ADDENDA TO PSALM 145
RAYMOND APPLE

Psalm 145, colloquially known as Ashrei, is one of the best known biblical
passages in the Jewish liturgy. It occurs three times in the daily prayers, more
often than any other psalm. It appears first in the early morning pesukei
d’zimra (Passages of Praise); next in the final section of the morning service;
and also at the beginning of the afternoon service. This threefold usage fulfils
the principle found in TB Berakhot 4b that whoever recites this psalm three
times a day is assured of a place in the afterlife. The triple recitation exempli-
fies a tendency in Jewish liturgy whereby important phrases and quotations
are said more than once, with a preference for three times.

TB Berakhot 4b notes that Psalm 145 has two special features to commend
it. The first is that, being constructed as an alphabetical acrostic (with the
exception of the letter nun),! it enlists the whole of the aleph-bet to extol the
deeds of the Almighty. It should be added, however, that there are several
other psalms with alphabetical acrostics. The second is that it articulates the
tenet of God’s generosity and providence: You give it openhandedly, feeding
every creature to its heart’s content (verse 16; cf. Ps. 104:28, JPSA transla-
tion).

The Talmud does not call the psalm by its current title of Ashrei, but by its
opening words, Tehillah I’David, A song of praise; of (or by, or in the style
of) David, arising out of which the name Tehillim (Praises) is applied to the
whole psalter. A further version of the word tehillah comes in the final verse
(verse 21), which refers to the praise [tehillat] of the LORD. The popular
appellation of Ashrei, which is generally attached to the psalm, comes from
the two extra verses (Psalm 84:5 and 144:15), each one commencing with the
word Ashrei, which form a prologue to the psalm in its prayer-book version.
The present paper examines the possible reasons for the introduction of this
prologue, and then proceeds to analyze a second addendum, the Va’anahnu
verse which is appended to the psalm as an epilogue (Psalm 115:18).
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The preface to the psalm is two Ashrei verses, Happy are those who dwell
in Your house; they forever praise You (Ps. 84:5), and Happy the people who
have it so; happy the people whose God is the LORD (Ps. 144:15). The word
ashrei, happy, appears three times in these prefatory verses. Ashrei (never
found in the Bible in other than a plural form) indicates a state of suffused
contentment and ease, rather than a surging emotion of excitement or worldly
pleasure, and is thus opposed to hedonism.? Whilst the usual translation of
ashrei is happy, R. Samson Raphael Hirsch renders it as forward strides, as-
suming a link with the word ashur, a pace or step. This does not necessarily
mean physically striding ahead but (as spelled out in Psalm 1) being a right-
eous person, a tzaddik, who possesses a direction in life, in contrast to the
rasha, the wicked, who is not deemed happy because his life appears aimless.
Translators of the New Testament Beatitudes in Matt. 5:2-11 tend to render
the Greek word makarios, itself a rendition of the Hebrew ashrei, as blessed.
The New English Bible says How blest are...

The question is why an Ashrei prologue was necessary at all, and if so, why
the choice of Psalms 84:5 and 144:15? A number of verses in Psalms com-
mence with the same word, including Psalms 84:6, which appears directly
after one of the verses used.®

In fact, some communities did use other verses. The Roman rite used
Ashrei temimei derekh, Happy are those whose way is blameless (Psalm
119:1). Baer notes from two (unidentified) manuscript siddurim a custom of
saying this latter verse prior to our present Ashrei.* Mahzor Vitry had four
extra verses.® In the end, the best argument in favor of Psalm 144:15 is rather
prosaic. It is the final verse of the psalm immediately preceding Psalm 145.
Hence anyone who knew Psalms by heart would automatically link the final
verse of Psalm 144 with the commencement of the next psalm. Why then was
Psalms 84:5 brought in from elsewhere in the psalter and placed ahead of
Psalms 144:15?

THREE THEORIES

Explanations for the Ashrei prologue can be termed the literary, the com-
munal, and the liturgical approaches. They are not necessarily mutually ex-
clusive, but the third is the most significant.
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The literary approach sees the first Ashrei verse as reflecting the poetics of
Psalm 145.% It focuses on key parallels between the language of the prologue
and psalm, especially the root h-I-I, to praise, central to both and appearing in
the title Tehillah I’David, and words for eternity (e.g. od, I’olam va’ed and
b’khol yom). This approach may also justify the epilogue, which, like Psalms
84:5, has a key verbal parallel with the psalm. This parallel is the root b-r-kh,
to bless, which is a highlight of both the psalm and the epilogue.

However, these are clearly later rationalizations once the prologue and ad-
dendum verses were attached to Psalm 145. This approach does not demon-
strate a need to add verses in the first place; the psalm could have managed
without the Ashrei and va-anahnu addenda.

The communal approach posits that the prologue verses temper the univer-
salism of Psalm 145 and give it a more particularly Israelite orientation.’
While the psalm constantly uses the word kol, all, everybody, the prologue
singles out the group (am), who dwell and worship in the sanctuary (Your
house). This idea is also found in Psalm 33:12, Happy (ashrei) the nation
(goy) whose God is the LORD, the people (am) He has chosen to be His own.
Your house is presumably the Temple; the Midrash understands it as the syn-
agogue and house of study, also specifically Israelite institutions.® A parallel
is found in the epilogue, Psalm 115:18. While Psalm 145 commences in the
first person (aromim’kha, | will extol You), where “I” can mean any human
being, not necessarily an Israelite, the epilogue commences va-anahnu (But
we shall bless the LORD), again denoting the people of Israel (“we”).

The liturgical approach considers that the prologue must be seen as part of
liturgical history and theology. The key question from this point of view is
what is the function of Psalm 145 in the prayer service and how the added
verses contribute to that role.

THE LITURGICAL ROLE OF PSALM 145

Psalm 145 introduces a unit of six psalms (145-150) customarily read on
weekdays (Sabbaths and festivals have extra psalms). By means of the pro-
logue verses, this unit of psalms gains a preface which reflects on and ex-
presses the happiness that arises out of being in God’s House.

TB Berakhot 32b tells of the early pietists who meditated for an hour before
the commencement of formal prayers.® There, Rabbi Yehoshua ben Levi

Vol. 44, No. 4, 2016



230 RAYMOND APPLE

gives Psalms 84:5 as the source for the pre-worship hour of meditation, mak-
ing it a suitable introduction to the unit of Psalms in the morning service.
Tosafot (s.v. Kodem tefillato) to this passage states that the prologue was
instituted for this purpose, but does not identify by whom or when. The daily
recital of Psalms, originally by heart, was facilitated by the use of acrostics
such as the aleph-bet structure of Psalm 145, making it very popular.l® There
is also a user-friendly shin alliteration in words like Ashrei, yosh’vei, ashrei,
shekakhah, ashrei and she-YHVH.

There is wide evidence of the cultic role of the psalms, reflecting religious
poetry in other Middle Eastern cultures, so it is clear that Psalm 145 was used
in Second Temple times.!! The Dead Sea Scrolls version gives each verse a
refrain, Blessed be God (Elohim) and blessed be His name forever and ever,
suggesting a liturgical context.*> Whether this means that the leader said the
first half of a sentence and the congregation responded with this refrain, is
not certain.

In TB Shabbat 118b, Rabbi Yose says, ‘May my lot be with those who
complete the Hallel every day.’ In this context, Hallel is not the ‘Egyptian’
Hallel, Psalms 113-118, or the ‘Great” Hallel, Psalm 136, but the psalter as a
whole. Ideally, one would recite the entire Book of Psalms every day. While
some did, others recited only the final group of six psalms. This is the view
of Tractate Soferim 17:11 as well as Alfasi and Maimonides (Hil’khot Tefil-
lah 7:12). Rashi there states that even Psalms 148 and 150 would suffice. The
emphasis on the final six psalms is because they enshrine the essence of Jew-
ish ethics and theology, leading up to the final crescendo of the whole Book
of Psalms, Let all that breathes praise the LORD. Hallelujah (Psalm 150:6).
By means of the two introductory verses to Psalm 145, the worshipper ex-
presses happiness to have come to God’s house, even if he did not arrive ear-
ly, and to be a part of the prayer chorus of the people who have it so. This
prayer chorus attuned itself to the mood of prayer, and acclaimed God prior
to the formal morning service commencing with the call to worship, Barekhu,
Bless the Lord who is worthy of praise.

At the end of the morning prayers there is a second instance of Ashrei and
Psalm 145, this time as a closing reflection on the happiness which comes
from worship.
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There are no new features in the brief afternoon service, the contents of
which are already known from the morning prayers.® Introducing the service
with Psalm 145 automatically requires following the now established prece-
dent of saying the prologue verses. In explaining the afternoon service, R.
Elie Munk cites an observation attributed to King David in the Yalkut Shi-
moni, ‘Never have | begun my prayer to God before having composed and
prepared myself for it.’** The afternoon Ashrei/Psalm 145 is thus an encapsu-
lation of the entire Pesukei d’Zimra prefatory section of the morning service.

THE EPILOGUE

In the prayer service, Psalm 145 is given an epilogue, But we shall bless the
LORD now and forever, Hallelujah (Ps. 115:18). From as early as the time of
Seder Rav Amram Gaon this was explained as instituted in order to provide a
concluding Halleluyah for the psalm, in line with the pattern of Psalms 146-
150.% Additionally, the addendum broadens the psalm by saying “we” and
not just “I”.

There is another possible function of Psalms 115:18 here. Bearing in mind
that there is no nun verse in Psalm 145, the psalm is only 21 verses long, an
odd number. With a nun verse the number would have been 22. If, as could
have been the case, alternate verses were read by the leader and congregation
(a usage later followed in some congregations, at least on Shabbat),'® an extra
verse was needed to even out the reading. Psalms 115:18, with a theme simi-
lar to Psalm 145:21, was added in order to provide a 22" verse for the con-
gregation to use as a response to the leader’s recital of verse 21.

The Talmudic explanation of the prologue as deriving from the pre-worship
meditation might also hold a key to the epilogue, since the early pietists
would also wait and meditate for an hour after their prayers. Baer'” reports a
medieval French custom of prefacing Psalms 115:18 with the verse which
precedes it, The dead cannot praise the Lord, nor any who go down into si-
lence (Ps. 115:17), giving the last verse even more emphasis. There may be a
homiletical significance to the small unit of Psalms 115:17-18. While sitting
in the synagogue in worship brings a person a feeling of happiness, emerging
into the outside world brings challenge. It is tempting to succumb to the often
questionable attractions which the day constantly brings with it; the erstwhile
worshipper must have the moral courage to live according to the words of the
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prayers and psalms, and to turn every decision, every deed into actions which
are worthy of and praise of God, now and forever.
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