) Praise the Gracious Power

Thomas H. Troeger

: @hrist “has broken down the dividing wall of
hostility...that he might. . .reconcile us both to God in
one body through the cross” (Ephesians 2: 14b-16a,
RSV). A "wall” is one of those metaphors that I cail a
“primal image,” by which I mean an elemental reality

so central to our experience as creatures thatits use as
- a figure of speech has a material resonance in our
~spirits, “Water,” “darkness and light,” “bread,” “fire,”
- and “wind” are other common primal images, Theyare
. popular with hymnwriters not only because the Bible

uses themagain and again, but because the theological
: poetic sensibility is attuned to how a sense of the
- numinous spills from these images, how they express
+ without exhausting the ineffable depths of existence,
- In reading the words from Ephesians which in-
- spired this hymn, Iwas struck by how the primal image
* of the wall gave a sharper sense to the meaning of the
- cross. Language about the cross often becomes the
jargon of a piety disconnected from the day-o-day
experience of people. But such disconnection does
not happen in the passage from Ephesians because
the primalimage of the wall makes ptain what the cross
means: “the dividing wall of hostility” has come down.,

‘The hymn text recapitulates the scriptural dialectic
between primal images and language about the cross
as it moves between the stanzas and the refrain, which
is a more traditonally phrased proclamation of the
gospel: “We praise you Christ!/Your cross has made us
one.” There is a constant oscillation between the
central religious symbol of the cross and the primal
images offist, circle, rock, and tide, although the image
is sometimes welded into an adjective: “fisted minds”
and “encircling every race.”

In order for the cross to be transformative it needs
to penetrate to the level of primal images, to the
rudimentary essence of how we organize and respond
to the world, those caverns of the heart where we put
up our wails of fear and clench our fists and draw our
circles of exclusion. The hymn tells how Christ re-
verses the human processes of alienation. The hymn is
a dynamic verbal icon that celebrares the reconcilia-
tion that Christ has brought about: every stanza begins
“( praise.” The images of the first five stanzas are piled
on top of each other in stanza six, and their cumulative
force finally impels us to share the good news of what
the cross means; “Announce the gospel to the workd.”
The poetic flow of the hymn is an expression of how
the experience of reconciliation through Christ leads
1o an irrepressitle desire to declare the wonder of a
fragmented world reassembled by grace.
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