Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Presidential Majesty

By Dr. Erica Brown

“What is man that You have been mindful of him, mortal man that you have taken note of him, that you have made him little less than divine and adorned him with glory and majesty? You have made him master over Your handiwork, laying the world at his feet…”
Psalms 8:6-7

Washington is buzzing; the energy is palpable even days later. For those of us fortunate enough to go to the inauguration, it was a moment we will never forget. We won’t forget the crowds. We won’t forget the roar of the crowd when the president-elect took his oath. We won’t forget the cold. I personally won’t forget a sign that I saw in the throngs. It said, “I’ve traveled four hundred years to be here.”


When I was standing at attention, singing the national anthem with more than a million of my fellow citizens, I thought of the verse above. It’s one of my favorite Biblical texts. It introduces sharp tensions in what human beings are capable of – both bad and good. It begins with a question that we’ve all asked ourselves at times. What is a human being that God should care about us? What worth do we bring to the universe, especially when we are bent on destruction? At moments of war, terror and genocide, we can’t help but stand before the worst of human nature and ask why humans were given so much capacity for evil.

And then the verse suddenly changes on us. It erupts into praise. Do you want an answer to that question? The psalmist will give you his answer. Human beings are only a little less than the divine. They are close to being God. They control and create and love and build. They are adorned with glory and majesty; the Hebrew uses terms often associated with kingship. 

Nahum Sarna’s work, On the Book of Psalms: Exploring the Prayers of Ancient Israel explores the wonderful tensions in these verses:
The psalmist’s choice of words, both verbs and nouns, bespeaks a transcendent vision of human dignity, the exaltation of each individual as a being of infinite worth. It is to this singular creature – at once pathetic and majestic – that God has handed over mastery of the physical world which is His own handiwork.

The strange, almost incomprehensible mixture of the pitiable and the sublime qualities of human beings create the impetus for God to hand over a divine world to human watchfulness. A nineteenth century commentator asks to what we owe this honor and concludes that we have been “elevated above other creatures through our capacity to speak.” It is our words that will determine whether we are pathetic or majestic.


This week we witnessed history. I, for one, could not help but see the tensions of a bloodied history, or, in the words of a journalist when President Obama was elected, “the Civil War ended today.” Who are we as human beings that we enslaved others and even went to war and killed so many primarily for the right to keep people enslaved? Who are we that we saw clear past that and in a color-blind moment elected a person for his words and not for the color of his skin? We have the capacity for so little and for so much. Now, as stirring words must turn into recognizable actions and ambitious plans must be tackled in a world of political realities, we have to remind ourselves of the tremendous responsibility we have when, in the psalmist’s words, God lays the world at our feet.

Shabbat Shalom
