
Chapter #11- Jennifer Pelled

At first glance, Psalm 11 seems like a very standard dichotomy 

between God’s love of the righteous and punishment of the wicked. If 

this were true, though, then David’s choice to compare himself to a 

wandering bird seems odd. In general, this metaphor is used not to 

connote righteousness, but rather to suggest someone who has lost 

their way. It is this that initially begins the exploration of this Psalm as an 

ode to potential. 

 The second to last verse of the Psalm reads, “He shall rain upon 

the wicked charcoal, fire, and brimstone, and a burning wind is the 

portion of their cup”. The active verb here is "מטר" [to rain]. This verb 

shows up often in the canon, but most often in Genesis, the book that 

focuses on the creation of the world and the founding of the Jewish 

nation. Genesis Chapter two verse five says "וה אלֹהים ָֹ֤  כ֩י לֹ֨א ִהמ֜טיר יהְ

 that vegetation had not grown on Earth yet because God did ”,על־האֶרץ

not make it rain. The verse speaks to the current potential of the Earth, 

lying just beneath the surface, waiting for God to מטר it into actuality. In 

the same book, but in a very different context, the verb מטר appears 

again. In Chapter 19 verse 24, it is written, "ה ם ועְַל־עֲמרָֹ֖ ֹ֛ יר עַל־סְד ה הִמְטִ֧ ָ֗  וַיֽהוֹ

יםִ ה ",מִן־הַשָּׁמָֽ ת יהְוָֹ֖ שׁ מֵאֵ֥ ית ואֵָ֑  that God rained brimstone upon the city גׇּפְרִ֣

of Sodom after promising Abraham that He would judge the city and 

destroy it if they were wicked. According to Ezekiel, the sin of Sodom 

was that despite their great wealth, they were inhospitable and unwilling 

to aid those in need. They had the potential to do good, with all the 

equipment necessary, but instead turned their backs on others. Rashi 



even adds, “בתחלה מטר ונעשה גפרית ואש," that before the brimstone God 

merely sent neutral rain. 

 Although seemingly unlike, in both situations, God plants the 

seeds for greatness. In the story of creation, these seeds are to be 

understood literally, designed to grow food and shelter for humanity. In 

Sodom, they refer to the wealth that God allowed the city to amass, to 

give charity to guests. However, while creation continues with positive 

rain, the city of Sodom is destroyed by a rain of violence. They wasted 

their potential, refusing to bring the rain to their seeds, so God brings 

the rain Himself. The rain thus represents the duality of potential, that it 

can allow for such greatness, but also such tremendous wickedness. 

 Parshat Noah encapsulates this duality above all else. In Genesis 

chapter seven verse four reads, “רֶץ יר עַל־הָאָ֔ נכִֹי֙ מַמְטִ֣ ה אָֽ ים ע֜וֹד שִׁבְעָ֗  כִּי֩ לְימִָ֨

ל פְּנֵ֥י הָֽאֲדָמָֽה׃ יתִי מֵעַ֖ ר עָשִׂ֔ יתִ"י אֶֽת־כׇּל־הַיקְוּם֙ אֲשֶׁ֣ ילְָה וּמָחִ֗ ים לָ֑ ים י֔וֹם ואְַרְבָּעִ֖  ",אַרְבָּעִ֣

that God brought rain on the land for forty days and forty nights. While 

the flood comes about through humanity’s rejection of their potential 

and revert to sin, it ends positively. Noah and his family descend the ark 

into a fresh world, with flowering vegetation and a pleasant aroma. Their 

descent captures the renewal of potential, where God gives humanity 

the chance to start anew. It is this idea that appeals so much to David 

throughout his life. By paralleling God’s judgment of the wicked and 

righteous so closely in the Psalm, using מטר as the lynchpin, David 

alludes to the possibility that one’s potential and willingness to grow are 

vital for redemption.


