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   Many communities associate Psalm 22 with Purim. Sephardim and Oriental 
Jews use it in the evening service; they are joined by such Ashkenazim as 
follow the rite of the Vilna Ga’on in making it the special psalm for Purim.1 
The Purim link is the main issue which is addressed in this paper, but first we 
must consider the psalm itself, which presents several difficulties in regard to 
the heading, the first verse of the text and the change of mood after verse 22. 
Once these aspects have been considered we will be in a position to examine 
the Purim connection.  
 
THE HEADING 

   The psalm is headed, For the leader, on ayyelet ha-shahar. A psalm of 
David. No-one is quite sure what the hapax ayyelet ha-shahar means. The 
JPSA version says merely, “Meaning of Heb. uncertain.” The words indicate 
“hind of the dawn”, which might be a musical instrument2 or a melody, the 
nature of which is no longer known. Because the psalm moves from sad, 
morbid content to a happier segment of praise, we can presume that the 
melody does likewise, moving from a minor to a major key. 
   Samson Raphael Hirsch3 sees the psalm as a hymn to the morning, deriving 
ayyelet from a root that means to be strong or vigorous. Hirsch thinks the 
heading means “concerning the vigor of the dawn” and the psalm contrasts 
the darkness and fear of the night with the hope and brightness of the 
dawning of the next day. According to Franz Delitzsch4, there is a 
picturesque link between a hind and the dawn; the coming of dawn sees the 
sun emitting rays like the horns of a deer. 
 
THE FIRST VERSE OF THE TEXT 

   In the first substantive verse the psalmist emits an agonized cry, My God, 
my God, why (lamah) have You abandoned me? (verse 2). A great deal hangs 
on the word “why.” Taken literally it is a bold accusation, not a mere inquiry 
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for information. Since God is called a stay and support5 the psalmist feels let 
down, lost and forsaken. His mood echoes Lamentations 1:5, The Lord has 
become an enemy! It seems that God has ignored His promises and 
abandoned the psalmist to his fate.  
   However, a qualification is suggested by Samson Raphael Hirsch. He 
suggests that the psalmist is asking “For what purpose”, not “For what 
reason”6 – i.e. how and where does God’s apparent inaction fit into His 
overall strategy? If, which expresses a cardinal principle of Judaism, there is 
movement and progress in history, God’s apparent abandonment of the 
psalmist seems quite scandalous. Whoever is the sufferer from whom bursts 
forth this expression of despair, it is a moment of absolute anguish – but the 
psalmist gets over his trauma in the final verses of the poem. 
 
THE CHANGE OF MOOD 

   The psalm has two sections – the first, up to verse 22, being bitter and 
agonized; the second, from verse 23 to the end, calm and exultant. In the first 
section the psalmist is in pain; in the second he has been released. In the first 
he says his cry has not been answered; in the second he has received an 
answer, and he now – more calmly - praises God. The psalm moves from the 
sour to the sweet. In the first section the psalmist cannot understand why God 
is apparently absent and unconcerned and has let him down; in the second He 
has re-appeared and supported man’s cause. The question now is not so much 
God’s care and concern for the psalmist but His timetable. He has come out 
of hiding (verse 25), but why did He not do so earlier?  
 
THE DAVID CONNECTION 

   Though the psalm is headed A psalm of David, there is no proof that the 
author was indeed David himself. True, other Biblical books (e.g. I Samuel 
16:18) describe David as a musician and say that he composed large numbers 
of poems. The era of the First Temple is regarded as a period of poetry, 
generally because of David. But less than half of the 150 psalms claim to be 
written by him, and even those that do, might well be saying, “In Davidic 
style” or “From a (or the) Davidic collection.” Jewish tradition has a 
widespread opinion that some of the Davidic psalms reflect events in David’s 
career, e.g. Psalm 3 which echoes the time when he fled from his son 
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Absalom. It could therefore be that Psalm 22 is a historically-based poem 
deriving from David’s ups and downs. But tradition also has an opinion 
(especially in the Midrash Tehillim) that it reflects the difficult period of 
Esther’s marriage to Ahasuerus. If then the psalm comes from a later period, 
it may be a prophetic poem: Rashi avers that it is an indication of the future, 
which will bring both suffering and salvation. 
 
THE PURIM CONNECTION 

   If the Midrash is right that the historical context of the psalm is the period 
of Mordechai and Esther, it may be bound up with the emergence and 
development of the festival of Purim. Since Purim was the first post-
Pentateuch festival to enter the Jewish calendar, it needed texts to give it 
status. The problem is that the Book of Esther told its story without 
mentioning God. True, He is hinted at in the verse, relief and deliverance will 
come for the Jews from another quarter – literally, another place. (Esth. 
4:14). “The Place”, HaMakom, was a rabbinic name of God, indicating His 
omnipresence (Gen. Rabbah 68:9). The author of Esther could have implied 
this notion when he wrote his fourth chapter: Ginzberg says the idea that 
Makom refers to God was not unknown at this period and was certainly 
known to Philo and Josephus if not earlier.7 
   In the debates about the Book of Esther, some voices must have offered 
Psalm 22 as a supplement or counterweight that introduced the Name of God, 
since it began with the opening address in verse 2, My God, my God, and 
contained other mentions of God. It should be noted that many, probably all, 
of the alternative or additional versions of Esther are full of references and 
prayers to God.8 In these extra texts Mordechai prays, “O Lord and King who 
rules over all things, spare Your people, pity Your inheritance, that we may 
live and sing praise to Your Name.” Esther prays, “O Lord and King, help 
me, alone with no Helper but You.” She calls on God to remember the merits 
of the patriarchs and protect their descendants. “If Israel should cease to 
exist,” she says, “who would come and exclaim Holy, Holy, Holy (Isaiah 6:3) 
thrice daily before You?” Mordechai says, “Your beloved people is about to 
be destroyed… who will be left to read the Torah and call upon Your 
Name?” He even says, “O Lord, it was not in insolence, pride or vainglory 
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that I did not bow before proud Haman. I would have kissed the soles of his 
feet for the sake of Israel.” 
   Whom did the psalmist have in mind when he wrote the poem, who was the 
sufferer who was in such pain, who had the nerve to argue with God and 
complain at the apparent Divine unconcern, who was it for whom God finally 
acted? There is no unanimous answer, but the rabbis said the sufferer was 
Esther, the “morning star.” Her light, they said, lit up the world.9 Living in a 
palace did not save her from suffering; Mordechai warned that her 
Jewishness would be discovered and she would not escape the Jewish fate 
(Esth. 4:12-14). She was ill at ease in the palace and did not like her husband. 
People spoke about her. She felt unsafe and alone. God did not appreciate 
that she was careful to obey the commandments. Marrying a gentile was not 
her choice but a transgression “for the sake of Heaven” (TB Nazir 23b). One 
tradition avers that she was married to Mordekhai and had no sexual relations 
with the king. 
 
PURIM 

   When did Purim enter the Jewish calendar? The basic elements were there 
by the time of the Mishnah, since there is so much tannaitic material about 
the public reading of the Megillah.10 Josephus says the festival was 
widespread in his days.11 II Maccabees knows of a “Mordechai Day” (15:36), 
though this might not have been Purim as we know it.12 Purim must have 
spread from Shushan, where the Book of Esther probably began as an 
explanation of the celebration – maybe the year after the dramatic events – 
and became widely known later in the period of the Second Commonwealth 
(perhaps as late as 77 BCE); it is difficult to know precisely when. The 
reservations in Judea about observing the festival (TB Megillah 7a) were 
probably outweighed by popular sentiment. 
   The pull of the festival increased, for deeper reasons than what Israel 
Abrahams13 calls its frolicsomeness. The story resonated in an age when 
Judea was embroiled in political restlessness, when there was both suffering 
and the hope that the messianic advent would give the antisemitic enemy its 
just desserts: God’s promise would be fulfilled and the pain would turn to 
praise. The first section of Psalm 22 spoke for the sufferers in their agony; 
the second section assured them that in the end all would be well. 
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   Whom did the author of Psalm 22 regard as the enemy? He does not name 
them but likens them to beasts – dogs, bulls and lions. In the Esther 
interpretation the enemy is obviously Haman, and this accords with the view 
of the sages.14 Haman didn’t suddenly turn anti-Semitic. He was an Agagite, 
descended from people who had a vendetta against the Israelites. He had 
earlier conflicts with Mordechai and the Jewish people. Ezra 4 relates that 
when the Jewish exiles returned to Judea to rebuild the Temple the enemies 
of Judah and Benjamin made allegations against them and sought to have the 
building work stopped. This occurred in the reign of Ahasuerus, at the start 
of his reign (Ezra 4:6). The anti-Jewish allegations emanated, according to 
Rashi, from the family of Haman, already known as hostile to Jews (Esther 
3:10, 8:1, 9:10 and 24). The events in Shushan are thus linked with events in 
Judea,15 and involve both Haman and Mordechai.  
 
A PSALM FOR PURIM 

   Once a connection was established between Psalm 22 and Esther, it was 
logical for the psalm to be ordained for reading on Purim. This echoed the 
tradition of reading an appropriate psalm on a Sabbath or festival evening 
before the statutory service. There is a remnant of this custom in the reading 
of Psalms 92 and 93 before Bar’khu on Sabbath eve. Tosafot to TB Meg. 4a 
(s.v. pesak) say Psalm 22 is appropriate for Purim because “it mentions the 
downfall of idol-worshippers.” The Sefer HaManhig of Rabbi Abraham 
HaYarhi prefers the explanation that Psalm 22 speaks of Esther. On the 
whole the Jewish people have read the psalm as referring to Esther but they 
have followed the Midrash in making it symbolic of Jewish suffering in every 
age. 
 
NOTES 
1. Arukh HaShulhan, Orah Hayyim 270:2; Ezra Fleischer, Tefillah uMinhagei Tefillah Eretz 
Yisra’elim biT’kufat haGenizah (Jerusalem: Magnes, 1988), esp. chapter 3. 
2. cf. Shiggayon, Psalm 7; Al Mut LaBen, Psalm 9; instruments listed in Psalm 150; cf. Mishnah 
Arakhin chapter 2 on the Temple orchestra. 
3. Samson Raphael Hirsch, The Psalms, trans. Gertrude Hirschler (NY/Jerusalem: Feldheim, 
1978) re Psalm 22; cf. Amos Hakham (ed.), Sefer Tehillim (Jerusalem: Mossad HaRav Kook, 
5744) re Psalm 22.. 
4. Franz Delitzsch, Iris – Studies in Colour and Talks About Flowers (reprint: Palala Press, 
2015). 
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5. e.g. II Sam. 22:19, Psalm 18:19. 
6. See note 3. 
7. Louis Ginzberg, Legends of the Jews (Pa.: JPSA, 1946 ed.), vol. 6, p. 470 
8. Greek and Latin versions of Esther include extra material and incorporate prayers for God’s 
intervention. The Targumim, beginning with Esther chapter 1, regularly mention God. The 
rabbinic sages find hints of God in various verses, e.g. 4:14. Ibn Ezra and other Jewish 
commentators suggest reasons why the Masoretic text omits the name of God.  
9. William G. Braude (trans.), The Midrash on Psalms, 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale U.P., 1959), 
vol. 1 re Psalm 22; TB Meg. 15b. 
10. Mishnah Megillah, critical edition by Joseph Rabbinowitz (London: OUP, 1931). 
Rabbinowitz (p. 7) suggests that by late in the Second Temple period the reading of the Megillah 
was already an established custom. 
11. Flavius Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews II:6; Josephus inserts romantic elements into the 
Esther story and depicts Ahasuerus favorably (cf. JPS Bible Commentary: Esther, Pa.: JPSA) 
12. Mordechai Day is mentioned in II Macc. 15:36 in the context of the fate of Nicanor. The date 
given for this day tallies with Purim, but it is not certain that they are the same. Mishnah 
Megillah (2nd cent. CE) confirms this date for the reading of the Scroll of Esther; see note 20. 
13. Israel Abrahams, Jewish Life in the Middle Ages (NY: Meridian and Pa.: JPSA), 1960 
reprint), Index s.v. “Purim”; idem, Festival Studies (London: Goldston, 1934), chapter 6; cf. 
Theodor Gaster, Purim and Hanukkah in Custom and Tradition (NY: Schuman, 1950). 
14. Ahasuerus is not the real enemy even though Esther dislikes him and thinks he behaves like a 
dog (Midrash on Psalm 22:17 and 21). She also compares him to a lion (verse 22), but this may 
be because of his royal rank (TB Megillah 15b). 
15. This is the view of Seder Olam, quoted by Rashi on Esther 9:10. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

INSTRUCTIONS FOR AUTHORS 

Detailed Instructions for Authors and journal style  

can be found on our Internet website: 
http://www.jewishbible.org 

 

 

http://www.jewishbible.org/
http://www.jewishbible.org/


<<

  /ASCII85EncodePages false

  /AllowTransparency false

  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true

  /AutoRotatePages /None

  /Binding /Left

  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)

  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)

  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)

  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error

  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4

  /CompressObjects /Tags

  /CompressPages true

  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true

  /PassThroughJPEGImages true

  /CreateJobTicket false

  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default

  /DetectBlends true

  /DetectCurves 0.0000

  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK

  /DoThumbnails false

  /EmbedAllFonts true

  /EmbedOpenType false

  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true

  /EmbedJobOptions true

  /DSCReportingLevel 0

  /EmitDSCWarnings false

  /EndPage -1

  /ImageMemory 1048576

  /LockDistillerParams false

  /MaxSubsetPct 100

  /Optimize true

  /OPM 1

  /ParseDSCComments true

  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true

  /PreserveCopyPage true

  /PreserveDICMYKValues true

  /PreserveEPSInfo true

  /PreserveFlatness true

  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false

  /PreserveOPIComments true

  /PreserveOverprintSettings true

  /StartPage 1

  /SubsetFonts true

  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply

  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve

  /UsePrologue false

  /ColorSettingsFile ()

  /AlwaysEmbed [ true

  ]

  /NeverEmbed [ true

  ]

  /AntiAliasColorImages false

  /CropColorImages true

  /ColorImageMinResolution 300

  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleColorImages true

  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /ColorImageResolution 300

  /ColorImageDepth -1

  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1

  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeColorImages true

  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterColorImages true

  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /ColorACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /ColorImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasGrayImages false

  /CropGrayImages true

  /GrayImageMinResolution 300

  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleGrayImages true

  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /GrayImageResolution 300

  /GrayImageDepth -1

  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2

  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeGrayImages true

  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode

  /AutoFilterGrayImages true

  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG

  /GrayACSImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /GrayImageDict <<

    /QFactor 0.15

    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<

    /TileWidth 256

    /TileHeight 256

    /Quality 30

  >>

  /AntiAliasMonoImages false

  /CropMonoImages true

  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200

  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK

  /DownsampleMonoImages true

  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic

  /MonoImageResolution 1200

  /MonoImageDepth -1

  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000

  /EncodeMonoImages true

  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode

  /MonoImageDict <<

    /K -1

  >>

  /AllowPSXObjects false

  /CheckCompliance [

    /None

  ]

  /PDFX1aCheck false

  /PDFX3Check false

  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false

  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true

  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true

  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

    0.00000

  ]

  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()

  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()

  /PDFXOutputCondition ()

  /PDFXRegistryName ()

  /PDFXTrapped /False



  /CreateJDFFile false

  /Description <<



    /BGR <>

    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>

    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>

    /CZE <>

    /DAN <>

    /DEU <>

    /ESP <>

    /ETI <>

    /FRA <>

    /GRE <>



    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)

    /HUN <>

    /ITA <>

    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>

    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>

    /LTH <>

    /LVI <>

    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)

    /NOR <>

    /POL <>

    /PTB <>

    /RUM <>

    /RUS <>

    /SKY <>

    /SLV <>

    /SUO <>

    /SVE <>

    /TUR <>

    /UKR <>

    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)

  >>

  /Namespace [

    (Adobe)

    (Common)

    (1.0)

  ]

  /OtherNamespaces [

    <<

      /AsReaderSpreads false

      /CropImagesToFrames true

      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue

      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false

      /IncludeGuidesGrids false

      /IncludeNonPrinting false

      /IncludeSlug false

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (InDesign)

        (4.0)

      ]

      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false

      /OmitPlacedEPS false

      /OmitPlacedPDF false

      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy

    >>

    <<

      /AddBleedMarks false

      /AddColorBars false

      /AddCropMarks false

      /AddPageInfo false

      /AddRegMarks false

      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK

      /DestinationProfileName ()

      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /Downsample16BitImages true

      /FlattenerPreset <<

        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution

      >>

      /FormElements false

      /GenerateStructure false

      /IncludeBookmarks false

      /IncludeHyperlinks false

      /IncludeInteractive false

      /IncludeLayers false

      /IncludeProfiles false

      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings

      /Namespace [

        (Adobe)

        (CreativeSuite)

        (2.0)

      ]

      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK

      /PreserveEditing true

      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged

      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile

      /UseDocumentBleed false

    >>

  ]

>> setdistillerparams

<<

  /HWResolution [2400 2400]

  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]

>> setpagedevice



