Yamim Noraim 2018/5779
A Psalm for the Season
Rabbanit Bracha Jaffe
Class of 2017

From the first day in Elul and through Hoshana Rabbah we add Psalm 27 (Le-David HaShem
Ori Ve-Yishi) to our daily prayers twice a day. For those who like counting - that is exactly 100
times! What is it about this Psalm that connects with this period in the jewish calendar? Or
perhaps that connects us with this period?
Drawing a line from the first day of Elul, through Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur and on to
Hoshana Rabbah brings us directly to teshuva: return, repentance and forgiveness. From the
first sound of the shofar blast ln Elul, we know that the Hlgh Holidays are soon to follow and our
thoughts turn to our actions and deeds over the past year. Although we often think of Yom
Kippur as "sealing our fate", there is actually an automatic extension and God's Heavenly gates
are left open all the way through Hoshana Rabbah. We are even permitted to recite the tashlich
prayer (generally recited on Rosh Hashanah over a body of water, symbolising our intent to cast
away our sins) all the way up to Hoshana Rabbah!
From a purely surface reading, Psalm 27 contains several words and references that connect to
the yamim noraim. The Midrash in VaYikra Rabbah 21 connects the phrase "( ה׳ אורי וישעיGod is
my light and salvation) in verse 1 of the Psalm with the season -- "my light" is a reference to
Rosh Hashanah and "salvation" is a reference to Yom Kippur. It adds these connections as well:
●
●
●

כי יצפנני בסכה: He wilI hide me in his hut (v. 5). The word for "hut", sukkah, is the same
word as used in the name of the festival of Sukkot
God's name appears 13 times in the Psalm, corresponding to the 13 Attributes of
Mercy which we repeat many times when saying selichot and particularly on Yom Kippur
( לולאin verse 13 of the Psalm) is composed of the same letters as  אלול- the month of
Elul.

The structure of the Psalm also reflects this period of the year. Rav Amnon Bazaq suggests an
internal architecture that mirrors the seesaw of feelings that we may feel in our own relationship
with God:
●
●
●

Section 1 (v. 1-6): Feeling secure in God's protection
Section 2 (v. 7-13): Feeling fearful of one's enemיes and of being forsaken
Section 3 (v. 14): A summary / guideline / conclusion
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Section 1: Feeling Secure
1 [A Psalm] Of David. The LORD is my light and my
salvation - whom then shall I fear?
The LORD is the stronghold of my life - of whom
shall I be afraid?

ִ , ה׳:א לְדָ ו ִד
ָ ִ מִ ּמִ י א-- אֹורי וְי ִׁשְ עִ י
;ירא
. מִ ּמִ י אֶ פְ חָ ד,ה׳ מָ עֹוז חַ ּיַי

2 When evil men close in on me to devour my flesh,
it is they, my enemies and foes, who stumble and fall.

: לֶאֱ כ ֹל אֶ ת ּבְׂשָ ִרי--  מְ ֵרעִ ים,ב ּבִקְ ר ֹב עָ לַי
.צ ַָרי ו ְאֹיְבַי לִי; הֵ ּמָ ה כָׁשְ לּו וְנָפָ לּו

3 Should an army besiege me, my heart would not
fear, should war break out against me, still I would be
confident

: ֹלא־י ִָירא ִלּבִי--  מַ חֲ נֶה,ג אִ ם־ּתַ חֲ נֶה עָ לַי
. ַ אֲ נִי בֹוטֵ ח, ּבְז ֹאת--  מִ לְחָ מָ ה,אִ ם ּתָ קּום עָ לַי

4 One thing I ask of the LORD, only this do I seek: to
live in the House of the LORD all the day of my life,
to gaze on the beauty of the LORD and worship in
His Temple.
5 For He will keep me safe in His pavilion on the day
of trouble;
He will hide me under the cover of His tent; He will
set me high upon a rock.
6 Now my head is high above my enemies who
surround me; I will sacrifice in His tent with shouts of
joy; I will sing and chant praises to the Lord.

: אֹותָ ּה אֲ בַּקֵ ׁש-- ד ַאחַ ת ׁשָ ַאלְּתִ י מֵ אֵ ת ה׳
;ׁשִ בְּתִ י ְּבבֵית ה׳ ּכ ֹל י ְמֵ י חַ ּיַי
. ּו ְלבַּקֵ ר ּבְהֵ יכָלֹו,לַחֲ זֹות ּבְנ ֹעַ ם ה׳

: ּבְיֹום ָרעָ ה--  ּבְסֻ ּכ ֹה,ה ּכִי יִצְּפְ נֵנִי
;י ַסְ ּתִ ֵרנִי ּבְסֵ תֶ ר ָאהֳ לֹו
. י ְרֹומְ מֵ נִי,ּבְצּור

, עַ ל אֹיְבַי סְ בִיבֹותַ י,ו ו ְעַ ּתָ ה י ָרּום ר ֹאׁשִ י
; ִזבְחֵ י תְ רּועָ ה,ו ְאֶ ְזּבְחָ ה בְָאהֳ לֹו
ָ ִאָ ׁש
.ירה ו ַאֲ זַּמְ ָרה לַה׳

This section is addressed to God in the third person. The author is praising God poetically for
saving him and keeping him safe. He feels no fear, regardless of the danger outside; he is
secure in God's love and protection. Even in a sukkah, a hut which is a flimsy structure, he feels
safe and sheltered. No matter the danger, the poet knows that God will be there for him and his
world is fluted with light and joy.

Page 2
Maharat is the first institution to ordain Orthodox women as clergy.
www.yeshivatmaharat.org 718-796-0590

Section 2: Feeling Fear
7 LORD, Year my voice when I call. Be gracious to me and
answer me.
8 On Your behalf my heart says, “Seek My face.” Your face
LORD, will I seek.
9 Do not hide Your face from me; do not turn Your servant
away in anger; You have been my help; do not reject me or
forsake me, God, my Savior.

.ז ׁשְ מַ ע ה׳ קֹולִי אֶ קְ ָרא; ו ְחָ ּנֵנִי ו ַעֲ נֵנִי
ּבַּקְ ׁשּו פָ נָי; אֶ ת־ּפָ נֶיָך-- ָאמַ ר ִלּבִי,ח לְָך
.ה׳ אֲ בַּקֵ ׁש
ַאל-- מִ ּמֶ ּנִי,ט ַאל ּתַ סְ ּתֵ ר ּפָ נֶיָך
 עֶ ז ְָרתִ י הָ י ִיתָ ; ַאל: עַ בְּדֶ ָך,ּתַ ט־ּבְַאף
. אֱ ֹלקי י ִׁשְ עִ י,ּתִ ּטְ ׁשֵ נִי ו ְַאל ּתַ עַ ְז ֵבנִי
.י ּכִי ָאבִי ו ְאִ ּמִ י עֲ זָבּונִי; ו ַה׳ י ַַאסְ פֵ נִי

10 Were my father and my mother to forsake me, the LORD
would take me in.
11 Teach me Your ways, LORD, and lead me on a level
path, because of my oppressors.
12 Do not abandon me to the will of my foes, for false
witnesses have risen against me, breathe out violence.
13 Were it not for my faith that I shall see the LORD's
goodness in the land of the living...

ֵ יא
 ּבְא ַֹרח, ּונְחֵ נִי: ּדַ ְרּכֶָך,הֹורנִי ה׳
.ׁשֹור ָרי
ְ
לְמַ עַ ן--מִ יׁשֹור
 ּכִי קָ מּו בִי: ְּבנֶפֶ ׁש צ ָָרי,יב ַאל ּתִ ּתְ נֵנִי
. ו ִיפֵ חַ חָ מָ ס,עֵ דֵ י ׁשֶ קֶ ר
: ל ְִראֹות ּבְטּוב ה׳, הֶ אֱ מַ נְּתִ י-- יג לּולֵא
.ּבְאֶ ֶרץ חַ ּיִים

This section is a 180 degree turn from the previous section. The author is fearful and calls out to
God in anguish, this time in the second person. The Malbim (19th Century Europe) suggests
that the first part of the Psalm is an introduction to this section. He sees the first section as the
poet's hope and aspiration to always be with God; here he prays to God to remove anything that
may keep him from this goal.
Another way of looking at this section is as a reflection of the poet experiencing the exact
opposite emotions as he experienced in the first part. In the first section, God is the poet's light
and salvation -- the poet feels enveloped in God's presence; in the second section the poet begs
God “Do not hide Your face from me.“
In verse 13 the sentence trails off as if the author is too afraid to finish it. The reader must fill in
what is missing with his or her own thoughts.
Section 3: Summary
14 Hope in the LORD. Be strong and of good
courage, and hope in the LORD!

. אֶ ל־ה׳, וְי ַאֲ מֵ ץ ִלּבֶָך; ו ְקַ ּוֵה, חֲ זַק: אֶ ל ה׳,קַ ּוֵה
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Rav Avi Baumol presents an alternative way of looking at the structure of the Psalm. He divides
the Psalm into sections as follows:
● Verses 1-3 reflect a feeling of security, confidence, and complete trust in God.
● Verses 4-6 reflect the beginnings of concern and creeping doubt. Life is full of changes,
which can lead to anxiety about how long God's protection will last. The certainty of
feeling God's protection has morphed into a statement of hope that God will continue to
provide the protection which was taken as a given in the previous verses.
● Verses 7-14 reflect feelings of fear and despair. Here the poet pleads with God not to
reject him or forsake him. Yet even in the midst of these fears, the poet acknowledges
the need to hope for God's salvation.
Under both of these ways of thinking about the structure of the Psalm, the Psalm reflects the
reality of the human condition. Sometimes man is secure and at other times man looks for God
and seeks God out. Sometimes we are fearful, other times we have complete trust in God, and
in other times we are someplace in between -- we basically feel that God will protect us, but still
seek reassurance. We are complex beings and our relationship with God is similarly nuanced
and complex. The Psalm acknowledges this and gives us permission to have a relationship with
God that has ups and downs.
The order of this Psalm is particularly resonant with the yamim noraim (High Holidays). We
generally expect a psalm to start with the poet's feeling of danger and move to feelings of thanks
and trust in God after the poet has been saved. Here the typical order is reversed -- the Psalm
starts with a feeling of total security and trust and moves to a plea for God's help. For most of
the year we go about our daily lives and take God's protection for granted. When Elul comes, we
begin to focus on the upcoming Day of Judgment and begin to question our complacency. Have
we lived our lives in the best way possible? Will God continue to protect us? By the time we
reach Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur we may be experiencing the feelings of fear reflected at
the end of the Psalm.
But it always comes back to
. אֶ ל־ה׳, וְי ַאֲ מֵ ץ ִלּבֶָך; ו ְקַ ּוֵה, חֲ זַק: אֶ ל ה׳,קַ ּוֵה
Whatever may happen, we continue to hope and turn to God.
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