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David Golinkin on
keeping the Simhat Torah
spark alive

Now that the holidays are over, what do I do?
• By DAVID GOLINKIN

(Wikimedia)

e are about to observe Simhat Torah,
the last of the High Holy Days. For
some this may be a relief. For others,
it may be sad to say goodbye to the
holidays and go back to our mundane lives. My question is: What message can we take
from the holiday season that will help shape our lives
in the year to come?
I would like to answer the question with the help of
Psalm 27, which Ashkenazi Jews recited every morning and evening for the 50 days from Rosh Hodesh Elul
until Hoshana Raba.
This custom is not mentioned in the Talmud or in
the standard codes of Jewish law such as Maimonides’s
Mishne Torah or the Shulhan Aruch. First mentioned by
the Hazan Tzvi bar Hayyim of Furth in his Likutei Tzvi
in 1638, it was gradually adopted by various prayer
books and codes of Jewish law, such as the Kitzur

Shulhan Aruch and the Mishna Berura.
Why was this psalm chosen for this time of year?
Rabbi Shabbetai Rashkov (d. 1745) gave an involved
kabbalistic explanation, while Rabbi Ephraim Zalman
Margaliot (d. 1828), among others, refers to a midrash
found in Midrash Tehillim: “The Rabbis explain this
chapter as referring to Rosh Hashanah and Yom
Kippur: ‘The Lord is my light' on Rosh Hashanah...
‘And my salvation' on Yom Kippur... And afterwards
[the psalm says]: ‘He will shelter me in his sukkah.’”
Rabbi Hayyim Kieval and others added that the last
verse of the psalm includes the word Me, which is also
dotted in the Masoretic text. This provides a hint to recite this Psalm, since “lule” in reverse spells Elul!
Of course, according to simple logic, Psalm 27 was
chosen to be recited at this time of year because it contains words of encouragement during the Days of Awe,
when every Jew is fearful about his fate, and reflected
in this supplication to God for salvation:
“The Lord is my light and my salvation, whom shall

I fear?
“The Lord is the stronghold of my life, of whom
shall I be afraid?
“Hear, O Lord, when I cry with my voice.
“Do not hide Your face from me...
“Hope in the Lord, be strong and let your heart take
courage.
“Hope in the Lord."
But what is the central message of Psalm 27 and
what is its relevance today?
According to Talmudic tradition, the Book of Psalms
was written by King David (Bava Batra 14b), who devoted most of his life to war. In this psalm he requests
that God grant him physical and spiritual refuge from
his warfare. As the central verse states:
“One thing have I asked of the Lord, this I request,
That I may d well in the house of the Lord all the days
of my life,
To gaze at the graciousness of God and to visit in His
sanctuary.”

