Chapter #127- Yehuda Goldberg

The opening section of psalm 127 builds its argument in two parts. Verse
one “unless the Lord builds the house, its builders labor in vain on it,” does not
designate human action as useless, simply insufficient. Verse two clarifies the
role of human action in the world, decrying the vanity of those who “rise early
and stay up late” working for the “bread they eat.” Instead, contends the
Psalmist, God provides “for his loved ones while they sleep.” The psalm then
appears to narrow its focus, declaring “sons are the inheritance of God,” and
children are his reward. Here, the psalm changes directions, comparing
children born in a man’s youth to “arrows in a quiver.” The brief chapter ends
with an enigmatic reference to how these aforementioned children will contend
with “the enemy at the gate.” In just five verses, the Psalmist has rendered any
non-religious human imitative redundant, reinforced God’s total control over
the conception of children, and noted how children are “arrows in a quiver”
defending against “the enemy at the gate.” The thesis that emerges from a
cursory reading of the psalm, an utter abrogation of man’s action in the world
in favor of a maximalist account of divine action, may strike modern ears as
discomforting or strange. However, a closer reading of the psalm, particularly
the connection between the first and second sections, illuminates a less radical,
if more complicated, thesis.

Initially, the relationship between the two halves of the psalm seems
ambiguous; the discussion of children appears unrelated to the central theme of
the psalm— God’s utter dominion over human affairs. Yet throughout the Bible
and rabbinic literature, the ability to conceive and raise children, the explicit
topic of the latter half of the psalm, and success in defending one’s city or land,
a somewhat less explicit topic, are considered particular dominions of God.
From the book of Deuteronomy until the last kings of the first Temple period,
the prophets, each in their own way, warn military leaders against the foolish
belief that “the might of my own hand have won this wealth for me.” Even the
most fleeting glance at the Bible reveals that kings and generals who fail to
recognize God’s role in military victories do not remain victorious for long.
Similarly, many, if not most, of the righteous women of the Bible are initially
barren before miraculously conceiving.

Yet, even as these two areas of human life remain squarely in “God’s
dominion,” they are not identical to God providing “for his loved ones while



they sleep.” God has dominion over victory in battle, but, with few exceptions,
the armies of Israel actually have to fight the battle to win. In the realm of
children, rabbinic and early biblical imagery present childbearing not only as a
gift from God, but as a partnership with God, one that demands human action.
The second half of the chapter thus develops and deepens the theme of the first.
If the first half of the chapter discusses two extreme, binary possibilities
(granting worth either to the effort of man or of God, but not both), then the
second half seeks to present a middle road. Here, man’s action in the world is
essential, he does not merely sleep, but acts. The psalm serves not to deprive
him of responsibility in shaping his life, but to remind him that it is God who
provides the building materials, the arrows in his quiver: “Unless the Lord
builds the house, its builders labor in vain on it.”



