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The Hypothesis

Have you ever noticed that a variety of prayers in the Siddur end with a quotation of a
single verse from Tehilim? If you check the source of the verse, you will find that very often it is
the last verse of a chapter from Tehilim. The question is: Why is the very last verse of a chapter
from Tehilim attached to the end of a particular prayer in the Siddur?

Here is a simple example. Open up Tehilim to chapter 145, which you will immediately
recognize as “Ashray.” True, in the Siddur there are a couple of verses added to the beginning of
the Psalm, but that it is not our concern. How does the Psalm end? Not like in the Siddur, where
an extra verse is added. That verse is the last verse from Tehilim 115, from the Hallel. So, why did
the editors of the Siddur add the last verse from Tehilim 115 to the end of Tehilim 145? This is the
question that I would like to explore. Indeed, I will return to this very question in the second
essay.

To answer this question, I propose the following: When the editors of the Siddur add the
last verse from a particular chapter in Tehilim, they are asking us to think of the meaning and
message of the entire chapter and to apply it to the prayer that we have just finished. It is as if the
last verse brings with it the entire chapter and conjures up in our minds the association between
its message and the prayer we have just said.

To prove this hypothesis, I offer three examples. The first is the closing “verse” of the
Shemonah Esray. The second is the verse from Tehilim 115 that is used to end Ashray, and the third
is end of Tehilim 20 that is attached to the end of Yehi Chevod that appears before Ashray on
weekday mornings. In each case, it will be necessary to analyze the chapter from Tehilim in detail
as well as the particular prayer and then to explain the connection between the two.

A Word about Biblical Poetry

The remarks that follow are based to a great extent upon an examination of the poetic
elements and structure in the Tehilah (chapter of Tehilim). When added to the textual details that
are the traditional province of the classical commentaries, these poetic elements open up new
vistas of interpretation and understanding.

The telltale sign of Biblical poetry is textual parallelism. The basic poetic form is a verse that
can be divided into two almost equal halves, where each half is parallel in content and in
structure. Invariably, the two halves offer different expressions of the same idea. These
differences are the source of the interpretation of the verse. From this basic form multiple
variations emerge. Biblical poetry can also contain poetic elements such as rhyme, rhythm and
alliteration that are more familiar to us.
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Introducing Tehilim 19

Here is Tehilim 19. The translation does not exactly flow smoothly, because it tries to copy

the rhythm of the Hebrew, which is a rather daunting task. Please read the Tehilah.
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For the Leader: A Psalm of David.
PPN TID VT NPYM 9-R 7927 DM9DN DNYR 3
The heavens declare the glory of God, and His handiwork is spoken of by the firmament;
MPT NI NPYY AP MR YD DY DI 2
Day to day utters speech, and night to night expresses knowledge;
:021p YRYI 22 DT PRIMR PR T
There is no speech, there are no words, without their voice being heard.
;003 YTR DY WAYY DY YIn n¥p: DIP RY PIRD 992 N
Their line goes out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world. In them, He
has set a tent for the sun,
IR PINY T2 DY INonn RYY NN RN )
And he is like a bridegroom coming out of his Chuppah; he rejoices like a strong man to run
his course.
3PRNN N0 PRI DNINp %y INAIPM IRNIN DINYD AXpR T
From the end of the heavens is his exit and his circuit to the ends of it; and there is nothing
hid from the his heat.
DN NINN MINRY ‘N MTY WO NYHN MRR ‘A N N
The Torah of God is perfect, restoring the soul; the testimony of God is faithful, making the
simple wise.
:PY DTRN NI2AMYN 12 MY DY 'NOTpe
The precepts of God are straight, rejoicing the heart; the commandment of God is pure,
enlightening the eyes.
DTN APTY NNRR N HOVIVN T™hH nTRIY NNV 'N NRY ’
The fear of God is pure, enduring forever; the laws of God are true, they are righteous
altogether;
;D701 NOY) WITH DPINM 17 19 AN DTAMID N?
They are more pleasant than gold, than much fine gold; sweeter also than honey and the
honeycomb.
:272pY DIKYZ DOZMD TR D D
Your servant is careful with them; in keeping them there is great reward.
D1 NIINDIN. PR OD MIRNY P
Who can understand errors? Cleanse me from hidden faults.
117 YYAN TR DIPR IR 2WY OR  JTAYy YN DTN Dy T
Keep your servant also from willful sins; they may not dominate me; then
shall I be faultless, and I shall be cleansed from great transgression.
DYRINN D P9V 27 1M 09 MR TIXI? YRy 0
Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to You, O God, my
rock, and my redeemer.
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Structure

A quick look at the structure of the chapter will assist us in understanding its content. Even
a cursory reading of the Tehilah reveals that the flow of the words changes as the content changes.
Indeed, the change in content reveals the structure of the Tehilah:

Opening gambit: Verse 1— “For the Leader: A Psalm of David”
Part 1— The heavens sing God’s praises. The example is the sun.
Part 2— The Torah is perfect in so many ways

Part 3— Man tries his best

Closing thought— “Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be
acceptable to You, O God, my rock, and my redeemer”

Part 1— The Heavens Sing God‘s Praises

The first part of the chapter can be divided into two sections. The first section is a general
description of how the heavens sing their praises to God. The second section focuses on the
example of the sun. It is interesting that the third phrase in verse 5 is actually the beginning of the
next sub-section, thus connecting the two. The poetic structure of these verses is as follows:

Section - la
Chiastic P3N TN VT nwYN // HR 7933 D90n D’QQ'Q (a

Parallel YT NN DY AP // MR YW DY B (3

Three Parallel Phrases :02Ip.YynRv1va // DMATPRY // IMRDPR (T

eyl (Y A T T I — -y

Parallel // DIP9N 22N NP // DIPRY YIRAY2 (P

Verse two has a chiastic structure: The outer words are parallel and the inner words are
parallel. DRWA is parallel to P30 and so on. In the following three verses, the poetic structure is
parallel. The chiastic structure creates a somewhat closer parallelism between the two halves of
the verse by encasing the words and the meaning by placing the parallel words or phrases at the
two ends.

“The heavens declare the glory of God, and His handiwork is spoken of by the firmament.”
Both the Ibn Ezra and the Malbim explain that it is the very heavens (the sky filled with the stars)
and the firmament (the elements of the weather) that do the talking. The two halves can be
differentiated—according to the Malbim—in that the stars and the all the other astronomical
bodies date back to creation, while the changing weather expresses the idea that God renews His
creation every day. Either way, they sing out clearly in praise of God!

“Day to day utters speech, and night to night expresses knowledge.” The poetic parallelism
tells us that despite the difference expression of the praise during the day vis-a-vie the night, the
action is the same. The Malbim teaches that during the day, the heavens talk out loud, while
during the quiet of the night the song is almost silent.

“There is no speech, there are no words, without their voice being heard.” In this verse
there are three phrases. The repetition of the opening thought in the second phrase only
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emphasizes the startling idea that the praises sung by the heavens are actually heard. King David
tells us that if you listen closely you can actually hear the heavens and the firmament speak and
sing the praises of God. How can it be otherwise? If words are spoken, aren’t they heard!?

To put in more prosaic terms, we must look at the movements of the stars and the changes
in the weather from a different perspective: What we think of in astro-physical and
meteorological terms is really something altogether different. It is a significant part of God’s
creation singing his praises.

"Their line goes out through all the earth, and their words to the end of the world.” Indeed,
the songs of praise are broadcast throughout the entire world! They are there for everyone to see
and especially to hear.

Section—1b
:0N2 YDR DY YNYY

Parallel MIR P12 21309 VW /7 NANA RY? 1NN RN (O
Chiastic // DRIND YY INAIPNI /7 IRNIN DNV ARpn (@
:INRNN 1IN0 PR)

As mentioned above, the third phrase in verse 5 connects the first part of the section to the
second part. “In them, He has set a tent for the sun.” The awkwardness of the words belies the
meaning of the phrase. According to Rashi, the words of praise are so many and so great, that
God uses them to form a protective tent for the sun.

How can we “hear” the sun’s song? “And he is like a bridegroom coming out of his
Chuppah; he rejoices like a strong man to run his course.” King David uses two metaphors.
Imagine: What does a bridegroom look like when he emerges with his bride from the Chuppah?
Think of how his face literally radiates joy. The sun bursts over the horizon every morning with
the same expression of joy as he (the sun) begins a new day doing God’s bidding.

Now think of a runner. Ever see a happy jogger? Ever see an Olympic runner smile with
happiness as he barrels down the track? Well, the sun is just such an athlete, but he runs his daily
course from dawn to dusk with great happiness.

“From the end of the heavens is his exit and his circuit to the ends of it.” This verse contains
a double chiastic structure. The first two phrases are chiastic and thus parallel in poetic structure
to verse 2, the opening verse of this first third of the Tehilah. Then the closing phrase— “and there
is nothing hid from the his sun”— creates a chiastic close to this sub-section. In addition, verse 7
is parallel to the preceding verse, 6. Whether it is his daily route— “From the end of the heavens”
- or his annual/seasonal route— “his circuit,” the sun sings his song as he follows moves through
our sky. In the end, there is no hiding from his heat or his song!

Bottom line: The sun and all the other astronomical bodies and even the changing weather
are all perfect servants of God. Indeed, as they fulfill His commands on a moment to moment,
day to day basis, the even sing and speak His praises.

Part 2—The Torah Is Perfect

Beginning with verse 8, the Tehilah changes course completely. Instead of stars and the sun,
the topic becomes Torah and Mitzvot. And here we see in three out of the four verses in this
section an almost algebraic equation: If A of God is B, then together they create C. (X of God =Y,
therefore = 7).
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X of God =Y, therefore = Z v9) n1Yn mmn’nnin (0
DO NNIND  NINKI N MTY

12 mRdn DY Nompe (0
:DY NPRN 172’0 MY
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Parallel :D9I¥ NA1) W2TH DPINM // 27190 23010 0TRman (R

These verses are open to a wide variety of explanations. It is possible to fill page after page
of the different interpretations. Here are two sets that I particularly think are meaningful.
From the Midrash Tehilim (Buber edition, Tehilim 19, page 171):

Rabbi Tanchumah explained [these verses] as parallel to the six orders of the
Mishnah.

“The Torah of God is perfect” is the order of Nashim (women’s law), and so it says,
“You are all fair, my beloved, and there is no blemish in you” (Shir HaShirim 4:7,
meaning the beloved is perfect just like God’s Torah is perfect).

“The testimony of God is faithful” is the order of Zera’im (agricultural law), for he
(the farmer) believes in the Creator and plants his seeds.

“The precepts of God are straight, [rejoicing the heart]” is the order of Mo’ed
(holiday law) that has the laws of Sukkah and Lulav and all the year’s holidays, as it
is written concerning them, “rejoice in your holiday” (Devarim 16:14).

“The commandment of God is pure, enlightening the eyes” is the order of
Kodashim (sacrifices) that enlighten the eyes of the sages.

“The fear of God is pure” is the order of Taharot, laws of purity and impurity.
“The laws of God are true” is the order of Nezikin for it has all of the laws.

The second set is from Rav Avraham Yitzchak HaCohen Kook (from Olat Re’'I'yah, p. 56):

W93 NVYN YRR 2 N
“The Torah of God is perfect, restoring the soul”

No matter how elevated and fine something might be, everything that occupies a person is
to a certain extent flawed in the sense that it prevents the person from thinking of something else.
Subconsciously, a person is aware of this and for this reason is never wholly comfortable or
satisfied with what he or she is doing.

Only Torah, which comes from God, does not give a person this feeling, because God’s
Torah is Temimah — whole, complete. Only Torah calms the soul and the mind.

Mg NN IR 7 MTY
“The testimony of God is faithful, making the simple wise”
An individual cannot give 100% completely true testimony. The truth is always flawed.
“We only grasp the shadows of things, not their truth.” (Halacha recognizes this. If two witnesses
offer the same exact testimony, without any variation, they are considered to be false witnesses.)
There is only one source that offers us the complete truth and that is Torah. Thus, Torah
makes the ignorant person wise.
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22 MRYn 0IY? 1 MpD
“The precepts of God are straight, rejoicing the heart”

A person’s heart is naturally “straight,” “loving things that are straight from the very depth
of one’s inner, primary nature. However, one’s straightness is limited by the limits of one’s
existence.” The small inner core of straightness of one’s heart is lost in the wider, greater outer
world. The cure is God’s commands. God’s Mitzvot connect a person’s naturally straight heart
with its divine source. This results in a happy heart.

DYy NYRR 173 27 YN
“The commandment of God is pure, enlightening the eyes”

A person’s sight is deficient. A person only sees shadows of spiritual reality mixed with the
physical world that surrounds him. Therefore, a person requires a physical presence that he can
actually see and then connect him to the real world. Mitzvot function as concrete acts that
illuminate a person’s eyes with God’s light. Mitzvot “conquer all the shadows that darken the
senses.” Mitzvot “connect the person with the source of all life.” “For with You is the source of
life; through Your light, we see light” (Psalm 36:10).

7Y% NTNIY NNV 2 NRY
“The fear of God is pure”

The purity of Yir'ah (fear) works constantly on a person’s soul, whether one is conscious of
this or not. “The higher Yir'ah (fear) hovers above one’s soul and it is only revealed according to
the level of each individual, given the purity of his soul and the correctness of his values.”
Nothing can soil or mar the essential purity of this Yir‘ah. This characteristic is passed from
generation to generation until ultimately the hope of our prayers will be realized: “All of Your
creatures will fear You.”

TN APTY NAR N 7VaYn
“The laws of God are true, they are righteous altogether”

“Truth stands in the highest of places, in the place where the highest thoughts and divine
ideas reside in their essential clarity. Justice flows from the radiant light of truth, as its foundation
is revealed through the action and the activated by man’s behavior as he relates to the world”
especially through law and judgment. Over time, cracks appear in the citadel of man’s law. On
the other hand, there is never any deficiency in God’s law, for divine justice is firmly rooted in
divine truth. Indeed, this is most evident when we view the divine law as a unity that is
continuously revealed throughout the generations.

The overall point is very straightforward: God’s Torah and Mitzvot are perfect in every
which way! Indeed, “they are more pleasant than gold, than much fine gold; sweeter also than
honey and the honeycomb.” True perfection!

Part 3— Man Tries His Best

The poetic structure of parts one and two is classic in its elegance, its sophistication and its
logic. Indeed, just as the content of each part points to perfection within God’s world, both
physically—the astronomical bodies— and spiritually— the Torah and Mitzvot, so, too, the way
the ideas are expressed is well-nigh perfect. All of this breaks down in the third part.

In this third section, the poetic structure is almost absent. The ideas are expressed in terms
that hint at fear and even shame. The three verses can be divided into four lines of two phrases
each. And there is a certain parallelism between the verses created by the repetition of certain
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words. Nevertheless, the lines lack the clear internal parallelism that we saw in the first part of
the Tehilah.

117 2pY DIV // DRI NN 1710 D) @
—— 2RI // PN NIRNY W
VU OR /T30 TON TN O (v

117 YYAN MRY) // DIVR IR

"Your servant is careful with them; in keeping them there is great reward.” King David
begins his discussion of himself by saying, “Gosh, I try real hard to be a good, observant Jew.”
Then he continues by saying, “However, who can understand errors? [Please] cleanse me from
hidden faults. Faults hidden from me, but not from You, God.”

King David’s problems don’t end there. “Keep your servant also from willful sins; they
may not dominate me; then shall I be faultless, and I shall be cleansed from great transgression.”
There seems to be no end to his problems. Unfortunately, King David is not perfect.

A Midrashic Solution to a Problem

How are we to reconcile the inclusion of this third section—an expression of human
imperfection—along with the first two parts that demonstrate perfection in the heavens and in
Torah?

The solution is found in a Midrash (VaYikra Rabbah 5:8):

Rabbi Shimon taught: What great artists are the Jews, that they know how to
appease their Creator.

Rabbi Chanina said, “There is a tenant farmer who knows how to ask and there
is a tenant farmer who does not know how to ask.

Rabbi Choni said: King David belonged to the first — better — group of “tenant
farmers.”

At first, he sang poetic praise, “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Psalm
19).

He (God) said to him, “ “The heavens...” Maybe you need something?”

He (King D.) continued to recite, “The firmament shows His handiwork.”

He (God) said to him, “Maybe you need something?”

He (King D.) continued to recite, “Day to day utters speech, and night to night
expresses knowledge.”

He (God) said to him, “What do you want!?”

He (King D.) replied, “ “‘Who can understand errors.” I seek forgiveness for my
sins of error that I did before You.”

He (God) said to him, “I forgive and I forget.”

He (King D.) replied, “Cleanse me from hidden faults.”

He (God) said to him, “I forgive and I forget.”

He (King D.) replied, “Keep your servant from willful sins; they may not
dominate me; then shall I be faultless, and I shall be cleansed from great
transgression.” King David said before God, “Master of the Universe, You are a
great God and my sins are great. It is proper for a great God to forgive great sins!”
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“Everything is perfect,” says King David. “Everything is perfect except me. Yet I can do
something perfect. I can sing the praises of God’s perfect world and His perfect Torah.” And so
he does. In the end God hears his song and asks, “How shall I reward you?”

King David replies, “Cleanse me of my sins— the big ones along with the little ones— to
make me perfect, too.”

King David stands there at night looking at the stars. He wraps his cloak a little tighter to
fight off the evening’s chill. He clutches a book of Torah to his chest. He prays to God saying that
he can hear the praise sung by the stars. He holds up the book and says that he sees clearly the
complex perfection that is Torah and how in influences his very soul. He waits for God’s reply.
He bows his head and utters one last prayer:

ORI MY N POV 32 TN 79 IR 1INy VY
“Let the words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to You,
O God, my rock, and my redeemer.”
As he closes his eyes and concentrates on this one last thought, God replies, “I forgive and I
forget.”

Back to the Original Question

Why was this last verse of the Tehilah chosen as the very end of the Shemonah Esray? Indeed,
Chazal quote Rabbi Yochanan twice (Berachot 4b and 9b) as saying that the Shemonah Esray ends
with the recitation of this verse. Further on in Berachot (17a), the author of the closing paragraph
of the Shemonah Esray also ends his short prayer with this verse. Even though the Gemara answers
our question as to why (Berachot 9b) , I would like to offer a different answer.

The Shemonah Esray is the ultimate Tefilah. It begins with praise, continues with petition and
ends with thanks. No news there. However, which syllable is emphasized? The mere fact that the
middle section contains 13 Berachot of petition and that the very last Berachah is also a petition (for
Shalom), it would seem that the overall thrust of the Shemonah Esray is to ask God for all we need
and all that Am Yisra'el needs.

Why should God give us anything for which we ask? What have we done to earn His
assistance?

Our sages understood our predicament very well. And they offered a solution: Recite the last
verse of Tehilim 19. Why? When you recite this verse you will think of the rest of the Tehilah. You
will think— just as King David did— that the astronomical bodies are perfect in their obedience.
You will think— just as King David did— that God’s Torah and Mitzvot are perfect. And you will
think— just as King David did— that unfortunately you are not perfect. Nevertheless, “Let the
words of my mouth and the meditation of my heart be acceptable to You, O God, my rock, and
my redeemer.” You will stand before God just as King David did and pray that god will answer
you as well with “I forgive and I forget. And I will help you, too”



