Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

To Life

By Dr. Erica Brown

“I will not die but live and proclaim the works of the Lord.”
Psalms 118:17

The ancient biblical book of Psalms is filled with solace and joy, comfort and provocation. Its words have formed the basis of many of our most famous prayers; its ability to articulate emotions at critical life moments has been a source of healing and consolation. And yet, the psalms are not all easy to read and understand. They force us to pause and explore their meaning.

In our quote above, we find a strange proclamation. The narrator lets us know that he has no intention of dying. He will live and, in so doing, will praise God. We, the readers, do not know if the writer is on the brink of literal death or if his words are a rumination on the nature of religious living. Simply to live is enough.
Life feels so prosaic at times that we might fail to see its value as a concept independent of anything else. Deuteronomy reminds us to “choose life” if given other options, and it is common to find people who wear necklaces with the word “Chai” – or life. Today, we find lots of inspirational jewelry on the market with words like: believe, love, laugh, inspire, imagine. Isn’t it odd to find the word “life” suspected around someone’s neck – and in another language?

Some may regard the Jewish emphasis on life as a reflection of the need to survive a litany of persecutions. Sometimes just to live was a way to defeat the enemy. But this answer, while perhaps, true on some level, seems more pessimistic than optimistic. It would be hard to believe that the psalmist’s only goal was to wake up and breathe for another day.
A modern Israeli commentator explains that our verse refers literally to death and specifically to death at the hands of an enemy. God will extend life in times of war and only allow death by natural causes. The narrator is thanking God for the ability to live in order to tell others how God saved him when he was at death’s door. 

One of the great Bible scholars of this past century, Nahum Sarna, explains our verse in his work, On the Book of Psalms:
The desire for life is not an exercise in egoism, but is prompted by the consciousness that death irrevocably severs contact and communication with God. 
In other words, our narrator is not talking about living as much as the quality of a life without God. Every day that he lives is another day when he can maintain deep spiritual connections to something larger than himself, to the divine. This sentiment is expressed in many places. In the book of Isaiah, we read, “The living, only the living can give thanks to you…” (38:18-19). Dead people cannot praise God; only the living can.
Moving out of a literal reading to a figurative one, we find a sharp contrast in our verse to a famous verse from psalm 115, “I will cry to you out of distress.” People so often pray spontaneously and movingly in times of vulnerability and difficulty. Our verse reminds us that we must also cry out to God at times of joy and blessing. Do not only cry from distress; cry out to God from success.
Returning to the theme of life as a spiritual value of its own, we understand our psalm as a call to live fully and to be completely and wholly alert and alive. In the words of Albert Einstein, “True religion is real living; living with all one's soul, with all one's goodness and righteousness.”

Shabbat Shalom

