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This talk was given by our President at The Second Thanksgiving World Assembly held at Dallas, USA at the end of July 2008 
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Praise


Praise and thanksgiving are central to Christian worship. Let me, therefore, start there as I am myself a Christian and a member of the Anglican or Episcopal Church. I hope, however, to broaden the scope of my remarks later in this paper to show the universal significance of praise. 
The communion service, the central act of Christian worship, is often called the Eucharist – a Greek word for Thanksgiving and the prayer of consecration is sometimes called the ‘Prayer of Thanksgiving.’ Early in the service the congregation are asked to join in the Gloria which includes the words ‘We worship you, we give you thanks, we praise you for your glory.’
It is often recognised that it is difficult to make clear distinctions between various aspects of prayer and to spend too much time analysing what we are doing may be an impediment to prayer. Even so, some Christians have tried to distinguish praise and thanksgiving. There are four main ways of doing this. 
1. Some people see thanksgiving as focussed on God’s saving work for us in the history of redemption and see the focus of praise to be God’s work in creation. (1) Psalm 143, verse 5 links the two: ‘I dwell upon the years long past, upon the memory of all that thou hast done; the wonders of thy creation fill my mind.’(NEB)
2. Another way is to picture praise and thanksgiving as two hands offering up the cup of salvation. One hand represents praise which we express as we adore God for God’s glory or Being; the other hand is for thanksgiving for all that God has done for us. (2) 
3 Another approach is to distinguish praise and thanksgiving on the one hand from petition and intercession. Praise and thanksgiving emphasise what God has already done for us, whereas petition and intercession look to the future and express our requests about what God will do for us.
4. The fourth way, first expressed by the great third-century theologian Origen links prayer and theology. Praise is at once both prayer and a prayerful understanding of doctrine, which teaches us the glory and greatness of God. Indeed, Origen sees praise as integral to the life of the Triune God and a means by which we share in that life. Praise, he says, ‘is offered to God through Christ, who is praised in Him, and by the Holy Spirit who is hymned with him.’ (3) 
In all these approaches there is a tendency to give pre-eminence to praise. I have to admit that I am not very good at praise, probably because I am too preoccupied with my own concerns. Praise, perhaps, most fully takes us beyond ourselves to concentrate on God. As one contemporary writer had said, ‘When I give thanks, my thoughts still circle about myself to some extent. But in praise my soul ascends to self-forgetting adoration, seeing and praising only the majesty and power of God, God’s grace and redemption.’ (4) This is especially evident in the worship of the Orthodox Churches, where the participant is lifted up to share in the everlasting praise of the angels in heaven.
Let me now see how the four approaches that I have outlined connect with other faith traditions. 
Praise for God in creation is certainly found in Judaism and Islam. Psalm 19 begins
‘The heavens declare the glory of God: and the firmament sheweth his handywork.’
The Qur’an says the same:
‘To God belongs the praise, Lord of the heavens and of the earth, the Lord of all being. His is the dominion in the heavens and in the earth.’ (5) 
Sikhism stresses that God not only creates but sustains his creation, ‘My Lord is ever fresh and ever Bountiful.’ (6) 
There is a strong sense of the Divine presence in Nature in Indigenous and African religions as well as in Hinduism and Japanese religions, although perhaps less focus on the creator.
The Hebrew Bible especially emphasises God’s saving acts in history and the Psalms often recall God’s rescue of the Israelites from Egypt and the waters of the Red Sea. ‘Marvellous things did He in the sight of our forefathers in the land of Egypt.’(7) These marvellous things are re-enacted in the Passover Seder. Christian worship returns repeatedly to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and particularly to the remembrance of his last meal with his disciples. 
The sense of ‘salvation history’ is not, I think, so evident in other traditions although examples from the past are recalled. 
The second approach closely links praise with thanksgiving for what God has done for us personally. My favourite Psalm – number 103 begins. 
‘Praise the Lord, O my soul: and all that is within me praise his holy Name.
Praise the Lord, O my soul: and forget not all his benefits;
Who forgiveth all thy sin: and healeth all thine infirmities.’
This approach takes us into the area of personal devotion, evident, for example, in the hymns of Wesley or the bhakti tradition in India.
Charles Wesley wrote ,

O for a thousand tongues to sing
My great Redeemer’s praise,
The glories of my god and King,
The triumphs of his grace.

In India, Mirabai used the love poetry of the time, as a way of expressing her deepest emotions felt for her Lord. For example 

My beloved dwells in my heart all day,
I have actually seen that abode of joy.
Mira's lord is Hari, the indestructible.
My lord, I have taken refuge with Thee.
(8)
I could mention Guru Nanak or Kabir or so many mystics like Mother Julian of Norwich or Rumi. She says of one of her visions 
Thus I was taught that love was our Lord's meaning. And I saw quite clearly in this and in all, that before God made us, he loved us, which love was never slaked nor ever shall be. And in this love he has done all his work, and in this love he has made all things profitable to us. And in this love our life is everlasting. In our creation we had a beginning. But the love wherein he made us was in him with no beginning. And all this shall be seen in God without end ... (9) 
Rumi said, ‘I gazed into my heart; there I saw Him; He was nowhere else.’
This really leads into the third approach where praise and thanksgiving focus on what God has already done for us and which gives us confidence for future blessings.
Origen’s link of theology with praise I at first found more difficult, but it perhaps helps to balance the excessive emotionalism of some mystics and charismatics. Confucius said, ‘I spent a whole day without food and a whole night without sleep in order to meditate. It was of no use. It is better to learn.’ (10) 
One Biblical scholar said, ‘You bury your head in a Lexicon and wake up in the court of heaven.’ Theology at its best goes beyond thinking about God to the praise of God. Prayer, Adrian Hastings says, ‘provides the affinity between subject and object required for fruitfulness in any science.’ (11) 
Adrian Hastings also says that whereas ‘religious studies’ is the study of religion, ‘theology embraces everything, the secular as much as the sacred, geology and biology as well as church history. All is part of a God-centred reality.’ (12) 
This leads me to my next point that, in the words of A M Allchin, ‘We do not praise God alone… All creation enters into our praise.’ In the poet W H Auden’s words, ‘we praise what there is for being.’ So when we praise musicians or artists, we praise God for the gifts God has given them. Although our society has forgotten the sacred character of art and music, even Dylan Thomas recognised this link when he said, ‘These poems were written for the love of Man and in praise of God and I would be a damn fool if they weren’t.’ (13) I realise I have spoken too much of praise in terms of words when so much music has been written in celebration of God. The final Psalm in the Psalter ends with this call,

Praise him with fanfares on the trumpet,
Praise him upon lute and harp,
Praise him with tambourines and dancing,
Praise him with flute and strings;
Praise him with the clash of cymbals;
Let everything that has breath praise the Lord. (14) 

Praise is expressed in dance and sport and craft as well. Again, in the traditional words to one’s bride, ‘with my body I thee worship’ one recognises that human beauty and love reflect the Divine Beauty and Love. And there need be no divide between science and religion – scientists increasingly reveal more of the wonders of creation. Several astronauts have spoken of their sense of wonder at the beauty of our planet.
Indeed one can go beyond this to see whole creation as a peon of praise to God. This is especially emphasised in the Qur’an. 

‘Do you not see how it is God whom all things praise in the heavens and in the earth and the birds also on wings of flight? Each truly knows its prayer and its praising and God knows their every deed.’ (15) 

The poet Gerald Manley Hopkins captured this in his poem ‘As kingfishers catch fire:’

As kingfishers catch fire, dragonflies draw flame;
As tumbled over rim in roundy wells
Stones ring; like each tucked string tells, each hung bell’s 
Bow swung finds tongue to fling out broad its name;
Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:
Deals out that being indoors each one dwells;
Selves – goes itself; myself it speaks and spells,
Crying What I do is me: for that I came.

And if essentially the whole universe is a hymn of praise to God, then as A.M Allchin says, ‘We find our true humanity as we enter into the praise of God, for that is the true end for which we are made to praise and enjoy him for ever.’ (16) Indeed Hopkin’s poem goes on to say that the just man
Acts in God’s eye what in God’s eye he is –
Christ – for Christ plays in ten thousand places, 
Lovely in limbs not his,
To the Father through the features of men’s faces. (17)
But a final point, such praise is expressed in a life devoted to the love of God and the service of humanity. In the words of the General Thanksgiving, ‘we are to show forth God’s praise not only with our lips, but in our lives.’ Or to quote the great Buddhist philosopher Nagarjuna

Even three times a day to offer
Three hundred cooking pots of food
Does not match a portion of the merit
Acquired in one instant of love.(18)
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