Psalm of the Week: 
Shepherd, Gardener, Father
(for publication on Saturday, May 23, 2009)

Read Psalm 79 (80)
Original Meaning. This collective prayer of supplication makes use of three images to reflect on God’s relationship with the people: God as a guiding shepherd, a hard-working gardener and a protective father.

In the context of a painful defeat, the psalmist starts by recalling a golden past when, like a shepherd, God had guided the tribes of Israel to the Promised Land. The cherubim sculpted upon the Ark of the Covenant symbolized God’s throne, God’s presence leading the people to victory. This most recent defeat, however, begs the question, “Where is God?” Whence the supplication: “Let your face shine on us and we shall be saved.”

The psalmist then moves to a new metaphor: Israel as a vine transplanted by God from Egypt into Palestine. Having grown beyond all measure – the psalmist doesn’t mind exaggerating here –it is now destroyed, burned away. Has God abandoned his vine? This metaphor was often used by the prophets (cf. Isaiah 5; Ezechiel 15; Hoseah 10) to accuse Israel of not bearing good fruit, thereby provoking God’s rejection of this most favoured vine. The psalmist implicitly accepts this judgment when he promises God: “We shall never forsake you again.”
Finally, the psalmist asks God to protect “the man you have given your strength “ – literally, “the offspring you have given strength.” This “offspring” could be the king, or even the people as a whole. But behind this expression stands the figure of God as a father who cares for his rebellious son: “God of hosts, bring us back.”
In the light of the Gospel. Jesus also used these three images in his own teaching. He described himself as the good shepherd, the faithful pastor who knows his sheep and gives his life for them (Jn 10:11-18). He presented himself as the vine to which the disciples must remain attached if they are to bear good fruit (Jn 15:1-8). And he revealed himself as the beloved Son, brother to all, leading all to his Father who is always ready to welcome his estranged children (Lk 15:11-21).
Application to Christian living. When, like the people of Israel, we find ourselves full of fear, without direction or assurance, we tend to cry out: “God of hosts, turn again, we implore!” But is it really God who has turned away? Is it not the sheep who have run away, the vine that has refused to bear good fruit, the son who has wasted his inheritance? Is it not we who have turned away from God? As we realize this, our prayer slowly changes: “Lord of hosts, bring us back!” This is the truer prayer of the Christian who feels abandoned and left behind.
The big picture. God will never cease being the faithful shepherd, the attentive gardener, the merciful Father. God will be in the future what God has been in the past, but in an even more wonderful way. And we will be the sheep of his flock, the vine that gives fruit in abundance, the beloved sons and daughters for all eternity. This confidence grounds our prayer even now: “We shall never forsake you again; give us life that we may call upon your name.”
