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they exalt themselves and crush others. If verses 5 and 6 are parallel, they imply
that God's "people” are the widow, resident alien, and orphan, a fine touch,
In verse 6, “they kill the resident alien” is a play on words, a reverse echo (ger
yaharogu). Verses 2 through 6 may recall Deuteronomy 10:18, where God is
said to do justice (same root as “judge,” v. 2) for the orphan and widow, and
to love the resident alien (all v. 6), as Ibn Ezra pointed out. He is thus asked to
live up to His previously articulated qualities. In verse 8, “pay heed, you dolts
among people,” is in assonance (binu bo’arim ba‘am), enhancing the striking
quality of the verse. “When" in verse 8 echoes and completes the thought of
“until when” in verse 3. The use of “people” and “heritage” in verse 14 is a
proper response to the oppression described by the same two words in verse 5.

Additional Notes
The opening verse has yet another level of meaning. | have translated it as
a title, similar to a number of other psalms, such as Psalm 91. As translated,
“appeared” is in the perfect mode. However, since medieval times, most inter-
preters have understood the sentence to be in the imperative, approximately,
“appear!” The basis of this is more a matter of context than grammar, but it is
possible to interpret it that way (an absolute form used as an imperative). Both
might be implied, the verse communicating two levels at once.

| also note that many commentators translate “vengeance” for “retribu-
tion” in verse 1. However, as Sarna points out and as NJPS translates, “retribu-
tion” better captures the sense of justice and equity that is emphasized, as op-
posed to a personal call for revenge. Further, the speaker is first concerned here
with the suffering of others, for which “vengeance” is inappropriate.

The final verse is in the imperfect mode and may imply the future, as trans-
lated, or a hope, "May He...etc.” | assume that the reader was meant to hear
both hope and assurance.
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PSALM 95

1 Was Di1sGUSTED

1. Go forth, let us intone joyously to the
LORD; let us shout aloud to the rock of
our deliverance;

2.let us greet His presence with thanksgiv-
ing; chanting praise, let us shout aloud
to Him!

3. For the LORD is the great Deity, a great
king over all gods,

4.in Whose hand are the depths of the
earth, and the mountain peaks are His;

5. His is the sea and He made it, and the
[and, His hands created.

6. Come, let us prostrate ourselves and let
uskneel, let us bend the knee before the
presence of the LORD who made us,

7.for He is our God, and we are the people
He tends, His hand's flock, this day, if

you would but heed His voice:

8. “Harden not your heart as at Meribah, as
on the day of Massah' in the wilderness,

9. as your forebears tested Me, they tried
Me, even though they had seen My
work.

10, Forty years I would be disgusted by
a generation,? declaring, ‘a people of
straying hearts are they, and they did
not know My ways.

11. S0 T took an oath in anger, “They shall
never come to My resting place!™
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Introduction N ‘
Rarely does a psalm lead, ostensibly, to such a reversal. Aithough it is possible

to read Psalm 95 smoothly, owing to the bridging phrase between the two
very different sections, one is nevertheless taken aback by the quick change
from celebration to {recalled) disgust. How could these the two fit together?

S
! Means “place of testing,” the same term is used in the next verse.
2Tndirates the nannle living in a certain neriod of time.
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{Note Scroggie's wonderfully alliterative overviews of the two: privilege/peril;
fooking on/locking back; exultationfexamination: worship/warning.} In what
follows I discuss, in order, the first section, the bridge, and the second section,

and finally the psalm as a whole, which gains a different unity in the course
of reading.

An Invitation to a Celebration :

Psalm 95 is divided by subject. Verses 1 through (most of) verse 7 offer invita-
tions to celebrate and acknowledge God the Creator and the Lord of fsrael. This
section holds together beautifully, marked by a repetition pattern (two parts,
each opening with an invitation to celebrate followed by the reasons for the
celebration, each including “hand” and “made™. There are seven calls to joy-
fully worship (each introduced by “let us™), as Schaefer notes. Both groups of
invitations reflect a sense of excitement, in that the verbs seem out of order:
singing preceding the arrival in God's presence and bowing of the knee coming
after prostration.

Within this opening section, the first part is louder and broader. Singing
and shouting dominate, and the reason given (with its own enclosure, “His
hands,” w. 4, 5) is God's Creation. As Murphy and Schaefer point out, breadth
is emphasized by vertical (depths and peaks) and horizontal (sea and land)
extremes. Further, as Weiser notes, the depths and peaks are associated in the
Bible (and in surrounding cultures) with the realms of foreign gods, so it is ap-
propriate to celebrate the rule of the One God over these areas,

The second part of the opening section speaks of the people Israel. The
singing gives way to quieter worship with a hint of submission {(bowing, pros-
tration), and the background is now the connection to the people. (The term
“made” in this context is taken from Deuteronomy 32:6, 15.) Greater intimacy
may be reflected by the change in the opening verb —in the first part “go forth”
and in the second “come,” reflecting a closer association between the speaker
and the group. As the opening section concludes, then, it becomes more spe-

cific, more directly related to its audience, the call to worship based on intimacy
and submission,

The Bridge

A brief statement connects the first section to the second: “this day, if you
would but heed His voice,” At first, “this day,” seems to be part of the forego-
ing call for celebration. However, it also is a part of the next phrase, an im-
mediate demand to listen and obey. Surprising, owing to the sharp change
of content, the verse also sets the audience back on its heels with the use of
“you.” There had been a growing intimacy between the speaker and his audi-
ence. Suddenly, they are no longer together, as he speaks at them.
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The Recollection of Disgust

The sericusness of the second section increases as it progresses. Through verse
8, the reader and audience might well assume that the Worc.is‘are those of ths
speaker. With the appearance of the first person in verse 9, it is clear that Go
is being quoted. "Voice” in verse 7, first understood as a general word for com-
mandment, now takes on its literal implication.

The tone of this section is unmistakable and makes the. Sfanse of the sec-
ond part of the first section, which added a not‘e of su.brnlsswn, c}:}_earen;. Ihe
progression is stark. (Note how, in the Hebrew, im, which m:eans |f on 3£ in
the bridging section, in the final verse means “they shall not.”) In th!s section,
all is rebellion and dissociation between God and His people. Previously thz
speaker had asked them to “come” and celebrate, but now they are Panne
from “coming"” to His “resting place” {v. 11}. Indeed, "My're_f.tlng pl;ice, a tem:
for the land (Deut. 12:9-10), is also a pun, for the term is literally "My ‘peact.e
to which they will not come, a reflection of the extremely cold relationship

tyween God and Israel. .
e The specific rebellion referred to is related in Exodus 1-7:1—7 - Moses ;:;c—
ting the rock to bring forth water. (This may then retroactively 'crt?ate a subt e
reference, for in verse 1, God is “rock of our deliverance.t’ This is uncertain,
since “rock” is a repeated term in Deuteronomy 32, the I|te‘rary backgrounld
to the first section.) However, this section is clearly ss'frr}bohc, and a C?rtayin
telescoping is implied. In fact, the punishment of remaining forty yrears in .t e
desert was not a result of the incident cited, but rather of the rebellion against
God on another occasion (see Num. 13, 14). In any case, the true concern of
the second section is not the past but the present, as thle peo;?!e"are told to not
rebel with “your heart” (v. 8) as their forebears did \INlth their “heart ('v: 10).
Thus Psalm 95 ends on as negative a note as the beginning seemed positive.

An Overview . o
Early biblical academic scholars tended to split Psalm 95, claiming that the two

sections could not originally have been part of the same |:_)oem. However, since
neither section reads as a complete psalm alone, that view has been almost
universally abandoned. With the second section’s -EmphaSiS on the desert pe-
riod, one retroactively notes that the first section incluFles a number of terms
that reflect back to Moses" exhortation to the people ‘|n Deuteronomy 32,.at
the end of that era { “make,” “rock,” "anger,” and "thls'day," see Deut. 32:1’,
6, 15, 22, 31, 37, and 46). This might also hint at the unity of the psalm, wit

ions harking back to the desert period. .
bOthicic:;ce)r;sreadinggthat brings the two sections closer together? An acqua?m-
tance, Yehuda Waksman, suggests that one of the effec.ts: ?f the second section
is to force a reinterpretation of the first. When read initially, the tone of the




456 A NEW PsaLm

first section is one of celebration, the speaker inittating or orchestrating it, as
it were. Given the second section, however, the first can be seen instead as a
confrontation, the assumption now being that the speaker is not addressing
a sympathetic audience, but rather implores those who are in fact refusing to
celebrate to do so. The speaker seeks to move them first by citing Creation and,
failing that, he then tries to reach them on a more personal basis — God’s intj-
mate relationship to the people. Again (one presumes in this reading)-they re-
fuse, eliciting the angry “bridge,” approximately, “Would you listen aizready?!"
A major failure is implied here. The very descendants of the people who dis-
obeyed in the desert (the rebellion he wilf recall in the second section) now do
not understand the need to acknowledge through worship! Once they failed
facing a crisis. Now they fail facing well-being.

A further development from rereading the first section as chastisement
would be to allow the bridging verse to be applied equally to both sections.
After the first section, it would be a cry of frustration by the speaker. Such a
reading is indeed negative. The psalm becomes a particularly dark reflection on
the people. The initial reading of the first section as celebration, then, in retro-
spect also becomes a poignant reminder of what might have been, but is not.

Additional Comment

Since the seventeenth century, Psalm 95 has been the first of a series of psalms
(through 99, and in some traditions, through Psalm 100) recited to welcome
the Sabbath on Friday night in the Jewish liturgy. It may be that the psaim’s as-
sociation with both Creation and (indirectly) the Exodus was one reason for its
inclusion, as Creation and the Exodus are the two basic reasons in Jewish tra-

dition for observing the Sabbath. (I comment further on this group of psalms
after Psalm 100.)
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PSALM 96

A Niw SonNG

1. Sing to the LORD a new song; sing to
the LORD, all the earth.

2,Sing to the LORD, bless His name; pro-
claim His salvation day after day.

3. Relate His glory among the nations, His
marvels among all the peaples.

+. For great is the LORD and much ac-
claimed; He is more awesome than all’
gods.

5.For all the peoples’ gods are idols, where-
as the LORD made the heavens.

6. Grandeur and Majesty are before Him;
Strength and Splendor are in His sanc-
tuary.

7. Ascribe to the LORD, O families of peo-
ples, ascribe to the LORD glory and
strength.

8. Ascribe to the LORD the glory of His
name; bear tribute and come to His
coutts. .

9.Bow down to the LORD with the majesty
of sanctity; tremble in His presence, all
the earth.

10.Say among the nations, “It is the LORD
Who reigns! Indeed, firm stands the
world, it cannot be shaken; He judges
the peoples with equity”

1. Let the heavens be glad, and let the earth
rejoice; let the sea and all within it roar;

12.let the field and all that is in it exult;
thereafter all the forest trees shall intone
injoy

13.in the presence of the LORD, for He
comes, for He comes to govern the
earth; He will govern the world with jus-
tice and peoples with His faithfulness.
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! Also means “held in awe by all.”
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Introduction

Within Psalms, Psalm 96 stands out both for its focus on other peoples {i.e., not
israel) and for its close association between human and ecological celebration
of God. These characteristics are all the more remarkable because the poem
sounds so familiar; it includes, perhaps more than any other psalm, phrases
found elsewhere. Seybold calls it “an anthology of classical quotations” {p. 58)
and Gillingham (p. 183} cites Culley, who notes that fully sixty-five percent of
the psalm is “formulaic.” Nonetheless, the psalmist still managed to create a
unique poem.

There are two breaks in Psalm 96 and they are of very different natures. The
first is created by a rhythmic refrain (as opposed to a refrain of words — one
recalls Beethoven's use of rhythm, not notes, as the theme of the Fifth Sym-
phony). The opening triple repetition, ”Sing to the LORD,” is echoed by the
triple repetition “Ascribe to the LORD” (vv. 7, 8),

The second break occurs in verse 10. This final section opens with the last of
fourteen (twice seven) imperative verbs that dominate the psalm to that point,
and the phrase belongs both with what precedes and what follows. Indeed,
there is an inclusio to the first nine verses, “all the earth” {(as Dahood notes),
and thereafter both the subject matter and the format change. The text moves
radically toward the world of nature in a structure of two verses dealing with
governance (vv. 10, 13) around two verses dealing with natural phenomena.

Each break brings with it a major surprise that redefines what came before.
| describe the psalm in terms of its three units.

Sing a Song (Verses 1-6)

The first section, a calf to laud God, expresses the joy of proclaiming God's
grandeur and supremacy. The triple repetition at the beginning is an old, pre-
Israelite literary opening technique. There is a tone of something very exciting
having happened recently (“a new song,” v. 1).

Ascribe to the LORD (Verses 7-9)

Psalm 96 is characterized by a “clear-cut universalism®” (Dahood), although this
is not apparent through the first section. One of the most international psalms,
its second section begins the focus on all peoples, forcing the reader to rein-
terpret the first section in those terms as well. Indeed, one becomes aware of
the same international emphasis through repetitions that occur throughout
the psalm: five times “peoples,” four times “earth,” twice “world,” and twice
"nations,”

Phrases in the first section also gain new import, particularly “all the earth”
and “among the nations,” which now seem deliberate choices. In verse 6, the
“sanctuary,” which first seemed to refer to the Temple in Jerusalern now seems
to refer to heaven as well. (So interpreted Radak, citing the use of sanctified

Boox IV 459

place in 2 Chron. 30:27. Note also the use of “sanctuary” as a metaphor for
God during the Exile, Ezek. 11:16.)

Of course there is no hint here of acceptance of other religious systems.
Quite the opposite is the case. All others are called to worship the true God,
even as their idols are derided. Indeed, verse 5 stating that God made the heav-
ens names Him creator precisely of those spheres cantaining the principal dei-
ties of these other peoples: the maoon, the sun, and the stars (so, again, Radak).
The peoples are welcomed in, but not their religion. It is possible that the triple
repetition that opens the psalm and the second section, a technique borrowed
from pre-Israelite societies, is used specifically to address these others. {Note
the triple use of “ascribe to the LORD” in Psalms 29, where the statement is

made to other gods!)

The Grandest of Celebrations (Verses 10-13)

Perhaps even more radical is the change that comes with verse 10. The third
section announces God's kingship as encapsulated by two qualities: a solid,
orderly universe and just governance. The former is reflected in verses 11 and
12, as nature celebrates in a grand panorama of personification, and the latter
in verses 10 and 13, as justice is extolled.

Just as the content of the first section seems to change radically after re-
reading the second (from Israel to the world), so too the third section reframes
the tone of the whole psalm from just human society 1o all of nature. Indeed,
the scope is enormous: heaven and earth, sea and dry land, and the contents of
all. Beyond previously named repetitions, “all” is repeated exactly seven times.
The therme of universal celebration is complete.

There is, however, as noted by Hacham and Schaefer, a slight differentia-
tion in verbs. All human audiences are addressed with imperatives — told to
celebrate. Nature is invited to do so {in the jussive, “let it exult,” etc.). Thus,
people and nature are connected, yet differentiated. All celebrate, but primacy
is given, appropriately, to humankind. The final section thus expands Psalm ?6
into a renewal for the whole world. Here is a broad vision of the ultimate unity
of man and nature within the unity of the cne God. There is no direct mention
of the people of Israel, even as the psalm celebrates the "LORD,” the name by

which God is known to Israel.

Turns of Phrase

In verse 6, many understand, as do |, that “grandeur,” “majesty,” “strength,”
and “splendor” are personified. One should also note that the last two qualities
are once paired as representations of the Ark (Ps. 78:61). This again indicates
possible reference to Israelite formats of worship (the Temple), even as the
psalm studiously avoids singling out the Israelite people.
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There is no agreed upon derivation for the term “idols” (v. 5). This word
elil, is thought by some to be related to one of the Hebrew terms for a god elr
(translated "deity” in the present volume), possibly a mocking term indicat’ing’
a diminutive (“godlet” or the like) or non-God, as a pejorative,

In verse 13, the repeated “for He comes,” may imply two meanings of ki
(for, that): “that he has come; for he has come”).

Additional Note

One is reluctant to ascribe significance to the placement of individual poems
within Psalms because we know little of the anthologizing process and there is
.also some doubt about the divisions among the psalms. However, it is fascinat-
ing that Psalm 95 ends with God's brutal rejection of the people of Israel and
Psalm 96 includes no explicit reference to them whatscever. (In my comments
on Psalm 100 [ reflect further on these thoughts.)

o9 &
PSALM 97
LicHT, SOWN FOR THE
RIGHTEOUS

1.Ttis the LORD Who reigns! Let the earth
be glad, let the many distant lands' re-
joice.

2. Clond and storm-cloud round about
Him, righteousness and judgment are
the foundation of His throne.

3. Fire goes before Him, burning His foes
round about.

4. His lightning bolts have lit up the world;
the earth saw it and trembled;

5. mountains melting like wax in facing the
LORD, in facing the Lord of all the earth.

6. The heavens have proclaimed His right-
eousness and all the peoples have seen
His glory.

7. Letall who worship a graven image, who
boast of their idols, be dismayed; ali you
gods, prostrate yourselves to Him.

8. Zion heard and rejoiced; the towns® of
Tudah were glad because of Your judg-
ments, O LORD.

9.For You, O LORD, are Most High, above
all the earth; You have taken the highest
place? above all gods.*

10. Lovers of the LORD, hate evil! He is the
guardian of the souls of His devoted
ones; from the hand of the wicked He
saves them.

1, Light is sown for the righteous and for
those who are upright of heart, joy.

12.Rejoice, O righteous ones, in the LORD
and give thanks to His holy name.*

1Literally, “isles,” implying distant overseas locales.
Literally, “danghters.”
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3Qthers, “He is greatly exalted.” Verb here is seen as reflexive, that God takes Himself up, as is found in
Numbers 16: 24, 27 and Jeremiah 37:5, 11 (and possibly in Psalm 47:10).

+1n verse 9, the four uses of “high” or “above,” are all from a single root ( “/-%). The verse is possibly a
quotation from the towns of Fudah, in which case “for,” would be translated “indeed.”

s Alternatively, “at the remembrance of His holiness,” Both are possibly impiied.
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B2 Ciang

A Psalm of Changing Focus
Psalm 97 calls for joy at God’s dominance and possibly His (or Israel’s) victo
F)ver other nations. However, the focus of the psalm changes constantly, asr#
in a search for a viable point of concentration, which it eventually findsl The
poem opens in heaven with a call to earth, with God’s presence, physicalh./ ob-
§cured but morally clear (v. 2), dominating the scene. The setting quickly shifts
into movement, as fire comes forth. The locale becomes the world, tremblin
aft the Lord’s appearance. The heavens speak and the peoples oIé:serve Thg
literary camera then veers sharply, zooming in on subgroups: idolaters l.esser
‘”g;ds," and the cities of Judah. The joy of the last and the recollection 01; God’s
JdL:,-egC::;?:_ cg};‘ange the focus back to the Lord above all, who is then addressed
The most radical shift comes with verse 10, with two addresses to the righ-
teous (vv. 10a, 12), these framing four statements of God’s beneficence (wv.
10b, 11). The second address, appropriately, calls upon them to respend withl

praise. The earlier section (vv. 1-9) is enclosed by th . .
: e word t i
word, “earth.” y hat is also its guide

Another Turning Point

By WOH-J count, verse 7 is at the center of Psalm 97, and it is further emphasized
by a c}?lasm. The enclosing terms of the psalm are “joy” {(same root as “rejoice”)
and "r}ghteousness," each appearing three times (vwv. 1, 2, 11, 12). Further, “lit”
and “light” (w. 3, 11) and “all the Earth” {vv. 5, 9) also close in on this m'iddle
verse. Further, verse 7 appears between the two other uses of the enclosin
terms, “righteousness” (v. 6) and "rejoiced” (v. 8). 0
_ Verse 7, the sole negative statement in Psalm 97, is scarcely a summary, but
is certainly a turning point. Until that verse, the stage was the wide world ‘:Nith
verse 7, idolaters and their gods are dismissed, and the poem moves to ;31 ve
particuiaristic emphasis, even if the Israelite nation is not mentioned by namrey
The towns of Israel are the celebrants and the addressees are His c!evotees.
Verse 8 then appropriates three terms used previously (vv. 1, 2) in relationship;
to the world, “gladness,” “joy,” and “judgment,” and reapplies them to Zion

. What‘ began high in heaven ends in an intimate relationship, the progre:f»—
snc?n mpvmg down or up depending on one’s theology and emphasis. If verse
9 is said by the towns of Judah (see note), the direct address would be an-
other expression of intimacy. The psalmist used several other striking literary

tech_mques to move the poem forward. | focus on these in the following three
sections,
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The World of Darkness and Light

The emphasis on light evolves throughout the psalm. At first, darkness coexists
beautifully with light in the single image of the lightning storm. God remains
hidden, the isolated flashes engendering fear and quaking, but, nevertheless,
the peoples are able to “see” His glary {v. 4).

Al of this quaking and shaking is balanced by light being "sown for the
righteous” {v. 11), a most gentle phrase, both contributing to and befitting the
tone of the last three verses. (See below on those verses.} The light stored for
the righteous evidently allows them to see in greater depth than those who
only saw through the lightning — the reaction of the latter is trembling, but that

of the righteous is joy {vwv. 4, 11).

Poetic Turns of Phrase
Psalm 97 contains a number of striking poetic turns of phrase. | note a few of

these here (apart from the final three verses, which ! treat separately). Schaefer
writes about a beautiful balance in verse 2: “The meteorological twins, clouds
and darkness, parallel the ethical twins, righteousness and justice.” The He-
brew contains an echo that closely identifies idolaters with their “gods” in the
phrase “who boast of their idols” {hamit'halefim ba’efilim). (For the derivation
of “idols,” see “Additional Comments” in Psalm 96.) Verse 6 has the heavens
speak, but the peoples only “see” the glory of the lightning. In verse 8, itis Zion
that “hears.” This perhaps testifies to the openness of Zion to “hearing” the
details of God's righteousness, as opposed to these other peoples.

The earth has a dual task, a point made by a poetic echo (w. 1, 4}: it must
“be glad” (tagel) and “tremble” (tachef). Ultimately, it is only the former that is
demanded of the cities of Judah (v. 8). The imagery of verse 5, the mountains
melting like wax, is particularly effective. Interpreters variously suggest a physi-
cal disintegration, lava flow from a volcano, mudslides from the storm, and
fire from lightning, but the metaphor is probably best not reduced to any one
physical phenomenon.

idolatry is attacked subtly. References to mountains melting recall the lo-
cale of other “gods” in their myths, and the sky which bespeaks God's glory is
also the location of the leading gods of paganism. At the same time, the phe-
nomena that God cites and employs are particularly intangible - clouds, storm
clouds, fire, lightning, and light, for God Himself is not physical.

The Poetry of Conclusion
The ending of Psalm 97, as of so many others, changes the psalm’s complex-

ion. As noted, the purpose of God's kingship is shifted from Creation and the
worldwide scale to focus on His relationship with the righteous. The poem
is built of phrases found in many other psalms and other books of the Bible.
(By one estimate, forty-two percent of the psalm is “formulaic.”) However, as
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can be seen, the psalmist’s use of language is particularly creative, although
there are few phrases as striking as verse 11, “light is sown for the righteous.”
Undertones of the metaphoric sown seed include concealment, inevitability,
enlightenment, warmth, and depth.

Verses 10 through 12 are structured as imperatives surrounding God's rela-
tionship with the righteous, the latter described in two successive stages of two
phrases each: immediate physical salvation and long-term reward. The impera-
tives to the righteous also build: “hate evil,” "rejoice,” and “acclaim.” “Joy” is
appropriately both a gift {v. 11) and a commandment {v. 12). By the last verse,
Psalm 97 is focused on the righteous, yet it carefully echoes “rejoice” from the
first verse, where it applies to afl humankind. Even as intimate gestures have
replaced grandiose displays, the comparison is left as somewhat ambiguous: is
one joy better than another, or are they essentially the same?

If there are references to Israel here, they are indirect. It would be possible
to interpret the righteous of the end section as part of all humanity even if
the place references of verse 7 make this difficult. Whereas | believe that the
reference is to the righteous of Israel, this ambiguity allows for a progressive
overview of Psalms 95-100. (See my comments at the end of Psalm 100.)

Additional Comment

So effective is verse 11 that it was chosen by Ashkenazic (Occidental) Jewish

tradition to be repeated thrice as the opening statement on the Day of Atone-
ment.
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2 @
PSALM 98
Rivers CrAp HaNDs
L. A psalm.’

Sing to the LORD a new song, for He
has worked marvels; His right hand has
given Him deliverance,’so, too, Hisholy
arm.

2. The LORD has made His deliverance
known; in sight of the nations, He has
revealed His righteousness.’

3. He has remembered His steadfast kind-
ness and faithfulness to the house of Is-
1ael; all the ends of the earth have seen
the deliverance of our God.

4 Shout aloud to the LORD, all the earth;
open wide, and intone joyously, and
chant praise!

5, Chant praise to the LORD with the lyre,
with the lyre and the sound of chanted
praise.

6. With trumpets and the sound of the horn
make loud music* before the King, the
LORD.

7. Let the sea and all within it roar, the
world and its inhabitants;

8.let the rivers® clap hands, let the moun-
tains intone joyously together

5. before the LORD, for He comes to govern
the earth; He will govern the world with
righteousness, and peoples with equity.
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Introduction .
Some psalms hint at tension below the surface, and a few hint at harmony

where one might expect conflict. Psalm 98 is among the latter. Related to Psalm
96 through nearly identical openings and closings and many shared terms, the

\This term is from the same root as “chant{ed) praise” in verses 4 and 5.,
2«Deljverance” in verses 1, 2, and 3 can imply victory.

3 (Can also imply victory.

+Same term as “shout aloud” in verse 4.

$Can mean “oceans.”
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two psalms have different emphases, and Psalm 98 calls for joyous celebration.
Dominated by references to music and song, the poem describes, as it were,
two overlapping harmonic structures: a three-part and a two-part harmony,

Three Voices in Harmony

Though a brief “song,” Psalm 98 presents itself in three musical movements: (1)
a song of deliverance {vv. 1-3), opening with the repetition of “song,” shir, and
dominated by three uses of “deliverance,” y-sh-", the right hand and holy arm
tecafling terminology from the Song of the Red Sea (Fxod. 15:6, 12, 16); (2) a
chorale, loud music with shouted chanting (vv. 4-6), dominated by “chant..,
praise”; and finally (3} nature’s musical chorus {vv. 7-9), enclosed by “waorld,”
tevel. The progression is incremental. This is a crescendo of celebration.

Two Voices in Harmony

There is a second possible division of Psalm 98, indicated, as noted by Schaefer,
not by word repetition but by a parallel structure. Twice there is a call to cel-
ebrate followed by a justification. In the first case the call is brief (v. 1a), with a
longer justification (through v. 3); in the second case, the emphasis is reversed
as there is a longer call (vw. 4-8) and a short justification (v. 9). The two sec-
tions are complementary. The first emphasizes the deliverance of Israel and the
celebration is only in song. The second seems to reflect a much wider scale. The
music gets louder and broader stage by stage, beginning with shouting and
chanting, adding the accompaniment of strings, moving on to include trum-
pets and horns, expanding to the sea and dry and, and finally embracing even
the highest mountain peaks making music together with the oceans. The puz-
zling aspect of this international celebration, of course, is that through verse 8
it seems to be in appreciation of Israel’s victory!

However, this colossal celebration then leads into verse 9, dlarifying. that
it is God's arrival, not a victory, that is the occasion for happiness. The focus
is on neither grandeur nor might, but rather on just governance, albeit on a
worldwide scale. (Again, a final verse in a psalm redefines what preceded it.)
With the knowledge that the nations are celebrating God’s governance, one
acquires a new appreciation of the terminelogy used for God's actions in the
first section, which has an overtone of military victories (see note 2). In retro-
spect, the terms seem to have been chosen primarily not for victory but for
their root meanings of “deliverance” and “righteousness.” The emphasis, as is
clarified at the end of the psalm, is on the purpose - the righteousness — not
the means — the miilitary victory.

The two sections thus blend beautifully. The smaller scale applies to the
people Israel and the farger to the universal celebration. The emphasis is on
God’s justice, and ultimately, Psalm 98 does not suggests any conflict (where
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we might have expected it) between the God of Israel and the God of the
world.
rase o
;’r-:;-:dseg TnP:I'| parts of the three-section division is the terr.n."earth," wh|ci1 is
another factor that binds the psalm. Verse 8 includes the striking lmet.aphor I'et
the rivers {i.e., oceans) clap hands.” Clapping hands as a celebration is notec-! in
Psalm 47:2, and elsewhere (Isa. 55:12) we find the metaphor of trees clappmg:c
hands. Here we have the broadest metaphor, postsibiy related. to the sounds o
breaking waves, but in any case apt for a Wor:lthde celebration. - )
There is a punned inclusio to Psalm 98, in verse 1 we have smg...s;)ng
(shiru...shir) echoed by “equity” (meisharim) in verse 9. The |at.ter ’usermh aso;inE
plural ending, and reads almost as if it were a plural word built or;“c' ero t
of “song.” (It is in fact not so, “song” being fr.om thg r?,Ot sh-y-r an eq:;l{rcyit
from the root y-sh-r.) In another pun, were "with equity” read as two woras,

“through waters of songs,” b'mei shirim, a pun on verse 8. An

emble ‘
e which also has an

inclusio often encourages one to look at the middle versc? (5), 1
unusual structure (ABC/CDA}, approximately "chagtlprat_se - LORD — lyre // y;e
—voice — chant praise.” When all is said and done, it is this firm call to celebrate

with music that remains the heart of the psalm.
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O @
PSAIM 99

Howy Is tHE LorD

1.1t is the LORD Who reigns' - let peoples
tremble; He is enthroned on cherubim
— let the earth quake.

2. The LORD is great in Zion, and exalted
is He above all peoples.

3 Let them thank Your name: “Great and
awesome, holy is He™*

1.Indeed, “A king's might is loving justice
It was You who established equity; it was
You Who made for justice and right-
eousness in Jacab.

5. Exalt the LORD our God and prostrate
yourselves toward His footstool. Holy
is He.

6. Moses, and Aaron among His priests,
and Sammuel among those who calleds out
His name: they called upon the LORD,
and it was He Who would answer them.

7.In a pillar of cloud He would speak to
them; they obeyed His statutes and the
law He gave them.

8.0 LORD our God, it was You Who an-
swered them; for them You were a for-
giving Deity, though exacting retribu-
tion for their misdeeds.

9. Fxalt the LORD our God, and prostrate
yourselves toward His holy mountain,
for holy is the LORD our God.
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Introduction

Psa-lm 99 is a striking assertion of certitudes masking complexities, a poem of
SfJIEd structure that includes both disparate elements and sudden changes. Pos-
sibly this reflects the excitement of the opening announcement, for in light of

! Same term as “king” in verse 4,
o 3 firp 9% . 48,
**He” could be “it,” referring to “name” (v, 3) or “footstool” (v, 5). The same holds for “He” in verse 5.

*The quotation could altematively (or additionally) be the speaker”®
aveomenm st v} speaker’s words (.. .thank Your great and

:fee the iast secFion m the commentary on the translation of verse 4.
Ca]leq both times in this verse is the participle in Hebrew, one who calls, 2 petiticner.
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God's kingship the psalmist undertakes ne less daunting a task than to poeti-
cally describe God vis-3-vis humanity. [ first review the structure of the psalm,
move on to aspects of growth and change, and then review basic contentions

and consistent elements.

Two Overlying Structures

The structures of Psalm 92 become obvious only as the poem proceeds. in fact,
the constant enallage of address to the nations, to Israel, and to God, com-
bined with what seem to be radically different emphases and contents, confuse
the first-time readet.

Order is finally recognized in the three appearances of “holy,” identified by
some commentators as a refrain (at the ends of verses 3, 5, and 9). This appar-
ently delineates three foci; the worldwide scene, justice in Israel, and history.
Some interpreters contend that the psalmist was inspired by Isaiah 6:3 {“Holy,
holy, holy is the Lord of hosts”).

Just as obviously, however, verses 5 and 9 are almost identical (much closer
to the term “refrain” than a single word) creating a two-part psalm (by com-
bining the first two sections of the three-part division). These two sections
would deal, respectively, with the present interaction between Israel and the
other nations and then the historical interaction of Israel and God. Indeed, as
Schaefer has pointed out, this division would make some sense of the enallage,
with each half repeating a pattern of a declaration about the people of God,
an address to God, and an invitation to the people.

Whatever the divisions, “holiness,” not mentioned at the beginning, retro-
spectively becomes the leitmotif of the psalm and either structure allows the
reader to note marked elements of development.

A Psalm in Ascent

Psalm 99 develops through its three sections. The application of "king” to God
in the first section is clarified by the opening of the second, and the “justice” of
the second section is historically detailed through the third. One is also struck
by the tiered clarification of the term “holiness.” In its first two appearances
(see note 2) the term might refer to God or to one of His aspects, but at the
end it is clear that holiness is the quality that derives from “the LORD our God.”
Moreover, each refrain is longer than the one that preceded it.

A second pattern is a movement into intimacy. The poem begins on a
worldwide stage. In the first section only the place “Zion” (apart from God's
proper name, “LORD") is particularistic. The second section goes on to the es-
tablishment of justice within Israel {*Jacob”) and includes the possessive “our
God.” The third section is clearly all about Israelite history and its most impor-
tant highlights. (Interestingly, verse 7 is the only verse in Psalms that refers to
details, as opposed to just a recollection, of the Revelation on Mount Sinai.)
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A paralilel develepment is discerned in the objects of God's concern, mov-
ing from the peoples of the world to the people Israel and then to named
individuals.

The Nature of God: Dualities and Paradox

One should note that each development is incremental, later points not replac-
ing earlier ones. Psalm 99 thus paints a broad picture, typified by dual, almost
paradoxical, descriptions of God. In this psalm, as in several othérs, the Lord is
King over all the earth and yet is focused upon and in Zion. Here this is partially
reflected in two levels of meaning of two terms: “cherubim” (v. 1) elsewhere
can refer to celestial creatures or to the decorations above the Ark; “footstoal”
{v. 5) can refer either to the earth (as Isa. 66:1) or to Zion, the Temple, or the
Ark (cf. Lam.2:1; Ps. 132:7; 1 Chron. 28:2).

God is conceived as relating to other nations, to Israel, and to israel’s lead-
ers. Indeed, there is an interesting ambiguity in the latter part of verse 8 (“their
misdeeds”). Logically, the reference is to the people, although grammatically,
the referents are the leaders themselves, Of greater fascination is another dual-
ity: the expression of God's concern through both forgiveness and punishment
(v. 8), a thought-provoking assertion. Weiser sees this as an expression of “the
real nature of the God, Who takes sin just as seriously as the forgiveness of
sins,” which highlights the “coexistence of God’s judgment and grace.” This
interpretation accords well with the previously mentioned emphasis on holi-
ness, which throughout the Bible exhibits its own duality: it is a divine quality
to be imitated and yet so dangerous as to be handled with incredible caution
and care (cf. Lev. 10:3; 2 Sam. 6:7).

There may also be a two-edged sword in the mention of Moses, Aaron, and
Samuel. These were the three outstanding examples of the different forms of
Israelite leadership (see comments below). In citing God's response to these
three, the psalm is, on the one hand, encouraging, in that God responds to
human requests, but, on the other, discouraging, in that no reader would see
himself on that level and indeed no generation would see itself as having lead-
ers of that stature. The reassurance is bittersweet. In general, Psalm 99 guar-
antees God's presence and cites the proper reactions to it, even as it recalls the
associated demands for caution. As Brueggemann puts it, “God’s enthrone-
ment makes hofy presence accessible and makes righteous wilf more urgent.”

The Only Actor

Psalm 99 pictures God as the sole actor in this drama. Even the mention of
Moses, Aaron, and Samuel is within the context of His responding to them
and instructing them. Indeed, the reader will note that in a few places the
translation reads either “it was You" or “it was He.” This reflects the use of pro-
nouns, more often indicated in Hebrew by suffixes or prefixes to verbs, but, as
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Schaefer notes, in this psalm on fully seven occasions (three times, “You;” four
times, “He™) God is referred to by a separate pronoun. Indeed, “LORD" is also
mentioned seven times. This emphasis on God the actor may also be reflected
in the opening phrase, “it is the LORD Who reigns.” Weiss {ldeas) contends
that the unusual order of the terms {(noun-verb, as opposed to the expected
opposite) indicates a specific emphasis on God as the sole protagonist. Fl..lrther,
direct address to God is included in all the sections of either division. “Holiness”
also serves to focus on this point, as it is a quality of God and things related
to Him (or to imitating Him} in the Bible. The poet, then, has described God's
interaction with humankind, possibly suggesting that the best way for humans
to articulate it is through resort to duality and paradox.

Two Phrases . .
The beginning of verse 4 has puzzled translators. | take it as an independent

sentence. 1n Hebrew, the four words read so succinctly that | understand it to
be a well-known aphorism. The thrust of the whole verse is that Godl is ’tfhe ul-
timate king, which one knows because worthy kings love justice, which in fact
God created. o
Much has been written about the connection among the three individu-
als named in verse 6. Some commentators seek to place them within a sir‘\gle
category of prophecy, priesthood, or prayer. Although any such category might
be justified, it seems to me that the text cites three differgnt types .of leaders,
each peerless in his own way. Moses’ uniqueness is self-evident, so it need not
be defined. (Most interpreters contend that “ameng His priests,” also refers to
Moses, but he is not called a priest anywhere else, even if on occasio.n he per-
formed priestly functions.) Aaron was the founding father of the prlesthgod.
Samuel oversaw the transition of Israelite society from confederacy to king-
ship and was central to the establishment of independent, apostolic prophecy.
{Note Jeremiah 15:1, which cites Moses and Samuel as the two exemplars of
individuals who would have most influence on God!) Psalm 99 chooses t‘h_e
three models well. More simply, one could claim that the three represent politi-

cal leadership, priesthood, and prophecy.
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Sound Fchoes: Evildoers profess goodwill toward their “fellows” (re‘eifem),
but speak “malice” {(ra’) in their hearts. God is asked to repay them according
to their “malicious acts” (ro‘a), and thus He can “shepherd” (r'em} His people
(vv. 3, 4, 9). They do not “consider” {yavinu), so God should never rebuild them
(vivnem) {v. 5). In addition, the phrase “hears the sound of my supplications”
{wv. 2, 6) is once a request and once a celebration, binding the two halves.

Repetitions as Emphasis: In verse 1 (an echo), “act...as if deaf toward me”
(techerash mimeni} is followed by “act as if dumb toward me” (techeshe mime-
ni). (The translation reflects the pun through split use of the common phrase,
“deaf and dumb.”) In verses 3 and 4, “malice” is echoed by “malicious.” In
verse 4, “pay them according to” appears twice. in verse 7 and 8 “strength” or
“strong” appears three times, echoed by two terms that include the root let-
ters of strength (-2): “1 was helped” {-z-r) and “rejoiced” (-}-z). Further, if “His
peaple” {v. 11, see the note) is the correct rendition, “people” is also echoed
fvv. 11, 12).

The Third Section, Reread

Again, the last two verses might reflect back to the “song” {v. 7}. If these last
two verses are seen as a unit and set against the rest of the psalm, there is a
reverse structure in terms of address: the first seven verses begin with direct
address to God and move to third person; the [ast two verses begin with the
third person and proceed 1o direct address. This somewhat isolates the third
unit, and further highlights the movement from the individual te the group.
The reader is left to ponder not only the mindset of the speaker, but alse one's
own thoughts concerning two issues: the degree to which one extrapolates
from persanal experience to community and the strength one can or does gain
from such community when facing personal difficulties.
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PSALM 29

His Voice, His Sounp, His
THUNDER

1. A psalm. Of David.

Ascribe to the LORD, O sons of deities,
ascribe to the LORD glory and might.

2. Ascribe to the LORD the glory of His
name; bow down to the LORD in the
majesty of holiness.

3. The voice of the LORD is over the walers;
the Deity of glory thunders, the LORD,
over multitudinous waters,

1. The voice of the LORD is powerful; the
voice of the LORD is majestic.

5. The voice of the LORD breaks cedars;
the LORD breaks apart the cedars of
Lebanon,

s.and He makes them skip like a calf, Leba-
non and Sirion, like a young wild ox.

7. The voice of the LORD forks as flames
of fire,

s, The voice of the LORD convulses the
wilderness; the LORD convulses the
wilderness of Kadesh.

9, The voice of the LORD causes deer to
calve and lays bare forests, while in His
Temple, everything says “Glory!”

10. The LORD sat enthroned at the Flood;

the LORD sits enthroned, King forever.

11, May the LORD grant might to His peo-
ple; maythe LORD bless His people with
peace.
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Introduction y

Psalm 29 focuses almost exclusively on the Divine and is filled with sharp, ex-
plicit images. The circumstances, however, are less clear. Indeed, the powerful
references lead interpreters to widely different assumptions. Kimche even sug-
gested three alternative overviews — a thunderstorm, the theophany at Mount
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Sinai, or the future apocalyptic war of Gog and Magog. All reflect the magni-
tude of the text. It is advisable, therefore, not to assume any context a priori.

Relying on mere than just imagery, the psalmist interwove several tech-
nigques. These are best understood in isolation, so | concentrate, in turn, on the
patterns of references to the LORD, on the base imagery (the storm), on word
repetition, on the sharp reversal at the end, and on the place of the reader as
audience. | try to integrate each pattern with those previously surveyed. In ag-
gregate, they create a psalm unlike any other. '

The LORD

Psalm 29 announces its point of concentration. In the first two verses, "to the
LORD” is repeated four times, and in the last two verses, “LORD” is also re-
peated four times as a literal and numerical inclusio. In between, there are ten
uses of “LORD,” seven (an even more significant number) of these within the
phrase “the voice of the LORD.”

The enclosing framework bespeaks movement. The opening approaches
the LORD as an indirect object, whereas the ending includes Him as the subject
{enthroned) and the source of blessing. The opening invites the “sons of dei-
ties” (divine beings - see below) in and the end, by implication, dismisses them,
as God sits alone, asked to act for His people.

The exclusive subject of the middle section is the sevenfold “voice of the
LORD,” as even the other three uses of "LORD” further define the voice. (The
three expansions, indicated in italics, are, respectively: “multitudinous waters,”
“cedars of Lebanon,” and "wilderness of Kadesh.”} This voice is deafening
and awe inspiring, towering above seas, mountains (Lebanon and Sirion), vast
stretches of land, the sky, and all animal life. Fire, water, and earth are invoked,
only to be dismissed. In other psalms, these elements sometimes bear witness,
but here they are simply there, subservient and dependent. There is no letup.
Beginning, middle, and end -- there is the LORD.

The Storm

This psalm accurately reflects the weather patterns of Israel. Major storm fronts
come in from the west, the Mediterranean Sea, and maost often are first felt in
the north (i.e., Lebanon), only then stretching south. A storm reaching as far
south as Kadesh would indeed be severe.

The imagery, drawn from a storm, extends well beyond a tempest into
hyperbole. The “multitudinous waters” elsewhere in the Bible imply not just
the sea, but aiso the primordial deep that God overcame in creating the world.
It is one of those few loci of power that can be used as a comparison to illus-
trate Ged’s might. Similarly, mountains skipping like rams symbolize nature
subdued, even cowed. The “convulsing” of the wilderness only adds to the
exaggeration.
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Thus the middle section defines the voice of the LORD, “voice” being the
same Hebrew word (ko) as “sound*” (and as “thunder”). One “hears” the thun-
dering roaring, as it rolls across the terrain. Elsewhere in the Bible the phrase
“the voice of the LORD” indicates a commanding or speaking voice, only once
implying power (Isa. 30:31), and there in battle. In Psalm 18:14 "His voice” is
clearly thunder. In Psalm 29, the psalmist either created or fully developed a less
common implication for the phrase.

The Echoes

Appropriately, the individual words in this psalm echo and reverberate. The
opening threefold repetition (an ancient technique, predating Israel) of “at-
tribute to the LORD" sets the tone, as subsequently words continually bounce
back from mountains and hills. The effect holds throughout, from the previ-
ously noted “LORD" {eighteen times), “voice of the LORD"” (seven), and “at-
tribute to the LORD” (three). In order of first appearance, other terms are:
“glory,” “might,” “majesty,” “waters,” “breaks,” “cedars,” “Lebanon,” “con-
vulses,” “wilderness,” “sit enthroned,” and “His people.” There are further
sound echaes “holy” {(kodesh) and the place, Kadesh; “convulses” (vachif),
and “causes to calve” {yecholel); a rhymed phrase, “His Temple, everything”
(heichalo kulo); and "forever” (le‘olam) and “to His people” (fe’amo). In five
cases ("glory,” “waters,” “break cedars,” "convulses the wilderness,” “sit en-
throned”), the second use of the term enriches the first, as if the echo comes
back stronger than the original. It is hard to imagine a more impressive display
of ricocheting sound.

There are two enclosing terms apart from “LORD.” “Might” begins and
ends the poem. “Glory” appears right before and at the end of the sevenfold
description of God's voice, reemphasizing the middie section. Further, the co-
pious repetition serves to cement the tight structure of an already compact
psalm, a poem of “raw, untamed power” (Brueggemann).

The Surprise Ending

In Psalm 29 the surptising last verse is inherently part of the psalm (notwith-
standing the opinion of some interpreters who propose otherwise), given
the opening and closing fourfold repetition (as above) and the framing word
“might.” This radical shift away from the storm and the world stage toward
calm and the people of Israel demands close analysis. indeed, the fact that a
second framing word, “glory,” appears not only at the end of the middle sec-
tion but also in the first verse effectively creates a double ending to the psalm,
isolating and highlighting the last two verses. (There is also an appealing dou-
ble entendre to the last two verses, which, apart from their direct meaning,
could also be understood as the content of the unusual phrase at the end of

verse 9, “everything says 'Glory.™)
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The storm disappears. Arriving from the west, extending north to south, it
moves east, toward "His Temple” (i.e., toward lerusalem), and there it simply

dissipates, as calm reigns. (Altermatively or in addition, God sits in his abode in _

heaven, above it all, and from there bequeaths peace and calm to his peopie.)
In the penultimate verse, God's action (twice) is to “sit,” an act radically more
passive than alf that preceded.

With this change, the psalm takes on a new context, and the reader is
challenged. Is the interaction with tsrael (symbolized by the Temple) inherently
different than that with the rest of the world? Is the storm “rejected”? To the
opposite effect, is the point (as Bar Yosef writes) that “the power of the LORD
as described in the body of the poem, a power that is capable of changing the
natural order, is the historic defensive shield for this smalf nation, Israel”? Is the
same phenomenon understood radically differently by one group or another
or in one circumstance or another? Might several of the above apply? For the
Israelite listener, these were, of course, basic questions concerning his religion.

A word, then, is due about the often proposed Canaanite origin of this
psalm {first by H. L. Ginsherg, Ugaritic Writings [Heb.], [1936}, pp. 129-31).
Noting both the use of technigues typical of earlier Canaanite poetry and the
theme of a God's victory over nature, some see in Psalm 29 a direct borrowing
from a Canaanite original. This requires, of course, excision of the last verses,
which, as noted, would destroy the psalm’s structure. Further, one notes the
radically Israelite worldview in this psalm. There is no power struggle between
nature and Deity here. This worldview is consistent with the Genesis story, a
God above and in control of all nature (and here totally so, as the mountains
skip like a calf, strong trees are shattered, and the wilderness is convulsed). The
Canaanite background, therefore, is vital, not because the psalm duplicates
it, but because Psalm 29 evolves radically away from it. (Scholars who see this
psalm as a development from, rather than adoption of, Canaanite fiterature
include U. Cassuto and, particularly, Y. Avishur, Studies in Hebrew and Ugaritic
Psalms [Heb.], [Jerusalem 1969], pp. 25-51.) Implied in the relationship of na-
ture and the Deity throughout, this change from the Canaanite to the Israelite
environment is trumpeted by the final verses, bringing the poem into its new
cultural context.

The Audience

Psalm 29 is an overheard address, on high. The addressees, “sons of deities,”
is a term used differently by Israel and surrounding cultures, although not well
defined in the Israelite culture, which was, throughout hiblical times, evo[ving
toward a less adulterated monotheism. Even medieval commentators struggle
for an exact definition (Rashi, officers on high; Ihn Ezra, stars; Kimche, angels),
though a sense of beings helow the LORD, but on high, above man, is accepted.
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This places both the speaker and the reader in odd positions. The speaker is
a total mystery. He presumably is in a position to instruct these divine beings.
Who could such an individual be? Given this ambiguous identity, readers are
puzzled by the conversation that is taking place.

Thus, in an odd twist, the psalm, wherein a “voice” calls out, is itself a voice
calling out. We may hear this voice as roaring thunder (parallel to the rest of
the psalm) or as something much calmer, but the content is crystal clear. Ad-
dressed to those who, being semidivine, might think of themselves as a chal-
lenge to the LORD, the message is pointed: the LORD is the All Powerful. It is He
who is invoked to grant Israel might {or glory} and peace.

Given the end of the poem, we have here a psalm of great optimism, for
a God so powerful can surely provide Israel with the requested gifts. Given
the polytheistic cultural environment, the psalm is theologically a profound
affirmation of monotheism, and the reader is left only with the guess that the
speaker, somehow, is “Truth” as the poet understood it. The end hammers the
message home by the prominent absence of the original addressees, those
*sons of deities.” Instead, from the end of verse 9, the message of glory to God
is delivered in His Temple and is a message of strength but also, according to
the final word, a message of peace. The colossal hyperbole finds reselution in
quiet, optimistic hope.

it should be clear from the above that the attribution of this psalm to any
one historical situation only weakens it. The psalm is ahistorical, and that is its
powver.

Additional Note and Comment

"LORD" appears eighteen times. | am not aware of any attribution of special
import to eighteenfold repetition in the Bible. However, | note that in my book
The Song of Songs: A Woman in Love (Gefen, 2009}, | found that the three
most basic terms of the Song (the root sh-I-m, as in Solomon and Jerusalem;
the root “h-v, love; and the related terms ro’eh and rei‘a, “shepherd” and “be-
loved”) all appear eighteen times. | suspect that further scholarly research will
find other instances of the significance of eighteen repetitions.

Liturgy; On the basis of these eighteen repetitions, the Talmud states that
this psalm is the model for the daily central Jewish prayer of eighteen benedic-
tions, and the Midrash on Psalms seeks to trace similarities between the bene-
dictions and the psalm. A versian of the same hasic prayer, recited on the Sab-
bath, has only seven benedictions, this said to be based on the seven uses of
“voice of the LORD.” Psalm 29 is included twice in the Sabbath liturgy, probably
owing to the sevenfold repetition. In any case, the psalm befits group prayer,
being a statement of belief and hope, divorced from any individual concerns. It
bespeaks congregational worship.
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PSALM 92
TowARD THE ESSENCE OF THE
SABBATH

1. A psalm. A song, For the Sabbath day.

2. It is good to acclaim the LORD, and to
sing hymns to Your name, O Most High,

3. to declare Your loving kindness at day-
break, and Your faithfulness every night,

4. with a ten-stringed instrument, with a
harp, with voice' and lyre together.

5. For You have made me glad by Your
deeds, O LORD; [ sing for joy at Your
handiwork.

6. How great are Your works, O LORD,
Your designs are very deep.

7. A brutish man does not know, nor can a
fool understand this.

8. When the wicked flourish like grass and
all evildoers blossom, it is toward their
eternal destruction.

9. But You - Height, O LORD, for all time

10. For, behold, Your enemies, O LORD,
behold, Your enemies perish; they are
scattered, all the evildoers.

11. You have raised my horn, like a wild ox;
I am doused in fresh oil,

12.and my eyes have seen the defeat of my
watchful foes; when the wicked rise
againstme, my ears hear [their downfall].

13. The righteous person will flourish like
a date palm; he will grow like a cedar
in Lebanon;

1. planted in the house of the LORD, they®
will flourish in the courts of our God,

15, In old age they will still produce fruit,
full of sap and freshness will they be,

16. declaring that the LORD is upright, “My
rock, in Whom there is no wrong”
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! Possibly indicates musical sound, based on Psalm 9:17,

2See the commentary for the interpretation of verse 9,

* Hebrew has a plural verb, evidently treating “righteous person” as a collective or referring to the trees,
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BOCRA Y

Introduction

Psalm 92, a passionate acknowledgment of the grandeur of the physical world
and the moral order, declares its pedagogic goal {"to declare,” w. 3, 16} at the
beginning and the end. It is a celebration of God’s qualities and wisdom as
reflected in His creation. The psalm is strikingly original. “For the Sabbath Day,”
is the only attribution of a psalm to a day of the week in Psalms, even though
there is no apparent reference to the Sabbath in the poem. | suggest below
that the title in fact reflects the author’s original inienticon. To support that con-
tention | survey the structure of the poem, which points toward the Sabbath,
and then explore the central message. Thereafter, [ touch on several of the
poetic flourishes and offer some additional commenis (including on previously
suggested connections to the Sabbath). | proceed on the assumption that the
first verse is original and accurate, but is meant as a separate title for the text
{(an assumption that the interpretation bears out).

Structure and Meaning

The Grand Chiasmus

There is a sizable chiasmus in Psalm 92, A-B-C-D-E-D-C-B-A, as follows: (A) At
the beginning and the end, God is described {third person), whereas through-
out the rest of the psalm, He is addressed in the second person. This encloses
the psalm. (B) "Declare” also appears beginning and end (vv. 3, 16). (C} Moving
toward the center, one finds Tempie references, articulated at the end {v. 14)
and impiied at the beginning (the musical prayer service, v. 4), as noted by Ma-
gonet. (D) More toward the middle, one encounters verses 8 and 10, the only
two verses with three parts each. Both include a reference to “evildoers” and
both offer the same insight — the evildoers are present, but only for an instant,
after which they are scattered/destroyed. As opposed to the many psalms in
which the evildoers are an immediate cause of turmoil, here calm and assur-
ance dominate. {E} All this is built around the central verse 9, a most unusual,
terse presentation that has no verb,

Numbers

The numerical counts of Psalm 92 are basic to its understanding. First, the
LORD (God's name) is repeated seven times. Of these, three uses precede verse
9 and three follow, with one in that verse itself. If one assumes that the title is
a separate piece, then verse 9 is framed by the same number of verses before
and after — also seven! Although the verse division postdates the Bible by many
centuries, the specific division here seems compelling, and cne should not be
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surprised to discover that verse 9 (again, apart from the title verse) is also sur-
rounded by the same number of words before and after — fifty-two.

This use of seven (as in the seven days of Creation and the seven days of the
week)} and fifty-two (as in the weeks of the solar year) in a psalm titled for the
Sabbath day is arresting. (The Bible uses a lunar calendar but reflects an aware-
ness of the solar calendar as well. See “Additional Notes” below.) Together
these indications are decisive: this psalm was indeed written for the Sabbath.

The Confrontation

However, one is still faced with the question of the content that the poet would
associate with the Sabbath. Structure again points the way. All is centered on
verse 9. This verse is among the shortest in the Bible. it has just four words, and
(if one needs further indication of its uniqueness) each word has four letters,
which seems purposeful, as one of the words, "forever,” fe'olam, almost always
appears in Hebrew in the plene spelling in Psalms, which would have required
five letters. Moreover, as noted, verse 9 has no verb. {Alter comments: “This
verse...does not scan in the Hebrew.")

The message is neither trite nor simple, as befits its exceptional nature,
Throughout the psalm God is described by His deeds, but in verse 9 there seems
to be an attempt to describe Him directly. The grammar is strange, to say the
least, and presents a prodigious challenge to translators. As it now reads, the
pronoun is followed by a noun meaning “height” (which is used elsewhere for
exalted place, but not as a name for God, “the Exalted One”) followed by the
term "forever,” and then God's name. Had the verse meant to imply that God
is “on high” (as some translate), it is missing a letter. As an adjective (exalted)
from this root, a four-letter form is available (muram instead of marom). Rather
than correct the text or assume rare grammatical structures, | conclude that the
poet purposely joined the four terms in an awkward fashion. ‘

It is unclear whether the challenge to the reader in confronting these four
terms would be best designated blending, understanding, probing, confront-
ing, or something else. This “Psalm for the Sabbath Day” leads to deep contem-
plation, extending beyond words. There is no struggle here, nor is there doubt,
nor is there a request. Here words are used to move the reader to nonverbal
thinking. Just as the laws of the Sabbath take one away from the normal hustle
and bustle of life, so this poem suggests stepping away from the normal reflec-
tion of philosophy.

This is an intense demand. 1 cite four reactions among those that | have
encountered. One interpreter (A. Cohen) finds four words in ascendance here,
gach reaching higher. A student shared with me that he finds four variations of
God's name in these lines {(but another student noted that each is slightly dif-
ferent). One colleague detected a chiasm in the verse itself — the two external
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terms, “You" and “LORD" bespeaking intimacy, the two internal terms signi-
fying transcendence (one relating to place and one to time). Another reader
disagreed, finding differentiation in all four terms — You (not us), height (not
this earth), forever (not passing), and LORD (not other gods). In any case, the
confrontation leads beyond words, As is often the case in distinguished poetry,
the reader is not given some unambiguous message, but is challenged to find
greater depth. Psalm 92, then, contends that the Sabbath is the proper time to
engage in this profound confrontation.

Poetic Flourishes

Seen in the Translation
Two repetitions of “work” {vv. 5, 6) and three each of "do/deed” (w. 5, 8, 10)
and “flourish” (vv. 8, 13, 14) are subtle reminders of Creation.

The parallelism is particularly exciting in Psalm 92. Often, the second half-
verse adds significantly to the first, creating a new combined understanding.
Sometimes the parallelism is nuanced (e.g., v. 3, where "loving kindness,”
implying grace, is supplemented by “faithfulness,” implying keeping the cov-
enant, a common biblical combination); sometimes balancing (e.g., the com-
bative and relaxing descriptions in verse 11), and sometimes progressive (e.g.,
v. 12, where the opposition is seen and then rises). Note also how verse 2 is
carried forward by halves: 2a in verse 3 and 2b in verse 4.

The similes of verses 13-16, the cedar and the palm, are particularly tan-
talizing. Both are fall, straight trees and very long-lived (and therefore ideal
opposites ta the annually withering grass), but they are also different and their
separate qualities are cumulative. The cedar is extremely resistant to damage, is
majestic, and supplies beautiful strong wood. The date palm is lovely in flower
and bears valuable fruit. The best cedars are in the mountains and the best date
palms are in the valleys. To encompass the two together, one would have to
include a vast territory, lending a tone of near fantasy to the next reference to
God’s house and courtyard, almost as if the whole earth is being referred to (at
least on one level) rather than just the Temple. The similes move toward their
application by degree, as the terms move in an intertwined fashion from the
trees to the righteous people.

The speaker twice enters the psalm in the first person (w. 5, 111.). The first
instance might refer to an enjoyment of creation, but the second clearly cites
personal salvation or success, probably adding that tone to the first instance
as well. It is unclear why the speaker includes reference to his own well-being.
It may be that the calm and positive air of the psalm requires a narrator whose
personal circumstances are secure. Alternatively, the positive air of the poem
could lead the speaker to evaluate his life positively.
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Hebrew Based

The poet clearly enjoyed word plays. Among these are “most high” and “with"”
(w. 2, 4, ‘elyon, ‘alei, the first three consonants being identical); “sing for joy”
and "fresh” (vv. 5, 11, 15, aranen, ra‘anan); “You have raised...like a wild ox”
(v. 11, vayarem kireim); and “watchful foes” and “upright” (w. 12, 16, shurai,
yashar).

Verse 12 is built on puns. In “I have seen the defeat of my watchful foes,”
the term for “foes” has a root that is also related to seeing (hence the transla-
tion), a pun that also occurs elsewhere in the Bible. The next pun evidently
takes its inspiration from the first. “The wicked...my ears will hear” borrows the
known usage wherein seeing one’s enemies implies their defeat {used here and
several other times in the Bible) and connotes that hearing them also implies
their downfall (as the translation has in parentheses). Further, “the wicked” has
a homonym that would mean “those who make noise,” a parallel pun {(approxi-
mately, “hear my noisy enemies”} to the first play on words ("seen...watchful
foes”). There is also another possible reading of verse 12, which does not include
the assumed addition — “the downfall.” In that case, what the speaker "hears”
when he confronts the wicked would be the following four verses of reassur-
ance (which would then have to appear within guotation marks in English).

The poetry is all-embracing, spanning day and night (v. 3) and great and
deep (v. 6). In the Hebrew (not reflected in the English), three times the author
used the well-known structure of beginning with a singular reference and con-
tinuing with a plural parallel, creating a feeling of expansion: morning/nights
(v. 3); doings/handiwork (v. 5); a single righteous person followed by plural
verbs and adjectives (v. 13).

The Locale

The poet wrote against the background of the flora of the Land of Israel. To
clarify: the rain-dry cycle means that grass, always green in many parts of the
world, is green only seasonally in Israel, and from even a short distance seems
to disappear for half the year. If the evildoers spring up as grass, they may be
many, but the primary implication is of a brief life. Further, residents of Israel
would also be likely to know that a date palm lives for more than 100 years
and often begins to bear its best fruit only after 10 years. One would scarcely
know the cedar’s longevity, given its ability to survive two thousand years, but
it would be known as long-lived, perhaps as close a living picture of eternity as
one could choose.

Additional Notes and Comments

Nahum Sarna mentions the seven verses before and after verse 9, and he and
Bazak note the fifty-two words before and after verse 9 (although they did not
connect that to weeks of the year).
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There is widespread agreement that the biblical calendar was lunar and
that months were intercalated to match the solar year. This is in itself an indica-
tion of a knowledge of the latter, as are the length of Enoch's life, 365 years
(he never died, but was taken to God, Gen. 6:23f.) and the length of the Great
Flood, 365 days. Egypt used a solar calendar.

Among modern interpreters, Sarna suggests that Psalm 92 is connected to
Creation - not to the text of Genesis, but rather to the international myth, also
known in Israel, of creation through victory of the Lord over sea gods in battle.
The tone of this psaim, however, is not military, and there are only tenuocus
reasons to connect the number seven, which is the framework of the story in
Genesis, to the battle myth.

Connections of the psalm to the Sabbath have been suggested across the
centuries. A midrash cited by Rashi associates the Sabbath with this psalm by
referring to that day “which is entirely the sabbath,” a reference to the world
to come, when the righteous are to receive the reward pictured in the final
verses. (Certainly this approach does accord with the psalm’s idyllic descrip-
tion.) An imaginative tradition cited in the Jewish Sabbath liturgy suggests that
the psalm was actually recited by the original Sabbath day at the time of Cre-
ation. Ibn Ezra and Kimchi both commented that only on the Sabbath does
one have the time to meditate on such deep matters. Indeed, they may have
been on the right track, for the implied contemplation does require a certain
withdrawal from worldly concerns.

Subsequent to the canonization of Psalms, but before the Greek transla-
tion, other psalms were assigned for specific recitation in the Temple on each
day of the week. These associations are noted in the Septuagint and in the later
Mishna. One presumes that this practice evolved as an imitation of Psalm 92,
and there is littie connection between the other six psalms {in order, Pss. 24, 48,
82, 94, 81, 93) to the respective days of their recitation.




