Chapter #92- Dr. AJ Berkowitz

Shabbat and Title Ambiguity

Of the 150 Psalms that populate Sefer Tehillim, 116 of them contain titles. Many of
them, such as the hard-to-translate gittit and michtam, likely denote the ancient musical
setting to which the psalm was performed. Other titles attempt to historically
contextualize the content of a psalm. The title of Psalm 3, “When David fled from
Absalom his son,” for example, localizes the enemies mentioned within the text as
Absalom and his army. Many of the remaining titles list a person associated with the
psalm or the occasion upon which the psalm was sung. The most common element within
a title 1s li’David. But, how can we best translate this? Lamed in biblical Hebrew can
have a slew of meanings, such as: to/for/about/from the genre of/one of. Thus, /i’David
can mean that David composed the text that follows; someone composed the poem in
honor of David; the psalm is about David; the following is from a collection of works
attributed to David; or the poem is written in a genre associated with David. Oftentimes,
we cannot determine the best meaning.

Psalm 92°s mizmor shir le’yom HaShabbat “A Psalm, a song lamed the day of
Shabbat” should be easier to translate. Presumably, the title indicates that Psalm 92 is to
be sung on Shabbat. Verse 3 supports this assumption by listing the instruments that
accompany the words of the poem. While the simplest translation of le’yom HaShabbat is
“for/on the Sabbath day”’; namely, a poem the Levites sing to celebrate Shabbat, Jewish
tradition revels in the creative possibilities of the ambiguous lamed. The final Mishnah in
Tamid, which lists the daily psalms the Levites sung in the Temple, adds another layer of
meaning to Psalm 92 by re-translating and explaining its title: “A Psalm, a song for the
world to come — for a world that is entirely an eternal sabbath of rest.” For the Mishnah,
Psalm 92 is a poem about the eternal sabbath. Pesiqta Rabbati 46.2 takes the lamed in a
different direction. It reads Psalm 92 in light of Adam and determines that the entire saga
of Genesis 2-3 — the creation and sin of Adam — took place twelve hours before the first
Sabbath. Adam was expelled and not sentenced to death, according to the Pesiqta,
because Shabbat interceded on Adam’s behalf. Adam, in return, composed Psalm 92. He
sung le’yom haShabbat, a poem of thanks “ro the Sabbath day.” Our Shabbat siddur
expresses yet another possible reading of lamed. After El Adon, the siddur contains a
passage which anthropomorphizes Shabbat: “And the seventh day praises and sings: ‘A
Psalm of the Sabbath day, it is good to praise God.””” According to our siddur, Psalm 92 is
a poem le’yom hashabbat — sung/composed “by Shabbat.” The Psalter contains
multitudes. Its true meaning rests at the crossroads of the text itself and those who cherish
it.



