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An Invitation to a Journey: An Indispensible Guide  
Psalm 1 

 rva vyah yrva  
 

—r§RvSa vy#IaDh_yér̀Vv¶Aa 1 

My¶IoQDv√r tºAxSoA;b JKAlDh añøl 

d¡DmDo añøl MyIaDÚfAjœ JK®râ®dVb…w 

:b̀DvÎy añøl My#IxElŒ b¶AvwømVb…w 

wñøxVpQRj hGÎwh◊y tñårwøtV;b M¶Ia y§I;k 2 

:hDl◊ỳDlÎw M¶Dmwøy hG‰…gVh‰y wñøt∂rwøtVbá…w 

M̂y¶Dm yZ´gVlAÚp_l`Ao l…w©tDv XEoV;k hGÎyDh`Vw 3 

w#ø;tIoV;b NWE;tˆy —w∏ øy√rIÚp r§RvSa 

lwóø;b̂y_aáøl …wh¶ElDo◊w 

:AjỳIlVxÅy h∞RcSoÅy_rRvSa läOk◊w 

My¡IoDv√rDh N¶Ek_aøl 4 

:Aj…wír …w…n¶Rp√;dI;t_rRvà≈a X#O;mA;kŒ_MIa y¶I;k 

f¡DÚpVvI;mA;b MyIoDv√r∑ …wmâüqÎy_aøl —N§E;k_lAo 5 

:Myáîqyî;dAx tñådSoA;b My#IaDÚfAj◊wŒ 

Myóîqyî;dAx JK®râ®;d hÎwh◊y∑ Aoâédwøy_ỳI;k 6 

:d̀Ebaø;t My∞IoDv√r JK®rä®d ◊w 

1  How commendable is the individual who 

  has not walked in the counsel of the wicked, 

 and has not stood in the way sinners take, 

  and has not sat in the company of scoffers; 

2 for his delight is in I AM’s teaching (hrwt), 

  and he engages his teaching (hrwt) day and night.  

 
3 He shall be like a tree planted by streams of water, 

  which yields its fruit in its season 

 and its leaf does not wither. 

  and all that it produces will flourish.  
  (or: and all that he does prospers) 

4 Not so the wicked! 

  For they are like chaff that the wind drives away.  

 
 

5  Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, 

  nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous;  

6  for I AM knows the way of the righteous, 

  but the way of the wicked will perish.  
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 An Exquisitely Poetic Introduction to the Psalter 

C. L. SEOW1 
rva vyah yrva ashrei ha’ish asher 

how commendable / the  indiv idual /who  

Psalm 1: The Preface to the Psalter 

Yudan in the fourth century proclaimed Psalm 1 “the most excellent of all the 
psalms” (Midr. Teh. 1:3).2 Whether this psalm is indeed superior to all others in the 
Psalter is, of course, a matter of aesthetic judgment and personal taste. 
Nevertheless, the rich reception of it in music—including some sixty choral com- 
positions, duets, and solos, numerous hymns in various languages, as well as 
several contemporary pieces—is a testimony to its capacity to inspire. Yet the psalm 
is not only evocative, it is also “exceedingly important,” as Radaq (Rabbi David 
Qimhi) judged in the twelfth century, an assessment shared by many ancient and 
modern interpreters.3 Its importance is due in large measure to its initial position, 
which makes it an inevitable entrée, what Jerome characterized as “the main 
entrance into the mansion of the Psalter” and what Aquinas regarded as “like the 
title of the entire work.”4 
 
yrva  (ashrei) – though most translations interpret the opening word as “blessed,” it is 
better understood as “commend.” The verb rva is never used with God as the subject 
or the object, and the form yrva is never used of God or by God. The Hebrew root rva is 
related to the Arabic ‘atirun (“to make a mark/an impression” – the verb probably had to 
do with leaving a footprint), which in the fourth form means “prefer, select, honor.” 

Hence, one finds the Arabic term ‘atirun (“honored, favored”). One may surmise, therefore, 
that the original sense of Hebrew rva is “mark (leave a trace/footprint),” hence 
“step, walk” (qal, Prov 9:6), and so the piel yrva means “lead” (Isa 1:17; 3:12; 9:16) but 
also “declare (someone as being) ahead,” thus, to be admired, envied, or congratulated. 

The yrva declaration does not promise blessing or happiness, but rather points to a 
person or persons as being commendable or enviable. 

 
 It is not any particular person who is the vyIa but “every such person” (Midr. Teh. 1:4). 

For many Christian interpreters, Christ is the quintessential commendable person and 
thus a model to those who desire to live a commendable life, and an indispensable 

                                                
1 C. L. Seow, “An Exquisitely Poetic Introduction to the Psalter,” JBL 132, no. 2 (2013): 275–293. 
2 See William G. Braude, The Midrash on Psalms (2 vols.; Yale Judaica Series 13; New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 1976). Psalm 1 is treated in 1:3–34. 
3 The Book of Psalms by Rabbi David Qimhi (in Hebrew; Brooklyn, NY: Reich, 1992), 2. 
4 Jerome, Tractatus in librum Psalmos (CCSL 78) 3; Aquinas, In psalmos Davidis expositio, in Corpus 

Thomasticum (Pamplona, Spain: Ad Universitatis Studiorum Navarrensis, 2000), accessed online at 
http://www.corpusthomisticum.org. 



 

 
 

3 

guide. The opening of this psalm, and thus the opening of the Psalter, is an implicit 
invitation to become such a commendable person. 

 
˚rd  The dominant metaphor in this psalm and in Proverbs is derek (“way”). Woodenly, 
derek denotes a traversable road and infers “walking” on a road leads to a destination. In 
its figurative sense “way” evoke three notions:   

 
1) “course of life” (i.e., the character and context of life); 

2) “conduct of life” (i.e., specific choices and behavior); and  

3) “consequences of that conduct” (i.e., the inevitable destiny of such a lifestyle). In short, 
“way” is a metaphor for the deed-destiny nexus (see outline above). 

Given that the controlling metaphor of the poem is a “journey,” as indicated by the 
threefold repetition of the word Krd (“way”; vv. 1a, 6a, 6b) and the reference to walking 
(˚lh v. 1a), the yrva formula is especially appropriate in the title of the poem since the 
term, whatever its etymology, recalls the verb rva which means “walk” (qal) and “make 
way, lead” (piel). Moreover, the three occurrences of the relative particle rva (vv. 1a, 3b, 
3b) echo the title, thus keeping the commendable person on track, as it were, whereas 
the wicked are not so.  
 
From James Houston and Bruce Waltke5 

Psalm 1 prepares the worshiper of I AM to participate in God’s eternal life, or better 
yet, for God to participate with the worshiper with his life. Moreover, it instructs his 
covenant people in the acceptable way to worship God in singing Israel’s liturgy.  

In the Old Testament, an individual does not enter into the sacred sphere lightly or 
as a matter of right. There are barriers inherent in the Israelite religion that takes sin 
into account. This tension between I AM and his worshippers is resolved through 
the covenant and the liturgy. Only covenant faithfulness and heartfelt participation 
in the liturgy allow participation in worship. God gave Israel instructions for the 
liturgy (Exod 25-Lev 9:24) only after he confirmed the Ten Commandments and the 
Book of the Covenant (Exod 24:3-8). When she reneged on her covenant 
commitment, God ceased giving instructions for the liturgy and forced her 
representatives to abandon Mount Sinai (Exodus 32-34). When Israel repented and 
trusted God’s grace (Exod 34:6), however, liturgical instruction resumed. 

Liturgy inherently tempts people into rigidity and manipulation. Given to 
magical rituals, some worshipers throughout history have turned religion into a 
way to get what they want from God. Others have assumed that God is interested 
only in the proper execution of religious procedures without a corresponding life 
that is attentive to God.  
 

                                                
5 Bruce K. Waltke and James K. Houston, The Psalms as Christian Worship: A Historical Commentary 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2010), 118–19. 
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Psalm 1 anticipates these problems. Before entering the Psalter one must say a 
hearty “Amen” to Psalm 1; the fortunate person delights in God’s catechetical 
instruction from a regenerate heart.  Only the covenant keeper can enter and dwell 
in God’s presence (Psalms 15 and 24), and only the regenerate who delight by faith 
in the Lawgiver who graciously gave them his law can enter the congregation of the 
righteous, who sing the psalms, hymns and spiritual songs of the Psalter. The fear 
of I AM is the key that opens the book of Proverbs (1:7), and a resonating “Amen” 
to Psalm 1 is the straight and narrow gate into the Psalter. In this sense, Psalm 1 is 
“the main entrance to the mansion of the Psalter,” or to change the figure, the 
Wicket Gate that gave Pilgrim entrance to the Way that leads to the celestial city. 

 
Outline 

I. A Chiastic Pattern in the Poet’s Images  
a Description (and fate) of the righteous: way 1-2 

 b  Simile of the righteous: tree    3a-b 

 c  Objectifying conclusion: success 3c 

 c’ Objectifying introduction: lack of success 4a 

b’ Metaphor for the wicked: chaff 4b 

a’ Description (and fate) of the wicked: way 5-6 

II. The Logical Progression of the Poem  
A. Cause of a commendable life 1-2 

1. Renouncing the ways of sinners 1 
2. Meditating in God’s teaching 2 

B.  Rewarded and non-rewarded lives pictured 3-4 
 1. A verdant, flourishing tree 3 
 2. Wind-blown chaff 4 
C.  Consequences plainly stated 5-6   
 1. Judgment of the wicked; salvation of the righteous 5 

  2. The LORD watches over righteous. The way of wicked perishes 6  
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The Invitation to a Journey 

Meditation #1 – The Nature of the Journey  
  
Meditation #2 – The Difficulty of our Journey  
 a. Outnumbered – one vs. the many 
 
 b. Our weaknesses: What influences have been especially difficult to say no to? 

Worldly thinking and influence––money, pride, lust, ambition 

Worldly ways––the paths and behaviors that lead to sin 

Worldly participation––where you get caught up applauding things the world values, 
while denouncing the things that God honors 

 
c. Our accumulated sorrow when my labors were 

like weightless chaff and driven away by God’s 
holy wind  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Meditation #3 – The One Who Leads the Way – rva vyah yrva --  

 a.  Meditate on Jesus’ resolute “no’s” to temptation at the beginning of his ministry.  
 
 b.  Do you realize he never condemns us for our failures?  
 
 c. Can you hear his voice or sense his presence in the midst of your battles? 
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Meditation #4 – The Well-Rooted Tree   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 

a. What emotions do these images provoke in you? 

b. Consider how God is reaching out and inviting you to commune with him in his word. 

c. Consider how God is graced you with unique ways to meditate on his word. 

d. What fruit has God most working on to produce in your life currently? 

e. When have you felt especially “rooted,” especially in the midst of suffering? 
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The Fruit of Your Meditation – a personalized Psalm 1 poem    

 
My Psalm 1 

rva vyah yrva 

How praiseworthy you are, O God to grant 
 our first word of prayer to be ‘ashrei 
not agony, complaint or even petition, but a vision  
 of one who leads the way, blazing a trail 
  with steady steps to keep us on track 
for a flourishing life beyond the original creation 
 that you long so for us as humans to fully enjoy 
 
And it’s available to any and every individual ‘ashrei ha’ish 
 who will but choose ‘ashrei ha’ish ‘asher 
choose resolutely, “not walk” 
 choose persistently, “not stand” 
  choose passionately, “not sit” 
choices made possible because they made the ultimate  
 choice to seek you  
  by renewing their hearts and minds in your word 
and to their utter surprise – 
 they found their affections utterly transformed 
  and their steps (yrva) kept on track 
 
The arboreal image of the well-rooted tree 
 carefully planted by irrigation channels  
“channeling abundant, gladdening, life-giving water  
 in an otherwise dry place” moves me deeply, 
Undoubtedly I need more pruning, 
 transform my affections, O LORD, 
  with a persistent, passionate aøl (“not”) 

rabbi morganescu 


