Ps 128

Background

This is a Wisdom Psalm. It is a companion to Ps 127, sharing with it common vocabulary and wisdom themes. There is in both a beatitude, the blessing of many sons and of the home, reflections on human effort and similes common to both psalms.

In this psalm the blessings of family life are celebrated and the home is extolled as the arena wherein God’s most splendid gifts are recognized and enjoyed.  Devout conduct within the home and its inhabitants are seen as the normal, if routine, way of experiencing the riches of life. Domestic joy is seen as the deepest and most rewarding.

The Structure

v. 1: a beatitude; vv. 2-6, an address to the righteous man in the 2nd person singular, promising happiness in the common things of life: work, family circle, community.

The Setting

This was probably a blessing given when the pilgrim to the Jerusalem Temple was returning home, possibly from the Feast of Tabernacles. However, this could just as well be a blessing at his arrival, as in Ps 127. It is post-exilic.

Text

v. 1 happy: No translation is able to produce the full significance of the Hb ‘ashre, “blessed.” It means something like “How rewarding is the life of” or “Congratulations to.” This bliss included both material and spiritual well being as results of being righteous.

The man: Though addressed to a single (male) person, “man” would include the man’s wife, children, and, indeed, entire household. In the Israelite view a man’s happiness extended to his family.

Who fears the Lord: “Fear of the Lord” is a technical term for the basic attitude of the pious community, those who remain faithful to God. It bespeaks an attitude of reverence and awe expressed in praise and prayer, obedience and loyalty. It is not fear in the sense of dread or terror, but in the sense of respect and awe.

Who walks in his ways: Parallel to and expositive of “fear of the Lord,” this is the typical way of referring to moral behavior. In this context it means one who does the will of God in grateful reverence.

Vv. 2-6, the remainder of the psalm describes the traits of the righteous man enjoying godly happiness.

v. 2 you will enjoy: Lit., “you shall eat.”

What your hands provide: Lit., “the fruit of the labor of your hands.” The author subscribes to the notion found in Wisdom Literature that the good are rewarded with material prosperity, despite evidence to the contrary. He believes that if one does not keep God’s commandments, the farmer would sow in vain, or his enemies would eat his crop or there would be drought, blight, etc. to ruin his work. 

You will be happy and prosper: Lit., “and it shall be well with you.” The righteous man is promised protection against the vagaries of a farmer’s life. Nothing, not exorbitant taxes, crop failure, enemies or illness will be victorious over his happiness.

v. 3 like a fruitful vine you wife: “Vine” is often a symbol for Israel, but here it is a fitting metaphor of the fruitfulness of the wife in bearing many children,  blessings from God.

Like olive plants your children: This is a parallel to the metaphor of the fruitful vine. Children will stand around the family table like young shoots at the base of an olive tree.

Around your table: In parallel with “within your house” this refers primarily to the family meal, a sacred time in a Jewish home.

v. 4 be blessed: The verb here is Hb barak, “blessed.” It is different from the “blessed” of v.1, ‘ashre, but has the same meaning here of being rewarded.

v. 5 the Lord bless you from Zion: Zion is the mountain on which Jerusalem is situated wherein lies the Temple. This blessing is to proceed from God’s earthly dwelling place, the Temple. Probably this was a blessing given as a pilgrim or pilgrims departed for home after visiting the Temple for one of the great feasts. The Feast of Tabernacles is the best candidate. However, this psalm could have been sung on any occasion. In the Heading the psalm is called a “Psalm of Ascents,” so it could have been sung upon entering or “going up” to Jerusalem or the Temple proper.

That you may share in Jerusalem’s joy: The collective joy of being all that “Jerusalem” implies and the individual joy coming from obedience to God’s Law are seen as one and the same.

v. 6 live to see your children’s children: This prayer for a long life (to see one’s grandchildren grow up) complements the meaning of “all the days of your life” in v.5. In a culture where physical death was seen as the end of all happiness, the prayer for a long life was the most one could hope for, provided it was a happy and healthy one as well.

Peace be upon Israel: Just as the joys of Jerusalem and the joys of the individual are indistinguishable, so the peace of Israel and individual peace are inseparable. Individual prosperity that was not a reflection of national, communal and familial prosperity was not a “blessed” well-being, but a deviation, doomed to eventual destruction. One rejoices in one’s good fortune because it is shared by others and redounds to the benefit of others. In fact the nation could not prosper without a sound family life as its basis.
Reflection

The old saying that we never appreciate something until we don’t have it anymore seems to be beneath the sentiments expressed in this psalm. The family packed up and journeyed to Jerusalem. While the logistics of traveling in those days must have been much more challenging than today, the emotions were, no doubt, the same. The family was doing something together. A pilgrimage to Jerusalem was the closest thing to a vacation most people of Israel would see. They would meet new people, make new friends, and see new sights, especially the Holy City and the Temple. It must have been quite an experience, especially for the children.

Whether the blessings expressed and prayed for in this psalm were part of the welcoming rite or departure rite, they surely were part of the emotions of the whole family. There is nothing like a vacation or trip away from home to make one appreciate the comforts of home.  Living at home, with all its daily-ness, routine, comforts, friendliness and informality, can easily be taken for granted. Being away from home, even for a brief time, makes one realize the blessings one has there every day. Surely the family, happy to be in Jerusalem for a Feast, would be happy to be home or heading home. On the way there they must have been anticipating their arrival and enjoying once again the sentiments that only home can evoke. Real home is always a gift, never an achievement.

In this psalm the father of the household sings out in gratitude and joy for the blessings he has received and is receiving, and prays that they will continue. Of course, the words are put as though they are addressed to him, in the form of a blessing, but they express what the typical Jew believed about being righteous. One was rewarded for being good. The best rewards in life are found around the table and within the house. These “rewards” are the people who live there. The father now has renewed appreciation for God’s blessings and renews himself with the resolve to show his appreciation. A devout life is not lived so much in the pew of a church as in the chairs of the family room. The table of the Lord is the common family table representing each individual family’s table. If the fellowship isn’t there, it won’t be experienced around the altar.

When the author speaks of Israel’s peace and Jerusalem’s joy he is recognizing what we may easily forget: the family and the wider community are really one, just as the person and the family are one. Any rip in either garment is a disadvantage to all. Fellowship and unity (with all the concomitant joy, peace and love) are grasped through awareness and appreciation of the blessings we already have –especially, in the home. This psalm reminds us all of that profound (but often taken-for-granted) truth.

In the later Christian perspective, family joy and unity is really a result rather than a reward. It is the result of right attitudes lived out in right or righteous actions. This psalm calls the fundamental attitude “fear of the Lord.” By that the psalmist means a respect and reverence for God that overflows into a respect and reverence for God’s children, be they parents, spouses, children relatives, neighbors or fellow nationals. To this list we Christians would add all human beings as well as animals, plants and the entire environment. This fundamental attitude is spelled out a little more in the Ten Commandments (OT) and in Jesus’ great commandments of love of God and neighbor (NT).

Key Notions

1. Unless home life is peaceful and happy, a person cannot really enjoy public life.

2. The family is both a microcosm and a building block of the community, nation (and church).

3. Family members must share the same attitudes as well as the same living space.

4. Children are blessings from God, not economic liabilities or hindrances to happiness.

Food For Thought

1. Blessing and Happiness: When we bless someone we are really wishing that person happiness. When we refer to the blessings in life we really mean what brings happiness. Yet, we all know that happiness is not found in things, in money, in good fortune. Things and good fortune may enhance happiness, but they do not produce it. Happiness is really a byproduct of having the right attitude(s), mental outlooks, perspectives on life. There is a sense in which a person, by his/her behavior, can make another happier. But such a person must bring “happy” to the table. A spouse cannot make his/her partner “happy.” “Happier,” yes. But not “happy,” in the first place. That is a function of personal attitude(s), choices a person makes regarding how the person is going to view and approach a situation. So, happiness is not a goal, something we strive for, plan for, take steps to achieve or accomplish, let alone something someone can give us. It is the natural and unforced outcome of living according to the right attitudes. To search for happiness or to strategize in order to arrive at it is to waste time and energy barking up the wrong tree. If a person is “blessed” (and the word is a cognate of “bliss”) it is because that person knows rather than possesses something about life, namely, that it and everything in it is a gift from God, who blesses, indeed gifts, us constantly, if we but look deeper into people and things.

2. Family Life: If we are going to take anything and everything for granted rather than “for gifted,” it will begin in the home. Family (and its cognate is familiarity) may not breed contempt, but it can breed insensitivity. We can become so used to these same folks always being around that they can lose their importance, their uniqueness, their blessedness, in our estimation. Often it takes a tragedy, a death or illness or accident to wake us up and make us realize just how deeply we do care for family and family members. A psalm like this can help prevent that from happening. Praying it often and regularly will enliven our awareness of just how blessed we are. 

3. Children: In the days of farming economy people had lots of children. One reason was that they loved children. Another was that it was economically advantageous to have lots of them, for they helped with the farm and need not be paid. Today, our economy is different. While most people would love to have more children, they can’t because of the expense of raising even one. The tables have been turned. Children are an economic liability, not an asset. Even after they have been raised, parents never get a financial return on their investment. Yet, people continue to have children because they believe them to be a blessing and they love them. This is a tribute to their generosity. It models for their children a generosity they want them to pass on to the next generation. It is the strength of the links (the families) that determines the strength of the chain (community, nation, church). Each family unit is a microcosm of the whole.

4. Domestic Church: The church recognizes that each family unit is the place where values are tested and where they are first lived, the place where the church most basically exists, “where two or more are gathered in my name there I am in their midst” Mt18: 20). If the right attitudes are not fostered there, then a person’s subsequent life and a person’s contribution to the larger group are disadvantaged. It is really not possible to be happy in life if one has had or is having a bad home life. The family is the laboratory of life, the place where problems get aired and resolved, resolved not in the sense of “solved,” but in the sense of re-assuring love. Armed with the conviction that one is loved, no matter what, unconditionally loved, one can face and conquer all obstacles.
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