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Psalm 145:  Ashrei 

 
I want to take you back. 
 
The redactor of the Talmud has put us in a room in the mid-2nd century, with R. Yose 
ben Chalafta, who is musing about the kind of person he wants to be. You know, “I hope I can be 
the kind of person who gets up early and exercises,” but since he’s R. Yose, he hopes he can be 
the kind of person who gets up early to pray. 
 
Then R. Yose muses that he hopes he can be the kind of person who completes Hallel every day. 
Whoa, not so fast R. Yose, says the anonymous speaker in the Talmud.  If you say Hallel – that 
Hallel that we usually say on holidays, Psalms 113-118 – if you say Hallel every day, it won’t be 
special anymore.  Oh, wait, the speaker reasons, R. Yose must be talking about other psalms.  
 
We don’t know exactly which psalms R. Yose thought were so special that he should say them 
every day.  What is clear from R. Yose’s statement, is that in the mid-2nd century, saying psalms 
daily was not obligatory.  Only pious people got up early to spend time reciting psalms before 
prayer, which is why R. Yose can still yearn to be among the pious who do complete Hallel every 
day – whatever Hallel that is. 
 
Now we’re going to jump to the fourth century.  We’re sitting in a room with R. Eleazar b. Abina, 
who says:  “Whoever recites ‘A Psalm of David’ (Psalm 145) three times a day is assured of a 
place in the world to come.”  Now, it’s possible that the word “three” is a medieval addition, to 
reflect the practice of that time, but even so… Wow.  Something about Psalm 145 is so 
important that people who say it every day, or even three times a day, will merit a place in the 
world to come. 
 
So we have on the one hand R. Yose’s desire to complete a Hallel every day, and on the other 
hand, R. Eleazar b. Abina telling us that if we say Psalm 145 every day, we’ll have a place in the 
world to come.  And for a while in our history, that’s pretty much the way things stood: Jewish 
prayer leaders would choose any psalms they wished as introductory prayers, with Psalm 145 
being a particular favorite.  Some groups of psalms became favorites.  Sometimes prayer leaders 
wouldn’t recite psalms at all, but only bits of psalms, linking their favorite verses into one long 
outpouring of praise.  
 
 
In the ninth century, though, Rav Amram Gaon put an end to this loosy-goosy prayer business. 
His siddur, in the form of a responsum to the Jews of Spain, fixed liturgy and the order of 
prayers for the first time. Rav Amram codified Psalms 145 – 150 as the nucleus of the prayer 
service we call Pesukei d’Zimra, literally, “Songs of Praise.”  This particular set of psalms was 
chosen with both of our Talmudic passages in mind:  by saying the group of psalms at the end of 
the Book of Psalms, we can complete Hallel every day like the pious R. Yosi (even if we don’t 
read it in its entirety), and we can recite Psalm 145, the one that will earn us a place in the world 
to come. 
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So Psalm 145 became the heart of Pesukei d’Zimra.  But not Psalm 145 just by itself. Jews had 
taken to adding verses before and after the psalm in prayer.  The verses announced, “Ashrei - 
Happy are those who sit in Your house,” and while Rav Amram has the two ashrei verses we use 
today, Jews in other parts of the world liked this idea of proclaiming “Ashrei (happiness)” so 
much that they would add lots of other verses from psalms that started with the word “ashrei.” 
Jews also added a verse at the end of Psalm 145 so that the psalm would end with the word 
“halleluyah,” just like the other psalms in its group, Psalms 146-150.  
 
And of course Psalms 145-150 couldn’t be read just on their own as part of Pesukei d’Zimra. 
Long before Rav Amram in the ninth century, these psalms had been enclosed in blessings.  In 
the rabbinic mind, the way to turn a biblical reading into liturgy – the way to take these psalms 
and make them into prayers – is to enclose the reading in blessings, to bookend the reading with 
berakhot, as it were.  Rav Amram codified these opening and closing blessings of Pesukei 
d’Zimra (Baruch She’amar and Yishtabach).   
 
Then, of course, as time went on, lots of additional psalms and prayers were added to this basic 
structure of Pesukei d’Zimra.  {Sigh} 
 
This is the basic structure of Pesukei d’Zimra, with Psalm 145 at its core.  Yet it’s still not clear 
how Psalm 145 became such a favorite.  Just what was so special about Psalm 145 that it could 
become the anchor to an entire service? 
 
To begin to answer this question, we have to turn away from the structural development of 
Pesukei d’Zimra, to look towards the purpose of Pesukei d’Zimra.  
 
In short, Pesukei d’Zimra is a warm-up.  We Jews have an entire section of our morning service 
devoted to warming ourselves up for the big stuff:  the Shema and the Amidah.  The Shema and 
Amidah are more solemn; they require intense personal focus.  Pesukei d’Zimra directs our 
focus, and the rabbis hoped to get us thinking about God, our place in the universe, and our 
interconnectedness. 
 
Here’s what the rabbis hoped the structure, the keva, of Pesukei d’Zimra would do for our 
kavannah, our intention. Halleluyah, halleluyah, halleluyah, halleluyah.  We start singing psalms, 
we start thinking about the words, our call to each other – halleluyah – commanding each other 
to praise God, and we build in intensity, we go wild.  We are ecstatic.  We can hardly contain 
ourselves. The power of one halleluyah after another, without break, until we land in Psalm 150! 
Kol haneshama tehallel yah, halleluyah!  Let everything that breathes praise God, halleluyah! 
And Yes, let’s repeat that last verse, not just because it’s custom, but because yes, we stand 
here together:  Kol haneshama tehallel yah, halleluyah! 
 
Yeah, we are warmed up.  That sense of building intensity together through halleluyah is even 
more powerful in the Sephardic rite, in which the entire congregation recites every word of 
Psalms 145 – 150 out loud, together. 
 
And at the core of this warm-up sits the Ashrei. And at the core of the Ashrei sits a single line, 
seven words that lend their focus to the entire service of Pesukei d’Zimra. 
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Let us return to the fourth century, with R. Eleazar b. Abina.  “Whoever recites ‘A Psalm of 
David’ (Psalm 145) three times a day is assured of a place in the world to come,” he says.  Why? 
ask the rabbis on the page with him.  Surely not because Ashrei is an acrostic; there are better 
acrostics if we want to sing God’s praises from alef through tav.  Psalm 119 has eight verses for 
each letter of the alef bet! 
 
No, the rabbis say, those who say Ashrei deserve a place in the world to come because the 
psalm is an acrostic (minus the letter nun), plus Ashrei contains this line:  pote’ach et yadecha, 
umasbe’a lechol chai ratzon.  “You open your hand and satisfy the desire of every living thing.” 
On weekday mornings, there’s a custom to touch the box of tefillin on your left arm (symbolizing 
your heart), then the box of tefillin on your head, and kiss the strap, or to open your own hand, 
and look directly at it while saying the line.  Halakhah tells us to have extra focus when we say 
poteach et yadecha. 
 
All of Pesukei d’Zimra comes down to this single line:  pote’ach et yadecha, umasbe’a lechol chai 
ratzon.  “You open your hand and satisfy the desire of every living being.”  This is the verse that 
made Ashrei so beloved, the verse through which we are to hear all of the other verses in 
Pesukei d’Zimra.  This is the verse that embodies the interconnectedness of all creation, and the 
verse that offers us the possibility of renewing, daily, our commitment to satisfying the desires 
of every living being.  This is the verse – at the heart of Ashrei, at the heart of Pesukei d’Zimra – 
that can secure us a spot in the world to come: if only we would say it every day, hear its words, 
and allow ourselves to be moved to action.  
 
Shabbat shalom. 
 
 


