Psalm 47: A Celebration of the Shofar

To the chief Musician, A Psalm for the sons of Qorah.  O clap your hands, all you peoples; shout to God with voice of triumph.  For the Lord most high is terrible; he is a great King over all the earth.  He subdues people under us, and nations under our feet.  He chooses our inheritance for us, the pride of Ya’aqov whom he loves.  (Sela.)  God is gone up with a shout, the Lord with the sound of a shofar.  Sing praises to God, sing praises: sing praises to our King, sing praises.  For God is the King of all the earth: sing a Maskil psalm.  God reigns over the nations: God sits upon the throne of his holiness.  The nobles of the peoples are gathered together, the people of the God of Avraham: for the shields of the earth belong to God: he is greatly exalted.

More than anything else the shofar’s notes mark the solemnity of Rosh Ha-Shanah.  In many communities just prior to the sounding of the shofar the words of Psalm 47 are chanted seven straight times.  The number seven corresponds to the number of times that the name God (elohim) appears in this psalm.  According to some, the number seven also corresponds to the seven levels of heaven that the blasts of the shofar are expected to pierce.

Yehudah Keil suggests that this psalm travels over different time periods, all of which celebrate the dominion of God over His earth.  Verses two through five praise the past accomplishments of God and explain how he has subdued the nations and exalted Israel.  Verses 6-8 describe the present reality where worshippers gather to praise the greatness of God.  Finally, verses nine and ten point towards the future, in the end of days, when God’s kingship is known throughout the entire world and not just to the Jewish people.

This approach to the psalm corresponds with the view that that reads this psalm as an ode to God for rising above all the other, false gods of the world.  The backdrop for the psalm, then, becomes Genesis 14: 18-20, where Abraham encounters Malki-tsedek, king of Shalem.  Malki-tsedek is a priest to el elyon, and he blesses Abraham to el elyon.  The words el elyon can either be read as a descriptive term, “to the highest God,” or else as a name, “to the  God named, elyon.”

Psalm 47 juxtaposes the Tetragrammaton, the specific name for the God of Israel, to the word elyon.  The psalm thus declares: the God that Israel has known through history is the only true God, the God over the entire universe.

The Anchor Bible supports this theme with a novel reading of the psalm suggesting that the psalm actually addresses foreign gods.  For example, verse two, which is usually translated as, “All the nations: clap hands, shout to God with a joyous voice,” becomes a comment directly stated to other gods: “All you strong ones, clap your hands, acclaim, you gods, with shouts of joy.”  In a similar manner, verse seven and eight are now invitations for false gods to recognize God, King of all earth: “Sing praises, you gods, sing praises…O gods, sing a skillful song.”

The midrash sees this psalm almost as a prophecy, an explanation of Deuteronomy 32: 43, which the midrash understands to mean, “The nations will joyously shout (harninu) about His people.”  The midrash connects that verse with verse two of psalm 47, since both employ the concept of nations joyously shouting.  According to the midrash, the nations will joyously shout to God, and God will be Most High on this earth, only when all of the nations of the world are subdued to Israel.

All of these interpretations share the common theme of Israel’s supremacy over the nations.  Thus, the sounds of the shofar, which appear seven times throughout the psalm, symbolize Israel’s might and strength.  The image of the shofar calls to mind the greatest military triumph recorded in the bible, when Joshua crushed the walls of Jericho using only the shofar’s sounds.  The psalm works with the imagery of the shofar to praise and pray for the strength of Israel under God’s rule against the foreign gods and nations.

An entirely different read of this psalm sees it not as a poetic description of Israel’s supremacy but rather, as a universalistic comment on the reign of God. Amos Chacham, shows that the psalm can be read as an opening extended for all the nations of the world to recognize the one God.

Verse two now reads as an invitation to the other nations: Come clap your hands and rejoice in the presence of God.  In verses six through eight, the psalmist turns to the people who are praying and ushers them along this path, “Bring praise up to God with a shout, bring praise up to God with the sound of the shofar.  Sing to god, sing to our king.”  Lastly, in verse nine and ten, all of the nations of the world come together to praise God.

Similarly, the psalm can be read as a description of the ascension of God, King of the Universe to his heavenly throne.  Verses six through eight are a description of this heavenly coronation, with God ascending His throne to the tunes of the shofar and the shouts of the people.  When God sits on his throne in verses 9 and ten all of the princes of all the nations of the world gather before Him and recognize His greatness.

This last reading of the psalm contends that the psalm draws upon the use of joyous shouts, hand clapping and, most importantly, the use of the shofar in earthly coronations contained in the bible.  (See 2 Samuel 15: 10; 2 Kings 9: 13; and 2 Kings 11: 12.)  The psalmist celebrates the time when all of the world will join together to recognize the greatness of God.

According to this last approach, the reading of Psalm 47 immediately before the sounding of the shofar on Rosh Ha-Shanah imitates the heavenly coronation ceremony.  In fact, the worshippers are about to perform their own crowning of the God.  When the worshippers sound the shofar, the universal proclamation of dominion, they declare themselves subservient to the true king, the King of the Universe.

Perhaps the reason why the rabbis selected this psalm as an appropriate reading to precede the shofar blasts is to convey both of these powerful messages.  The sounds of the shofar at once call to mind both the national strength of the Jewish people and the universal dominion of God in this world.  
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