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Psalm 27

Of David.  The Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear?  The Lord is the stronghold of my life; of whom shall I be afraid?  When the wicked, my enemies and my foes, came upon me to eat up my flesh, they stumbled and fell.  Though a host should camp against me, my heart shall not fear: though war should rise against me, even then I will be confident. One thing I have desired of the Lord, that will I seek after; that I may dwell in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the Lord, and to inquire in his temple. For in the days of evil he shall hide me in his pavilion: in the covert of his tent he shall hide me: he shall set me upon a rock. And now shall my head be lifted up above my enemies round about me: therefore I will offer in his tabernacles sacrifices of joy; I will sing, I will make melody to the Lord. Hear, O Lord, when I cry with my voice: be gracious to me, and answer me. Of thee my heart has said, seek my face. Thy face, O lord, I seek. Hide not thy face from me; put not thy servant away in anger: thou hast been my help; abandon me not, nor forsake me, O God of my salvation.  For my father and mother have forsaken me, but the Lord will take me up.  Teach me thy way, O Lord, and lead me in an even path, because of my enemies. Deliver me not over to the will of my enemies: for false witnesses are risen up against me, and as such breather out violence. Were it not that I believed that I should see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living. Wait on the Lord: be of good courage, and he shall strengthen thy heart: and wait on the Lord.  (Koren Publishers Jerusalem)

Ashkenazic Jews traditionally recite Psalm 27, morning and evening, for an entire month prior to Rosh Hashanah until the Holiday of Hoshanah Rabbah, from the terminus ad quo to the terminus ad quem of the Days of Awe. Thus this psalm, more than any other prayer, frames the liturgical services of these days.

Different reasons are suggested as a basis for this practice. The Midrash comments that  “’The Lord is my light’” refers to Rosh Ha-Shanah; ‘My salvation’ to Yom Kippur; and ‘he shall hide me in his pavilion (be-sukko)’ to the holiday of Sukkot.”

Other such references are embedded in the psalm. Some point to the unusual word lu-le, which spelled backwards, is Elul, the name for the Hebrew month preceding Rosh Ha-Shanah. The Masoretes notably place dots above this word thereby highlighting its significance and increasing its value. The word begins an elliptical verse near the psalm’s end: Were it not that I believed that I should see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living.  The unfinished verse and emphasis on the word lu-le, “were it not,” hints at the terror that surrounds the Days of Awe. The psalmist is a true believer. The horror of his fate were he not a person of great faith is too scary even to enunciate.

In contrast, another approach notes that the Tetragrammaton, the four-letter name of God usually associated with the attribute of mercy, appears 13 times throughout this psalm. The number13 corresponds to the 13 attributes of mercy that are axiomatic to the liturgical service of Yom Kippur. Hence, the reason for reading this psalm is not to reflect our fear of God, but rather to evoke His mercy.

The scholar Abraham Zelkin advances a novel reading of the Psalm which, in turn, suggests a more nuanced basis for the custom of its recitation. Zelkin notes that Psalm 27 echoes one of the Torah’s most vibrant dialogues. In Exodus 33, Moses first begs God that His presence accompany the Jewish people on their journeys through the desert in order to show them the proper path. After God agrees, Moses continues and asks, “Show me your Glory,” to which God responds that He will reveal the merciful attributes of the Divine Presence, “but no one can have a vision of God and still live.”  The conversation concludes with God telling Moses that there is a special place where Moses can stand, upon a crevice in the mountain, in order to receive a vision of what lies behind God’s existence.  

Many of the words and themes found in Exodus 33 repeat themselves in Psalm 27.  For example, in Exodus God promises to make “all My good (tuvi),” pass before Moses, while in Psalm 27 the psalmist longs to see “the good (tov) of God.” Moses asks God to “make known (hodieni) to me your ways,” and the psalmist likewise beseeches “teach (horeni) me your ways.”  Furthermore, the very essence of Exodus 33 centers on Moses’ request to envision the presence of God.  So too, the thrust of Psalm 27 is the “one request” of the psalmist to “gaze upon the beauty of God.”

When biblical passages correspond in this way, very often the later text is offering a commentary to the earlier text. Thus, Psalm 27 can be read as an addendum to Moses’ request to seek a vision of God.

The psalmist’s prayer is for each of us. Only Moses can be so bold as to request a private viewing of God, but each of us can seek the beauty of God and can hope to dwell in His presence. That is the psalm’s one request: To feel daily the presence of God in our lives.

This request creates an unusual tension. The first half of the psalm reflects the psalmist’s confidence. He is confident of his faith in God, “of salvation” and confident that such faith will allow him to overcome his foes. Yet, the second half demonstrates his insecurity and importunate demands from God. The psalmist begs “[d]o not forsake me, O God, of my salvation.” 

The mood-swings of the Days of Awe reflect this tension. During these days God’s greatness is repeatedly affirmed, yet the liturgy emphasizes humanity’s frailties. 

Taken as a whole, this analysis demonstrates why the rabbis recommended reading this psalm during the Days of Awe. At a time when our different requests are being weighed in Heaven, this Psalm centers our prayers. The psalmist has but one request: a deep relationship with God, out of which our other requests will naturally be answered.  Furthermore, the words of Psalm 27 capture our conflicting emotions during these days: supreme confidence in our faith in God and terrible fear of His judgement.  Perhaps most importantly, like the Days of Awe themselves it ends on an encouraging note, “Cleave to God. Be strong and strengthen your heart. Cleave to God.”

(Previously published in the Forward.)

