Chapter #80- Dr. Erica Brown

The Flock and the Vine

In Psalm 23, God is identified as the ultimate Shepherd, who guides and nurtures the
flock, pays attention to stragglers and protects them against harm. Psalm 80 begins with an
appeal to the “Shepherd of Israel” to hear the pleas of his flock. “Rouse Your might and come to
our help!”These loving requests, however, quickly morph into accusations: “O Lord, God of
hosts, how long will You be wrathful toward the prayers of Your people? (Ps. 80:5). The sheep
suddenly realize they are willfully neglected by their leader. A shepherd can become frustrated,
exasperated, even exhausted, but what kind of shepherd is angry and wrathful to His flock?

The accusations get stronger as the verses continue, moving dizzyingly between third
person and first person plural from verse to verse: “You have fed them tears as their daily bread,
made them drink great measures of tears. You set us at strife with our neighbors; our enemies
mock us at will” (Ps. 80:6-7). The psalm then moves from the metaphor of the flock to that of the
vine. God plucked Israel as a vine from Egypt, created room for the vine in the hard earth and
nurtured it until it flourished. But then, again, the tone shifts to blame: “Why did You breach its
wall so that every passerby plucks its fruit, wild boars gnaw at it, and creatures of the field feed
on it? O God of hosts, turn again, look down from heaven and see; take note of that vine, the
stock planted by Your right hand, the stem you have taken as Your own” (Ps. 80:13-16).

Multiple petitions throughout the psalm beg for a very specific kind of attention and
restoration. The petitioner, using the shepherd and the gardener as different metaphors, asks that
the ultimate Leader take responsibility for those He once nourished. It is hard not to be led, but it
is even harder when someone who once valued, mentored and nourished a group suddenly
becomes neglectful and disinterested. Here, the supplicant tries to shame God into recognizing
how observers might view the Israelites as the once favored child who has now been abandoned.
The sheep stray without a shepherd. The fruitful vine is now languishing. Its grapes have been
viciously torn off the stem.

To exacerbate the request, the author uses strong visualizations as the psalm progresses.
With words, he symbolically holds up a vine, showing God that something divinely planted is
now picked over and ignored. The wilted leaves, puckered grapes and limp tendrils turn into a
harsh condemnation of a rudderless people in search of their Guide and their Maker.

But just when the reader has relinquished hope, the psalm turns yet again: “We will not
turn away from You; preserve our life that we may invoke Your name” (Ps. 80:19). The Israelites
will not renege on the covenant, the dialogical bond that holds the created to their Creator.
Instead, they — we — will wait for salvation.



