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The Beginning

The first words of Psalm 1 fill the mouth full of alliterative sound — glottal stops and
heavy sibilants. )ashréy ha)ish )asher. The next six phrases signal a pattern to be seen
everywhere: language shaped for both hearing and seeing, wisdom at play before the
foundation of the world.

It is my opinion that no one
trangdlating these poems should
ignore their structure. By some
means, the shape needs to be
seen, to be felt, and to haveits
drama and clarity transformed
into the target language. Here
in the first verse we have a
three-fold description of a
human about walking, standing
and sitting and a shape a-b-b-a
b-a. But note the negativesin
the portrait. The most repeated
wordinPsaim 1is  [lo)]
Not!

The Appeal

The writer of the Epistle to the Hebrews uses the Psalms (and an occasional verse from
Isaiah) to portray the dial ogue between the Father and the Son. This was a sufficient
stimulus for me to study the Psalms and learn Hebrew.

Questions that immediately arise: why do we read the psalms the way we do? What other
readings are available to us? How did the New Testament writers use the psalms? How
did Jesus and John hear them? What sort of reading is the LXX? What did the poems
mean to the poets themselves? (See Uriel Simon for an interesting approach to some of
these questions from the point of view of the early middle ages.)

The Process

First | have had to learn the languages, read the Psalter and other texts and translate the
poetry with as much structural accuracy as | can manage. Eventually | hope to reread the
New Testament authors, and particularly Hebrews, with this emerging inner formation of
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seeing and hearing skills. My target timeframe is six years for this project. | started July
2006. Why am | concentrating on shape and structure? All my formal experienceisin the
structure of systems. The application of such skill to theology, history, and Biblical
studies seems a reasonable engagement. Just as software applications are understood as
sets of objects with related properties and methods in many and varied patterns, so the
use of property-laden words and phrases in patterns hel ps determine the concepts they
evoke and their application.

The Preliminary Results

After about 18 months, my first pass at trandlating the Psalter is complete. Many of my
first steps are still evident. | am now in a correction and analysis phase. In my first steps
in correction, | am rereading and marking phrases and testing consistency or variation
where needed. To show what seems to be deliberate word and root usage, | must be
consistent in English word and root usage within asingle psalm. As | learn more about
what are variations in language and style or historical period for the psalm, | expect that |
will feel freeto vary some trandlations to suit differencesin style or period.

Analysiswill involve seeing connections among different psalms and groups of psalms. |
hope to find new and revealing ways of presenting them. | have developed afew
a gorlthms to help analysis of the Masoretic text including:
transcription to a pronounceable Latin form;
conversion to consonants only and its reverse;
some very preliminary root derivation;
finding repeated words in atext,
comparing one poem with another for similar sounding words;
determining keyword, phrase, and syllable counts,
- coloring based on gematria. (At first | colored by hand — but after about 20
psalms, consistency became very time consuming, so | experimented with an
algorithm. My manual colors are still in evidence in the English nodes.)

My main tool isthe GX Performance Framework and its embedded Logic Modeler. The
GX Performance Framework was developed for large organizations and takes its name
from an integrated Financial Management system for Government. The diagramming
portion isajoy to use. With this new tool, | have an Oracle database for the Biblical text
in Hebrew and English, a Javarich front end, a data dictionary and a secure framework
(.NET 2.0). | can use the exits and configuration tools provided in the GX Performance
Framework to manipulate dynamically any or all individual nodes and properties.

Some Discoveries

Shape and Sound

Thefirst discoveries are still fresh to me: how the Hebrew word order shapes both sound
and thought. The opening of Psalm 1 remains afavorite text.

Page 4 of 14
http://drmacdonald.blogspot.com | http://gx.ca




The Color of Psalms
Learning Language and Poetry with Technology

The Doors of Psalm 1

Psalm 1 with its own unique repeated expression, ‘ki )im’ (which in true programming
terms | rendered ‘in this case’) opens, like apair of French doors, aview of the landscape
of what isto come in the Psalter of both the happy one and the wicked. We have to ask —
who is this happy one and who are the wicked? (Note the contrast of singular and plural.)
In spite of our tendency to objectify the wicked as our enemy, we may find the negatives
addressed to the happy one are meant for the wicked ones too. We may also find that the
cost of being happy isin the acceptance of mercy. | will come back to thisin the shape of
the Psalter asawhole.

There are many books on structure and parallelism in Hebrew poetry and prose. | will not
attempt to classify the parallels (see e.g. Kugel or O’ Connor). What | do want to seeis
the shape. In the shape, | will be able to help myself to the banquet of meaning in the
poetry without having to read all the details of the ingredientsin each chafing dish.

Structural Aspects

Shape includes all of the following and
more:

* Parallels—rhyming ideas
Chiasm — reversal of order
Repetition — creating rings
Alliteration — similar sounds
Repeated grammatical forms
Unique word forms, and
Central words and phrases.

Rhyming Ideas and Chiasm

Parallels may be sequential or

reversed. If sequential, they arein the

form abalb'. Examples abound: in

Psalm 2, verse 3 (right - gimel) isan

abab' form, a parallel where the

sequence of each part matches the

other. If the sequence of language

elementsin each part is reversed such

asinverse 1, they arein the form

abb'a. Thisreversed form is called a chiasm since it makes the shape of the letter X (join
the similarly colored parts in the image below). Theideais easy to remember since it
spells abba. And we see something new also in this example —an implied ‘why’ that is
skipped in the second part. Such ellipsisis common and invites our participation. We get
to fill in the blanks. Note also that such recurrence patterns introduce a note of
redundancy in the text that helps clarify the

intended meaning of aline.

Consider the example of Psalm 2 on the next
page. How should BR () be understood?
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Letting recurrence help with translation

a laughter (verse 4)

b wrath (verse 5)

c | have installed my king on my holy hill - HaR-QADSHi (verse 6)
d verses 7-9: declaration of the anointed and invitation to rule

C' Servethe LORD in fear (verse 11) naSHQU-baR - (verse 12)

b' wrath (verse 12)

a alittle (verse 12)

Psalm 2 concerns the kings of the earth against the LORD and his anointed. A wider
structure exists in the psalm. The problem is with the translation of the Aramaic word for
son: BR (). Can weinterpret the end of the poem from the beginning? Presumably the
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kings are being warned — seriously yet also with some mockery — as if to say: who do you
think you are fighting against? Also the hint of anger at the end compared to the threat of
confrontation at the beginning invite finding the hint to BR () at the beginning of the
Psalm.

The paired LORD and his anointed at the beginning of the psalm is matched by the

installation of the king on the holy hill of Zion in the middle. | think we should expect the

same pairing at the end as well. Perhaps the poet wanted BR to rhyme with HR. The

other words (gadshi and nashqu) demonstrate consonance. There’ s atranslation challenge

for you! Find words for holy hill, - HaR-QADSHi, and kiss the son, naSHQU-baR
-, that have equivalent consonance.

Repetition — creating rings

One of my first stepsis to read the Hebrew and to try to find repeated word usage. |
rediscovered word repetition as a key to structure in both Jonathan Magonet and Marc
Girard. My source for thisideais buried somewhere in my past. One of the clearest uses
of repeated words creating aring structure isin Psalm 51. Notice the four concentric
circlesformed by the verbs: blot out, wash, purify, and know.

Repeated Grammatical Forms

Psalm 51 also contains a clear example of repetition of grammatical forms — a sevenfold
prayer in the second major structural component of the psalm. Look for and count the
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imperatives shown in italics in the image below: create in me, renew within me, do not
cast me, return to me, support me, deliver me.

What is surrounded?

Thereisalot going in on Psalm 51 including significant crossovers among the three
stanzas. The central issueisthat God is right to speak and clear to judge. The foregoing
statement is visua: God’ srighteousnessis at the centre of al three stanzas. For more
detail seethe online essay at http://bmd.gx.ca/psalms/reading_a _psalm.htm.
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Explicit Shape of the Psalter

The Psalter dividesitself by attribution, by genre, and by book. There are five books each
with a concluding doxology.

Note: the psalm and group colors above are derived from the sum of the gematria of the
phrases in the psalm or the group. Gematriais the practice of summing the values of the
Hebrew consonantal text. As noted above, | used this color coding algorithm for
consistency and for fun.

The genres (excluding the various musical instructions) are neither inclusive nor
exclusive —a poem may belong to one or more or to none. Maskil seems related to an
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insight. No one is quite sure what a Miktam is — something maybe to do with gold, or
concerning atonement, or through inscription (BDB p508). There are four Psalms headed
— Do not destroy (57, 58, 59 — all miktamim, and 75 which itself is a psalm and a song).

SR SRR S S e

i,
A0

R RIRR TS AGASS SRSE0EREES

ey it aeay e

Larger Structures

A relatively simple query against forms of the Divine Names will conclude that
there are larger structures in the Psalter — but are they deliberate? Do they tell us
something about the editorial history of the psalms? The graph to the left shows,
roughly, one pattern in the use of the Divine names. The Psalter is a sandwich —
Y'Y the bread, Elohim the meat.

The End

Given the hint of an editing process that is aware of opening and closing brackets
—i.e. aconcentric redaction, what Psalm isthe end? It is not Psalm 150 which is
the Doxology for Book 5 and the Psalter as awhole. If welook at the greater
beginning, Psalms 1-2 and at Psalm 149, we see some very strong verbal
relationships (see Cole).

ELOHIM
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The last three verses of Psalm 149 sum up the message of Psalms 1 and 2 — remarkabl e,
don’'t you think? The words with red borders are also in Psalm 2. (I see even more than
Cole pointed out.) Note that like the wicked, the xasidim are plural. | have rendered
xasidim as mercied so as to emphasize the relationship to the covenant of mercy (xesed).
Like us, they aretargets of God's mercy rather than the traditiona ‘saints’. They are holy
ones, of course, but let not this name, saint or holy one, exclude the invitation into
covenant that isthe mark of the Gospel in the Psalter.

An Example of my Current Approach for one psalm

Thisimage of Psalm 90 on the next page, the prayer of Moses, beginning Book 4 and
following the final lament of Book 3, illustrates a pattern of approach to the mysteries of
the text. Jerome Creach suggests there is a strong connection in the language of Book 4
and Second Isaiah — a suggestion | hope to follow up with some images and textual
anaysis.
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The image above shows
1. The Psalm with its coloring and some connectors showing word usage,
2. A quick summary of word, syllable, prosodic phrase and syllable counts.
(Eventually | may be able to prove Fokkelmann’s thesis that syllables per colon
are7,8,0r9).

Page 12 of 14
http://drmacdonald.blogspot.com | http://gx.ca




The Color of Psalms
Learning Language and Poetry with Technology

3. A small graph showing some of the recurring words in the psalm —thisis an
algorithm that | cannot complete without a database of lexical forms and even
then, | expect there will be ambiguity and incompl eteness of result.

4. A longer graph showing the relative score for this psalm against al other psalms —
The score is determined by counting how many words in this psalm occur in each
of the other psalms — one at atime and dividing by the greater of the verse count
in each psalm.

The images below show

5. Thedetail for the relationship of this psalm to the next (based on amatch of three
or more contiguous consonants).

6. Thedetail of word forms that occur only in this psam.

Some of the unique words are surprising — for they are common words but in the Psalter
the form isfound only in this psalm. Some of my matches are rather fun: like fury in
Psalm 90 and feathersin Psalm 91!
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Psalm 90 isaplay on turning (vs 3). You turn a human to dust - and you say turn,
children of humus! Then verse 8-9 - our secret in the light of your face For all our days
turn away fromyour fury, we complete our years as a groan. But here isthe real turning -
known by Moses and the psalmist and completed such that God no longer needsto sigh
or repent: (verse 13) Turn O LORD, how long and sigh over your servants. So it will be
that the beauty of the Lord our God is upon us.

Technology

The technology is the GX Performance Framework and Logic Modeler; a Java, .NET and
Oracle system designed for configuring applications for performance measurement for
large organizations. The application | have given it showsiit has applicability for learning
and research allowing you to:
* Sustainan

extended

learning period
» Portray complex

ideas
e Support a

thought process
* Suggest lines of

inquiry

By using its ability

to:

* Draw diagrams
on the Web

e Support
predefined and
ad hoc datasets

* Publish, print,
brief

» Configure.

If you are

interested, please
visit our website
http://gx.caor cal me at (250) 995-3071 or email bobmacdonald at gx.ca.
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