Weekly Jewish Wisdom
Great Expectations?
By Dr. Erica Brown

“I do not aspire to great things or to what is beyond me; 

but I have taught myself to be contented…”  

Psalms 131:1


This statement is Psalms is utterly confounding. It seems to fly in the face of everything that faith and purposeful living strive to achieve. If we look at organized religion as a system that helps us develop a relationship with God, grounds us and guides us in human relationships and forces us to squeeze meaning out of every day, then why is the book of Psalms recording the mediocrity of this particular psalmist: “I do not aspire to great things”?" What can its author possibly mean? That he sits languishing in an ancient easy chair, happy to just get by without any lofty aspirations? This runs counter to that masterful statement of the British poet and playwright Robert Browning (1812-1889), “A man's reach must exceed his grasp, else what's a heaven for?"

When we aspire for more in our lives – spiritually, materially or professionally – we generate ambition; we create objectives and goals that stretch us beyond what we previously thought possible. We want to be excellent at what is important to us. We are not satisfied with what is merely acceptable. Our lives are not a pass/fail test where we hope only to get to the other side of the fifty percent mark and stop trying. Browning’s heaven is a metaphor for all that seems above us, intangible and yet at the same time intriguing. The idea of a heaven that seems far away but comes closer with every outreach of the arm becomes a magnet for achievement.

This particular psalm is attributed to King David, no slacker or underachiever in the biblical canon. Knowing that this was written by the most famous member of Jewish royalty, an outstanding poet and military warrior, makes our confusion even greater. The expression used for greatness in this verse appears elsewhere, notably out of the mouth of the prophet Jeremiah who seems to echo King David in his sentiment: “And do you expect great things for yourself? Don’t expect them” (Jeremiah 45:5). Nothing works better to shut down aspirations than a voice of authority telling you to expect little from yourself.

A modern Israeli commentary explains that David was not cutting himself short (although, according to biblical tradition David was actually short in height); he was merely managing expectations. He aspired only to that which he thought he could achieve: “I will not set for myself goals that I am not allowed to achieve or that are not within my capacity to obtain.” In other words, the psalm is a warning against setting unrealistic goals and, as a consequence, inviting failure. To illustrate, if I commit to a certain amount of studying or exercise a day that is not realistic then I am, in essence, setting myself up for disappointment. I will not be able to keep to my projects because of the sin of overarching. It’s not that my reach exceeded my grasp but that I set the bar so high that when I could not reach it, I decided never to try again.

A nineteenth century Jewish commentator has a different reading of our psalm. He sees the crime of this verse as haughtiness. King David is saying not to set oneself higher than others unnecessarily and offers as an example, the idea that King David did not build structures that were higher, grander or more ostentatious than they needed to be merely to impress others. It’s easy when possessed with great wealth, talent or authority to place oneself above others in displays of superiority. David’s greatness lay in being content with what was necessary as a royal and not in showing off. 


It is not hard to impress others with outward signs of status, material or other. Yet, people are most impressed by a wealthy CEO who flies economy or drives a “regular” car; he or she may have the financial capability to do otherwise but find it unnecessary. To them greatness is a function or who you are not what you have. They are really smart, really talented, really rich; they don’t need to tell others about it. They can afford to be modest. The poets Robert Browning and King David would agree that real measures of greatness come with aspiring to remarkable inner goals and outward modesty. 

Shabbat Shalom
