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BLESS HASHEM, O MY SOUL (PSALMS 104):
Customs for the reciting of the Psalms and their meanings
Aharon Kellerman

Abstract

The objective of this article is to discuss the customs for the integration of Psalms
104, Bless Hashem, O my soul, in prayer settings. Four specific occasions for
its reciting were found, established by several prayer customs: New Moons,
Sabbaths, Days of Atonement, and grave visits on memorial days in the Land of
Israel. The article sections present the sources, reasons, and timings for all four
reciting occasions. The reciting of the psalm on New Moons is customary in
most prayer customs, and it is integrated either after Musaf or following Hallel,
and in Sephardi traditions also in the evening prayers. The source of the custom
is in a Tannaitic tradition on the reciting of some psalms in the Temple on New
Moons. Its foundation was in Medieval Toledo (Spain), as expressed by the verse:
‘appointed the moon for festival seasons'. This early reasoning was coupled later
with additional ones: mystical, Hassidic, Kabbalistic, and Gematria. The reciting
of the psalm in winter Sabbath afternoons constitutes an Ashkenazi custom
created in the 14th century. It was established, given the contents of the psalm
related to Genesis, thus fitting the winter season. This reasoning was later coupled
with a mystical one regarding King David, who recited the psalm in the context
of war, and an interpretation of the winter as symbolizing exile, and spring as
symbolizing redemption. The reciting of the psalm on days of Atonements is a
Tannaitic-originated Sephardi and Yemenite custom, stemming from the verse:
'May sinners vanish from the earth'. The reciting of the psalm upon grave visits
in the Land of Israel is a modern custom originating in Jerusalem, following the
verse: 'And return to their dust'. An erroneous custom was also found for the

daily reciting of the psalm.

Keywords: Bless Hshem O my soul, New Moons, Sabbaths, Days of Atonement,

grave visits.
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