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T 
HE G O O D  NEWS bible before me calls this psalm 'A Prayer 
for the Nation's Welfare I. Accurate enough, but one must 
try to understand the circumstances which made this a 
special prayer. It is what scholars rather unhappily call a 

' lament ' ,  because this type of psalm begins with a call for help and a 
plaint describing the  petitioner's troubles: a straightout 'Save me 
from my enemies, my God' ,  or 'Save me, O Go& The water is up to 
my neck' (Pss 59,1; 69,1). Psalm 85 is not quite like this, and that is 
important; but it is still an example of the ' lament ' ,  the commonest 
of psalms far outnumbering the hymns of praise and thanksgiving 

a n d  the like. Further, it is typical in being a plea for peace, for relief 
from the troubles of war and invasion. Thus the second stanza t calls 
for strength and return from exile: 

Bring us back, O God our saviour, 
and stop being displeased with us! 

Will you be angry with us for ever? 
will your anger never cease? 

Make us strong again, 
and we your people will praise you. 

Show us your constant love, O LORD, 
and give us your saving help (vv 4-7). 

Disruption is characteristic of all war, and in the ancient world 
enslavement and deportation were the usual fates of the defeated. 
Hence the constant pleas of the psalter; for the tiny realms of Israel 
and Judah  had no chance in a major war apart from God: 'We put 
our hope in the L O R D '  (Ps 33,20) alone, for his loving help could 
undo the seemingly inevitable. 

1 P s a l m  85 h a s  f o u r  c l ea r  d i v i s i o n s ,  w h i c h  for  the  s a k e  o f  c o n v e n i e n c e  will  be  ca l led  ' s t a n z a s ' :  

viz., S t a n z a  o n e  - -  v v  1-3; s t a n z a  two - -  v v  4-7;  S t a n z a  th ree  - -  v v  8-9;  S t a n z a  t b u r  - -  v v  

10-13. 
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Thus  the call for help comes from a concrete need. From the time 
of the judges through the terrible suffering and partial rescue under  
Sennacherib (2 Kg  18,13-19.36), to the fall of Je rusa lem and alter, 
the Hebrews had known invasion and suffering in war. A people 
living at the crossroads of a violent world was ever a prey or a battle- 
field. Besides, there were the internal problems - -  civil wars, palace 
revolutions, and general unrest: . . . ' I  see violence and riots in the 
town'  (Isai 55,9). There  was oppression. The strong used their 
position to undo  the little man  lto increase their own power and 
wealth (Amos 3,10-11; Isai 5,8-10). The  extremes are illustrated in 
the first book of Kings (21,1-16): an Israelite suffers judicial  murder  
so that  the powers that  be can enjoy a garden! 

Still, the psalm presents a petition not just  for a particular time. It 
speaks for the nation which is the people of God,  the forerunner  of 
the Church,  and,  potent ial ly for all mankind,  since 'God  wants 
everyone to be saved" (1 T i m  2,6). The prayer, composed for a 
particular need, perhaps dur ing the Exile after the fall of Jerusalem,  
thus becomes universal: a fact emphasized even by its use in Old 
Tes tament  times when, as part  of the hymnal  and prayer-book of 
the Second Temple,  it was repeated over and over to be applied to 
ever new needs; a usage which has continued in the Church  and in 
Juda ism.  From a particular plea it has become an all-embracing call 
for help in t ime of need, partly from usage, partly from the richness 
of its assertions. 

This gives it a wide validity; but  to appreciate this, one must  keep 
a feeling for the psalm's concrete origins - -  and its significant varia- 
tions from the s tandard fruit of those origins. It belongs to a 
s tandard class and handles a s tandard theme; but  this formulat ion is 
not standard.  The  ' l ament '  normally begins with a cry for help, a 
vivid, even lurid, picture of the need at hand,  and then gives reasons 
why help should come. This relative rigidity makes the psalmist 's  
opportunity.  He  understates the picture of need in the stanza quoted 
above (vv 4-7), and,  more strikingly, he reverses the usual, logical 
order. Ra ther  than cry for help, his first stanza quietly affirms that 
God has saved in the past: 

LORD, you have been merciful to your larid; 
you have made Israe~ prosperous again. 

You have forgiven your people's sins 
and pardoned all their wrongs. 

You stopped being angry with them 
and held back your furious rage (vv 1-3). 
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Let  h im  who has ears hear:  the L o r d  who has  shown himsel f  to Israel  
is ce lebra ted  in l i terature  and  cult as a rock of salvation.  T h e  first 
s tanza is a solid reason  for hope.  I t  needs no explanat ion ,  and  its 
unusua l  posit ion emphas izes  the pe t i t ioner ' s  confidence.  H e  need 
not ar t iculate his need  to this saving God.  So his second s tanza  can 
s imply  present  the difficult s i tuat ion without  d ramat ics  in an au ra  of  

hope.  
T h e  Lord  has always been  a God  of Salvat ion,  and  he will infal- 

libly respond  to the new need.  This  m a y  have  been  well enough  in 
the past;  bu t  we live in a t ime when  five years  const i tute a generat ion.  

His tory ,  the unexper i enced  past ,  is unreal .  H o w e v e r  (or therefore?) ,  
the psa lm does not  stop with vague  allusions tO a r emote  past .  I t  
turns  in its third s tanza  to the word  of G o d  which is speaking  to us: 

I am listening to what the L O R D  God is saying; 
he promises peace to us, his own people; 
if we do not go back to our foolish ways. 

Surely, he is ready to save those who honour him 
and his saving presence will remain in our land (vv 8-9). 

I t  is given to us in the l i turgy th rough  which God  has always spoken 
to his people:  ' I  will give you peace . . . and  you can sleep wi thout  
be ing af ra id '  (Lev  26,6). I t  even speaks within us as J e r e m i a h  and  
Ezekiel p romised ,  and  the N e w  T e s t a m e n t  fulfils (Jer  31,33; Ezek 
36,26-27; e.g. ,  R o m  8,5; 1 C o r  2,10-13). O n e  can have  confidence 

not s imply  because  G o d  has helped his people  in the past ,  bu t  
because  he is ever  with that  people  to guide them.  Howeve r ,  his 
demands  a r e  great .  T h e  text f rom Levit icus,  cited above,  offers 
peace,  to be sure - -  bu t  to the people  who have  been  ent irely faith- 
ful to G o d ' s  law. I t  is a p romise  with a d e m a n d i n g  condit ion tied to 
it; for only a fool or a boas te r  can feel pure  and  whole before the 
Almighty .  Still, this is not the only word  o f  G o d ' s  peace  by  any  
means .  T h e  cont inued prayer fu l  dialogue with God  which is the 
Psal ter  reassures  us. ' T h e  L O R D  is r ighteous ' ;  and  surely that  note 

of  fear creeps in at the words,  since none  can s tand before the totally 
d e m a n d i n g  just ice - -  except  that  the jus t  Lord  is 'merc i fu l  in all his 

works '  (Ps 145,17). T h e n  there is that  prophet ic  spirit  which never  
leaves the people  of  God.  I t  aff irms that  me rcy  marches  with his 
just ice  - -  and  overwhelms  it. T h o u g h  you people ' refuse  to re tu rn  
to me  . . . how can  I give you up  . . . ? (Hos  11,5.8). 

T h e  word  of God  m a y  seem fea rsome in its demands ,  but  it is 
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always turning back to love and forgiveness and hope. An arrogant 
and frightened people refuse God's call through Isaiah to 'come back 
and quietly trust me' (30,15), but put their faith in the power of 
forbidden alliances. This is an ancient example of an on-going story 
we have all experienced. We hear the word of God, but we cannot 
respond entirely. It calls for selfless giving, and we seek a modicum 
of security elsewhere. This is a kind of idolatry, the capital sin of 
putting self and created power and influence ahead of God. But he 
will not be denied. He condemns this idolatry in Isaiah's clear 
words, and then in a few chapters comes back with the promise: 
'Once m o r e G o d  will send his spirit . . . .  Everywhere in the land 
righteousness and justice will be done' (32, 15-16). Whoever listens 
to the word of God, whether the open promises proclaimed in liturgy 
and prophecy, or in the still movements of the Spirit in our hearts, 
must be reassured. This is a God who will give us peace; aimost, it 
seems, in spite o£ ourselves. 

Thus the confidence in God's word in stanza three explicitly 
confirms the implicit assurance drawn from history in the opening 
stanza: the word is always present if we will but listen, never remote 
like the events of history. So the peace sought in the second stanza 
must come. This sets the stage for the final stanza, so powerful and 
consoling: 'Love and faiththlness will meet; righteousness and peace 
will embrace' (v 10), and there will be quiet prosperity for all. We 
can end with full reassurance. 

Or can we? It is easy to read and pray the psalm in this direct way. 
We have a plea for release from troubles, we are given the evidence 
that God is faithful in saving his people, and the beauties of salvation 
which must come are laid before us. There certainly is consolation in 
this, but the psalm's meditation on peace will be richer if we go 
deeper into its problems. Thus far, God's gift of peace is apparently 
the simple expression of his mercy , a mercy on which we can depend 
utterly. It is the gift of a lover whose love demands that he give. But 
on a closer look it seems to be something else besides. It may not be a 
gift but a reward, ' if  we do not go back to our  foolish ways' but 
'honour him'.  Here is a problem and a danger. The problem is 
combining loving gift and earned reward. The danger is in choosing 
the second. One can easily say with the psalmist that he relies on 

God's word and works; but in fact we are more comtbrtable with 
reliance on ourselves, with the feeling that we have done all we can 
and that this is not too bad. In fact, our loyalty does almost 'reach up 
from the earth' (v 11) to call down God's just reward. We feel better 
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if we can feel secure in our  own good will and not have to rely on a 
promise.  

This  is a strong tempta t ion  to err. But  it is error;  for who would 
really s tand in his own person before the Lord  and make claims on 
him ra ther  than  rely on the goodness of  the Most  High?  Righteous-  
ness, love, wisdom, fidelity; all that  the psalm praises and  that we 
would like to claim for ourselves are first of  all in the Lord ,  and only 
come to us f r o m  him; for he is the righteous Go d  and  all righteous- 
ness comes f rom him (Pss 31,1;72,1; Isai 5,16). It is this dependence  
that lies behind all biblical knowledge of God.  It is G o d  who calls 
A bra ha m to a great and  r ighteous and  unea rned  destiny, God  who 
appears  as sovereign at Sinai to teach a re luctant  people how to live a 
t ruly h u m a n  life: that  is, one in accord with his. Always it is the 
L o r d  who makes the approach  and we who respond to him. T h e  
approach  ma y  be to recall his saving works (s tanza one) or to repeat  
his promises (stanza three) or to combine  the two in a fulfi lment for 
us (the New Tes tament ) .  In no case do we earn  this approach,  this 
nearness.  It is God ' s  mere  gift and we can respond.  

Wh a t  does this mean  for us? T h e  call of  the Lord  who shows 
himself  in his works and is present  in his word is there in the psalm. 
In the poetry ,  'is' is ra ther  elliptic. The re  is no prosaic explanat ion,  
no a rgumenta t ion .  T h e  s ta tement  is enough for one who t ruly seeks. 
The  Lord  is present ,  loving, merciful,  ready for my  response.  T h e  
prob lem is that  of any creature.  H o w  can he respond in any 
meaningful  way to the Almighty? As so m a n y  of  ou r  offer tory 
prayers  say, ou r  gifts to h im are simply his gifts to us. But  as those 
prayers  also assure u s ,  he is ready to accept our  feeble will to g i v e .  
So love and faithfulness can meet;  r ighteousness and peace can 
embrace  in the union  of  God  With his children who hear  and 
respond.  Peace will come if we wait  on the Lord ,  and answer  as we 
can his call. 

But what,  then,  is the peace offered? Are all the glories spoken of  
in the last s tanza mere ly  means  to remove violence and allow a 
mod icum of  ear thly prosper i ty  - -  ' T h e  L O R D  will make us pros- 
perous,  and our  land will p roduce  rich harvests '?  (v 12) This  would 
be an ant ic l imax of  the worst  sort. In the biblical vocabulary ,  faith- 
fulness is total dedicat ion,  perfect  union.  Surely there  is more  here  
than simple prosperi ty.  Un ion  is peace. Righteousness  i s p r o p e r  
order ,  just ice and co-operat ion:  once again peace. And,  of  course, 
where there is love there  is peace.  

However ,  peace is many-faceted.  Wha t  facets are impor tan t  here? 
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There is that freedom from outside interference to allow an 
undisturbed life This is what the people of God asked for first and 
most often, and our Psalm is in the tradition. It is the last stanza that 
finally carries it far beyond this. It turns to a peace which is 
harmony, first of all between man and God. Love and faithfulness 
are to meet: that is, we are to give ourselves to him who is 
overwhelming love and fidelity (Hos 2,19; 11,8; Isai 49,14-16). God 
even 'goes out to do battle' for his people when it is necessary (cf 
Deut 4,34). We are to follow the Righteous One who gives the 
righteousness he asks, for he is Righteousness itself: Isaiah (5,16) 
identifies God's righteousness with his holiness: that is, with God 
himself; for the Holy One is his name; that is, in hebrew thought, his 
very self. This is the meaning given by the context of this verse in the 
psalm, and in the whole of the Old Testament; God meets his people 
and calls for a response. That response is to liye as he will have 
them, in union with him. The people then will be like him; and so 
love and fidelity and justice shall meet. This response, halting and 
faltering as it must be in the creature, is enough. God does not 
demand more than can be given. Hence, in this response, there is 
the peace of union with God, the nearness to him so often sought: 
'Hear  my prayer, Lord God almighty . . . better a day in your 
Temple (that is, with you) than a thousand elsewhere' (Ps 84,8.10). 

Indeed, only acceptance of God, response to his constant presen- 
tation of himself, can end the striving for false goals and unsatisfying 
reward which fills us with unrest. This is not a question simply of sin 
but of anxiety, self-doubt, insecurity about one's aims and motives 
and status, and ultimately the near-despair which will come should 
we achieve our false aims. Only in God's hands am 'I content and at 
peace, . . . my heart quiet within me' (Ps 131,2). It is only in 
responding to God that there is realism, the avoidance of false hopes 
and empty ambition. Some psalms give an almost awesome picture 
of the inner security this union with God gives; for they tie it to the 
order of the cosmos. For example, 'Those who trust in  the Lord are 
like Mount  Zion, which can never be moved' (Ps 125,1). Behind this 
stands the biblical confidence that the whole world could literally fall 
to pieces, dissolve, while those who remain with God are secure; for 
the line is taken from Old Testament creation imagery. In that 
imagery all was chaos apart from God. Only his commanding hand 
held it in order. Amid that threatening cosmic disorder the 
mountain of God, Zion, symbolized his enduring power, the 
absolute assurance of his control over all contentious forces; and so 
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the security of the people of Zion. In sum, coming to terms with the 
God who offers his covenant to all is the sufficient, the only way to 
peace: with oneself and with the world as well as with him. Only this 
offers security from anxiety induced from within or without. 

But of course such individual tranquillity is not the end of it all. 
The psalm speaks of peace in the homelier sense, too: negatively, 
freedom from strife and interference, positively, the chance to live 
and work in peace and to enjoy the fruits of such living. Love and 
justice must extend to all, and thus work true peace, freedom and 
righ t for all. The peace of the God of Israel turns out not to be simply 
the security of trust in him, or peace and plenty for a chosen group. 
This peace will be driven by love and justice to extend its benefits of 
an undisturbed, productive and anxiety-free life to all. 

This brings us full circle. The genre of this prayer is a plea for 
deliverance from real physical violence, and this example of the 
genre is true to type. It goes beyond it, but it still seeks freedom 
from disturbance and alienation. This is not an ancient but a very 
modern realism; for our social world is as it always has been, a world 
of injustice and violence. Is there a solution in a sincere but 
individual and quiet response, a participation in the love and 
righteousness which God stands for; which, in fact, he is? Perhaps, 
but one cannot help returning to Isaiah's words (Isai 32,15-17). 
The promise is much the same as what we read in the last stanza of 
our psalm. However; the words of the prophet are soon followed by 
another picture, that of the wasteland (Isai 34), where the waste is an 
uncanny horror created as a punishment for lawlessness. Indeed, 
this last chapter has overtones of the end of days, the final terrible 
but saving work of the Lord. Is this the wasteland to which the 
promise of renewal is given? And if so, must the wasting still come as 
a prelude to redemption? It may indeed be so; or it may be a true but 
limited vision from incomplete Old Testament revelation. 

Again, perhaps the ultimate wasteland has been found and 
visited, as Jesus in the garden wrestled with his destiny; so that 
beyond the wasteland, and through him and his perfect response, 
the Spirit could bring new peace, new life to those who will accept it. 
It is certain that the Old Testament prayers and promises like this 
psalm do not paint such fulfilment in sharp outline; and doubtless 
the darkness of their divinely-directed but human vision extends to 
us who share with them humanity and the mysteries of revelation. 
The direction has been given, but do we realize the ways that must 
be transversed, the giving that must go on, that we and all our 
brethren may find the peace of God? 




