and all life. It deals with the problem of evil—
problem which naturally concerned the didactic writers since tbc)’
sought to lay down rules for successful living. The answer is given in?
contrast between the life of the good man and that of the sinner, first?
principle, then in the figure of the tree, and finally in regard to
judgment.

Blessed is the man: the formula is familiar to didactic litera!
‘Blessed is the man who has found wisdom’ (Prov. 3. 1); ‘Blessed 18
man who has pity on the poor’ (Prov. 14. 21) . . . For this is the Cssence
of the good life, as it is the object of all men’s search, beatitude; ©
summum bonum. )

The psalmist’s answer to the search is 2 confident statement of fade:
it is not a promise for the future only, like Luke’s version © -
beatitudes: ‘Blessed are you who mourn now, for you shall be COIVC
forted’; an assurance that although the service of God may iﬂ_vidn
unhappiness now, we should have courage to follow it because 1 ¥ .
bring a rich reward later. It is much more like Matthew’s beat1tt"
‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heave?’.
assertion of what is really true here and now, even if we cannot per’® J
it as such: an assertion of faith, though reason and experience $ (})wf‘
blind our minds and weary our spirits. “What is true happiness?
does success and contentment lie2 This is happiness: blessed is the ©

>

ture:

“ e s . a_ﬂy
Who does not go . . . To man’s unceasing quest for happiness, ¥ 4

answers are given; we are confused by the conflicting voices, Wcross,
: ¢
ourselves swayed this way or that. And as a man stands at the
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;(:;.ds Wwondering, he may be led astray in varying degrees (walk, stand,
toa. He sees people who simply give no thought whatever to the hard
angh‘ng which is being drummed into his ears from the other side,
Yet they seem to do very well out of it; they are not bothered by

R ¢ taboos and prohibitions and sanctions of religion, they are not
; E Parently troubled by pangs of conscience and remorse: “They are not
trouble as other men are, they are not stricken like others . . .
Wieliefore the people turn and praise them; they say: These are the
kect ed, always at ease, they increase in riches. Therefore in vain I have
thf my hands clean’ (Ps. 72. 5-14). This surely is the answer; this is
tmu\ng- S0 2 man may follow it, hesitatingly at first and occasionally
xed ed In conscience. But gradually the doubts fade and he becomes
Wit In this way. And in the freedom of this broad road, he can look
. Contempt on the narrowness of those who are afraid to come to

$hps With life, held back by petty inhibitions and the cowardice of

OnSC]_enCe_
eso far, the commonplaces of moralists; and like any other moralist,
¢ Psalmigy prejudges the issue by the use of pejorative terms, “sinner,
mean(; ’{Ingodly’.. But the issue is Prejudge.d; that is what revelation
Platitu.d he sentiments _the Psalmlst has Just expressed arc empty
es until they are given life by real experience; but while we have
We inexperience of the attraction of a life subject to no law, how can
eCaus:vé where our greatest good Iie.se How can one kr.10w itz
Xperien od has Sl.‘lOWD. us. Revelation is given to us in a h15t9r1c.al
¢ firg Cle. Imjael did not .dlscover God by reason;‘they fOLlfld him in
Was WP ace in the experience of the exodu.s. And the way f.or them
T :g’s n thp first pla‘ce n?t a characteristic manner of action, l?ut
equ &H;r e El}ghsh word way rathe‘r obs’cures this point by signifying
toad, thQOth manner, fashion’, and ‘path - For Israel, it was always the
' freede road w}uc.h led from Egypt out into the desert; from slavery
firgt o, m; from life to death. This was the road which God himself
throllgh e_d, and along it he led his people like a shepherd, guiding them
Wag thﬁfltf;lls, leading them to pasture. Onl}.f in follpwmg his way
Water]og \:,a ety; stray from thxs., and a man is Ios:t in the pathless,
Mme 4o knaSte. It was in following this way, God’s road, that Israél
Telighype oW God—to know his ‘love and truth’, his mercy and his

n 1ty and reality.

the g t}‘ns experience of Israel is summed up in the law. Law is not
t sza‘sl orders’; it is not an arbitrary precept. The sense is more like
AW of nature’; and indeed it is a law of nature, of God’s
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nature and of ours. Its role is to express truth. It is not the edict Qf 2
tyrant who exercises his authority by banning whatever we would Jike
to do. If we find the law cramping, that is not the fault of law, but ©
ourselves, of our own waywardness. The law is a privilege, a grace: ?
light, the road—the only road—to life.

Such a man is like a tree: This is a very natural figure of speech i
land like Palestine, where the absence of water means a bare and barre?
waste where only a few withered shrubs survive, and where an 0%
or the spring rains mean riches and fertility, with olive trees and vin®
growing firm-rooted and fruitful.

But it is also a figure with a long history. It was this image of 2
fruitful oasis which represented to Israel man’s original state of happ*
ness with God; and God’s promise to repair this loss was expresse
the promise of ‘a land flowing with milk and honey’. This fertile Jan
was the image of God’s own wisdom flourishing in Israel ‘like 2 ¢€
of Lebanon, like a palm-tree in Engaddi, like the cyprus of Hermo%
like the roses of Jericho, like the olive in the plain, like the plane e
by the waters’. (Eccus. 24. 13-14). And finally Israel itself was like b
tree—their deliverance from Egypt reproduced the miracle of gr°
from a barren land, the beauty and fruitfulness of God’s protec
presence. True, the prophets had to utter God’s curse on this baste!
tree: ‘My beloved planted a vineyard in a fruitful hill, walled it 0%
and nurtured it lovingly . . . but when he looked for it to bear fruit,”
gave only wild grapes’ (Is. 5. 1~7). But this was precisely because 5,5
had strayed from God’s way. In one who follows the law, Is?
destiny can still be fulfilled. Outside of this, there is only fatuity’
only barrenness, not even the stunted half-life of the desert scrub;
even than this—chaff, the useless, insubstantial husks that remain ¥
the corn is removed. G

The wicked will not stand in the judgment: This is our faith; 2
faith, resting on the truth of God, of God’s own revelation of him® ¢
But it still is faith, not evident experience; it is not free, then, fro® s
attacks of doubt which can beset us when faithfulness to God ¢ 5
only in poverty—not only material poverty, but the much wr;gs
poverty of spirit, the blight of our natural growth. But the tre¢ b 19
forth its fruit only ‘in due season’; before that it must be prunc® .
that it may bring forth more fruit (Jn. 15. 2). We must be Purfthy
‘tested as gold is tested by fire, so that our faith may be shown WO e
of praise and glory and honour’ (1 Pet. 1. 7). These sufferings ”; ol
birth-pangs through which a new man is brought forth, one w

no
less
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Moulded to the likeness of God through conformity to the law in which
. Otﬁ has revealed himself. And only where this likeness to God exists
> tere life; outside of God there is nothing. Those in whom God’s
ineness is not found do not exist. There is the horror of the abyss
R these words; not the abyss of a picture-book hell, but simply the
Vs of nothingness. God does not need to punish these; though
¢y flourish ‘like the green bay tree’, there is a cancer at the heart
C}} €ats through and leaves—simply nothing.

5, 100, suggests an answer to the simple absoluteness of the psalm.
Si:r)locll‘eVﬂ, sinner-just, black-white; it is rather more absolute and
Coufde than most of us would like; at any given moment, most of us
abag] not be too sure which side we were on. But the simplicity and
, soIUteness are.the expression of God himself, of his holiness, of his
pra ute separation from all evil. As for us—this psalm is after all a

eYer 31t is an act of faith and an act of hope and an act of charity; it is
ecoexprcssmr} of our allegiance to that ideal. And as long as we
2t igmse tl}e ideal, to that extent we are taking sides with God; there
casF this much in us which God can ‘know’. The rest, it is the task
our lives and of God’s purging to destroy.

A ¢ law ‘iS ‘God’s word; but ‘the Word has become flesh’—it is our
thay tWho 1s the end of the law’, the completion and perfection of all
. te law meant. The law was God’s own revelation of himself,
Pe I’fegdus what he was like; and it is in our Lord that we see most
on, b YhWhat God is: “No man has ever seen God; the only-begotten
the f:uhel as revealed him’: ‘He Who secs me secs the Father’: ‘In him

The I:SS of the godhefad dwells in l‘)odﬂy foFm . .
is feliab]zv bls the revel_atlon of God’s ‘way’; it is re.hable, as God h{mgalf
shy dowe ecause he is real, the only real thing in a world of shifting
$ and delusions; following this we come to life. And it is our

Lo )
d WA is the way, and the truth, and life.

e . L , .
0 tha e Which the law gives is God’s promise to Isracl, and a return
€ hfe of

Wag felleg | paradise, where the tree of life grew. Israel went astray and
Zoot of e a tree; but .from that stump a shoot sprang (Is. 6. 13),
im 5 a.l]fsse (Is. 11. 1), like a new plant from the arid earth (Is. 53. 2).
Megpg. ¢ that beauty and richness of life that the figure of the tree
bapﬁslin, am the vine’. He alone; but we are ‘planted with him by
Vin, but ¢ Rom. 6. 5); we are God’s planting (1 Cor. 3. 9); he is the

e owe are the branches.
SXtring;. t;e, we do not painfully strive to conform to a law which is
US, a constraint imposed from outside. The law is written
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in our hearts (cf. Jer. 31. 31). We are one with Christ, the fulness of
the law; his Spirit is our Spirit; and by that Spirit we are led (Rom*
8. 15). We do indeed follow the law; but the law is a person, Jesus
Christ, our model. The law is simply the expression of the life ¢

Christ in us.

The Trinity and our Society
CLARE DAWSON

To say that the being of God is the basis of human society may se¢™ t(;
anyone who believes in the procession of creatures from the
mind, conceived by his thought, made actual by his will, a statemet?
the obvious; indeed any theist would be likely to agree that sinc v
nature of ultimate truth must be the source of all truth and being, whe .
ever theory of creation is held, it is from God that theshape of whatc?®
cerns human destiny must descend. Any real belief in God affec® (Zhe
ideas about man and human society, but the Christian belief i
Trinity most profoundly tempers the structure of our thought: s
The idea of society (as an unspecified notion, not tied down ¥ "
society or that, in one age or another), and of man’s life in commtc;;r,
closely related to the mystery of divine society. It could hardly be ©° ¢
wise since the fundamental doctrine of Christianity shows Goe
knowing and loving, having within his essential unity true inter¢
and the mutual give-and-take indispensable to the concept ©
munity or society. ' o
If there were no divine society, if God were one not only in Fhe L
ness of nature but as a solitary being, human society might exisb S-t d
man is a social animal, depending on the first and smallest
society for his existence and preservation, on the larger society o
nation or state for his well-being. But it would be very differe™
stead of being the goal towards which we move and which W€ W%
express by successive social patterns it would be something ot hie?
shift, a utility rather than an end in which human persons are t0?
completion.

gf OUP !
t d
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