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(1) TEHILLIM 137

(1) By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down; yes, we wept when 11°02 03 MY Y 222 NINT1 YV (R)
we remembered Zion. ]133 NX 19212
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(3) For there, those that led us captive ’jl‘S sed of us words of song, 99 727 AT WIRY O °3 (3)
and our tormentors asked of us mirth, "Sing us one of the songs of : T
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Zion."
(4) How shall we sing Hashem's song in a foreign land?
(5) If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her

cunning. DX 22921 X7 X 217 /31w patn (1)
(6) Let my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth, If I do not SPIpY WRA 5Y 02w DR 9N KD
remember you. if I do not set Jerusalem above my chief joy. Q7w of> nX oiTy 2322 0" 091 (1)
(7) Remember, Hashem, against the children of Edom the day of A2 7077 TV 1Y 1Y 0RE
Jetrusalem, who said, "Raze it, raze it to its foundation". NR T2 DPUPY MR ATITEE 922 N2 (M)
(8) O daughter of Babylon, that is to be destroyed; happy shall he 219 DAY 79

be, that repays you as you have served us.
(9) Happy shall he be, that takes and dashes your little ones against
the rock.
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COMMENTARY

SETTING

(2) PEIRUSH MEI-CHACHMEI TZARFAT TEHILLIM 137:1
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On the rivers of Bavel, there we sat — It seems to me that David did not say this, but rather it was said in Bayit
Sheni. When they were exiled to Bavel, Yirmiyahu said this, and when Ezra returned from Bavel and wrote
all of the books [of Tanakh?], he wrote this book [Tehillim?] as well, and added this, which Yirmiyahu
said...

This is what Yirmiyahu said: “I heard the Levi’im who were bemoaning what happened to them in Bavel,
and this is what they said...”

(3) MALBIM TEHILLIM 137:1
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This was established during the first year that Koresh conquered Bavel. On #he rivers of Bave/ — that which we
cried in Bavel and mourned Tzion was not because we lost physical goods, the wealth and property of fields
and vineyards, because “we sat on the rivers of Bavel,” meaning that we dwelled there permanently, and we had
an inheritance of field and vineyard... But nevertheless we cried when we remembered Tzion, because we
remembered the holiness of Tzion, which is where the Beit HaMikdash, the Divine Service, and the
Shechinah were, and for this we cried, for the spiritual fortune we had lost.

LINE-BY-LINE INTERPRETATION

(4) METZUDAT DAVID TEHILLIM 137:2
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On the willows — On the willow trees along the river we hung our harps that we would play in the Beit
HaMikdash, and their intention was to hide them from side in the branches of the tree so that the enemy
would not see them.

(5) DA’AT MIKRA TEHILLIM 137 N. 3
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(6) R’HIRSCH TEHILLIM 137:3

“There,” on the soil of our supposed new home, we were to cast off our mourning for our former, fallen
country, and henceforth hail Babylon with mirth and joy as our new fatherland.

(7) MALBIM TEHILLIM 137:4
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“How,” they responded, “how can we sing the song of Hashem on foreign land?”” Even if we could sing
songs of physical success which we would sing in Tzion, as we are flourishing here as well, the song of
Hashem, the holy song we would sing in Tzion, on the Shechinah which was there, and Ruach HaKodesh,
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prophecy, the honor of Hashem, the Torah, the Avodah, and the miracles, this Divine song, how could we
sing it on foreign land?

(8) MEYUCHAS L'RASHBAM TEHILLIM 137:6
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May my tongue stick to my palette — for this, the sickness of the curse was on his left hand, because they are the
two limbs which play the £&znor — the hand and the tongue.

(9) IBN EZRA TEHILLIM 137:7
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Remember — this verse isn’t talking about the exile of Titus [Bayit Sheni], as many thought, because it
immediately mentions “daughter of Bavel.” Moreover, the wicked Titus wasn’t an Edomite, because the
Romans were [descended from the| Greeks, as we can prove. Rather, when Edom was under the hand of
Israel, they were happy with the fall of Israel.

(10) BI'UR TEHILLIM 137:7
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After he swore to only remember Yerushalayim, he requested from his God that He should remember what
the Edomites did on the day of Yerushalayim’s [destruction]... it’s as though the singer responded to the
captors who requested songs, as if to say, “why should I sing joyous songs? If you will compel us to sing, we
will sing songs of contempt and revenge!”

(11) MEYUCHAS L’'RASHBAM TEHILLIM 137:9

LRWH2 NS W7 A 12 00PN 91 .10 WY 1w LT 7410 77 — 00w van (v)

Apnd smash your young — measure for measure, since this is what you did to us. This was fulfilled for them in
the days of Daryavesh, when Belshatzar died.
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE MIZMOR

(12) TARGUM KETUVIM, TEHILLIM 137:4-8
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(4) At once the Levites cut off their thumbs with their teeth, and say, “How can we sing the praise of
the LORD on profane land?”

(5) The voice of the Holy Spirit replies and says, “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, I will forget my right
hand.”

(6) My tongue will cleave to my palate, if I will not remember yous; if I will not elevate the memory of
Jerusalem above the principal joy of my temple.

(7) Said Michael, prince of Jerusalem, “Remember, O LORD, the people of Edom, who laid waste

19

Jerusalem, who say, “Destroy, destroy, to the foundations of it.

(8) Said Gabriel, prince of Zion to the despoiling Babylonian mother, “Happy he who gives back to you
evil for what you did to us.”

(9) Happy he who takes and smashes your children on a rock.

THE MORAL QUESTION OF V.9

(13) DA’AT MIKRA TEHILLIM 137 N. 14
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(14) S. D. GOITEIN, IYUNIM BA-MIKRA PP. 216-217

There were times when lovers of Scripture were exceedingly distressed that such cruel words of vengeance
were included in the Holy Writ. There is the famous statement of Prof. Israel Friedlander, z"], a prominent
man of science and ardent lover of Zion, who sacrificed his life on behalf of his people: "I would allow my
right arm to be cut off, were I first allowed to erase from Scripture the last verse in Tehilim 137." Today as
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well we lament the fact that the author of... Tehilim 137 was forced to utter such terrible words. But our
historical sensitivity has changed in light of the horrendous things that we have witnessed, for... The words
of Tehilim 137 are but a response to what the psalmist saw with his own eyes. We understand the psalmist's
godly anger against the daughter of Babylon.

(15) DA’AT MIKRA TEHILLIM 137 SUMMARY
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FURTHER READING

(16) R’ HIRSCH TEHILLIM 137:1

The theme of this Psalm is the thought that, when Jerusalem and Zion fell, when we lost our independence
as a nation and the Sanctuary of God, the voice of inspired song was silenced and the harp was stilled. The
song of Divine inspiration cannot spring forth from pagan soil, and the heart of Jewish men is not receptive
to any other joy...

It was only there, on Babylon’s alien land, that they could truly comprehend what had happened to them.

(17) SOFRIM 18:4

QUM I .APR 93 [NR] WY AR 00 7Y [A7°] (7 127) DR NOR7 01Rx (7°) 7917 Swin 0105 YAIR AR2 '3
922 Mn 93 (VY 2°270) NPT 20 IR 29K 1990

On the ninth day of A/ [the reading consists] of four verses of Jeremiah, Hast Thou utterly rejected Judah? to
For Thou hast made all these things, and the following two psalms, O God, the heathen are come into Thine inberitance
and By the rivers of Babylon.

(18) YIRMIYAHU 29:4-7
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(4) "Thus says Hashem of Hosts, the God of Israel, to all the captivity, whom I have caused to be carried
away captive from Jerusalem to Babylon. (5) 'Build houses, and dwell in them; and plant gardens, and eat
their fruit. (6) Take wives, and father sons and daughters; and take wives for your sons, and give your
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daughters to husbands, that they may bear sons and daughters; and multiply there, and don't be diminished.
(7) Seek the peace of the city where I have caused you to be carried away captive, and pray to Hashem for it;
for in the peace of it shall you have peace.

(19) BAVA BATRA 60B
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Our Rabbis taught: When the Temple was destroyed for the second time, large numbers in Israel became
ascetics, binding themselves neither to eat meat nor to drink wine. R. Yehoshua entered into conversation
with them and said to them: My sons, why do you not eat meat nor drink wine? They replied: Shall we eat
flesh which used to be brought as an offering on the altar, now that this altar is in abeyance? Shall we drink
wine which used to be poured as a libation on the altar, but now no longer? He said to them: If that is so,
we should not eat bread either, because the meal offerings have ceased. They said: [That is so, and] we can
manage with fruit. We should not eat fruit either, [he said,] because there is no longer an offering of first-
fruits. Then we can manage with other fruits [they said]. But, [he said,] we should not drink water, because
there is no longer any ceremony of the pouring of water. To this they could find no answer. He said to
them: My sons, come and listen to me. Not to mourn at all is impossible, because the blow has fallen. To
mourn overmuch is also impossible, because we do not impose on the community a hardship which the
majority cannot endure... The Sages therefore have ordained thus. A man may stucco his house, but he
should leave a little bare... A man can prepare a full-course banquet, but he should leave out an item or
two... A woman can put on all her ornaments, but leave off one or two... For so it says: "If I forget you, O
Jerusalem, may my right hand forget, may my tongue cleave to the roof of my mouth [if I do not remember
you, if I do not raise Jerusalem to the head of my joy]." ...Whoever mourns for Zion will be privileged to
behold her joy, as it says (Yeshayahu 66:10): "Rejoice with Jerusalem, and be glad with her, all you that love
her[; rejoice for joy with her, all you that mourn for her]." R. Yishmael ben Elisha said: Since the day of the
destruction of the Temple, we should by right bind ourselves not to eat meat nor drink wine, but we do not
lay a hardship on the community unless the majority can endure it. And from the day that a government has
come into power which issues cruel decrees against us and forbids to us the observance of the Torah and
the precepts and does not allow us to enter into the "week of the son" [citcumcision],... we ought by right
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to bind ourselves not to marry and beget children, and the seed of Abraham our father would come to an
end of itself. However, let Israel go their way; it is better that they should err in ignorance than
presumptuously.

Aharon Kaminka, Mechkarim p. 150-153, for a novel view of the setting of this wigmor and of v. 9 (Netiv
Binah 3 p. 40, 46)
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