Chapter #82- Rabbi Yair Lichtman
Standing in Judgement

The Talmud , in justifying the recitation of different Psalms on each day of the
week, explains that Psalm 82 was chosen for Tuesdays because on that day, “God
revealed the Land in His wisdom and prepared the Earth for his assembly” (Rosh
Hashanah 31a). Yet this explanation appears lacking: of the 190 references to
“eretz” (land) in Tehillim, only two appear in our chapter, and the other creation of the
third day, vegetation, is entirely absent. What, then, connects our chapter to the creation
of the Earth?

If the most repeated words of a mizmor are any guide to the chapter’s central
themes, we ought to assume instead that our Psalm revolves around Divine justice: the
root shin-peh-tet and the Divine name Elo-him are repeated fourfold in a mere eight
verses, and both appear in the initial line.

109Y! D'N7X 272 XTNTY2 21X 07X QOKT 1IN
A psalm of Asaph.
God stands in the divine assembly;
among the divine beings He delivers judgment.

Indeed, the central preoccupation of the chapter is to distinguish Divine mishpat
from its human counterpart. The name Elo-him appears in Tanakh most commonly as a
reference to God, the Divine. Yet, on a minority of occasions, Elo-him is understood as a
reference to human authorities, judges (see, for example, Shemot 22:8). It is
understood that it is the responsibility of the latter to behave like the former in judgment.

And what is it that characterizes the Divine justice to which human leaders?
According to Assaf, to whom this mizmor is attributed, it is judging the poor and the
orphan fairly, rescuing the indigent and needy, and treating those of all social classes
justly and fairly (see vv. 3-4). Nahum Sarna observes that God is portrayed as standing,
not sitting, in judgment, which suggests that the primary concern is not academic
deliberation, but the execution of justice for those in need, those who are otherwise
oppressed.

What happens when our judges fail to implement this justice?
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| once thought, “You are divine beings; all of you are children of the Most High,”
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but you shall die like mere men; you will fall like any prince.

These leaders, in their corruption and incompetence, sacrificed their stature as quasi-
Divine Elo-him, and are fated to perish as mortals.

It is exactly these miscarriages of justice that link our Psalm to the creation of the
Land. In the rabbinic conception, the world’s very existence depends on justice (Mishna
Avot 1:16), and the Mabul, which functioned to blot out the Earth, was the Divine
response to a society swollen with corruption (Bereishit 6:11). This is why the Talmud
teaches that anyone who judges truthfully is considered to be a partner of God’s in
Creation (Shabbat 10a): without the proper execution of justice, the world’s existence is
imperiled (see also Tur CM 1). Our Psalm similarly alludes to this truth; when the judges
blind themselves to truth and justice, “all the earth’s foundations shudder” (v. 5).

In our weekly recitation of Psalm 82, let us be cognizant of the imperative to
ensure that justice is properly administered on Earth.



