
ABSTRACT 

“YHWH, Remember!”:  
Place, Memory, and Ritual in Psalms 120–137 

K. W. Bodenhamer, Ph.D. 

Mentor: William H. Bellinger, Jr., Ph.D. 

This dissertation examines the collection of psalms with the superscription 

šîr hamma‘ălôt (120–134) along with the triad of psalms, 135–137, that follows the 

collection. The project begins with a history of scholarship with regard to the Songs 

of Ascents, with special attention given to studies that have explored the importance 

of “space” as a critical category in the Songs of Ascents. After providing a brief 

overview of the concept of critical spatiality and its application in biblical 

scholarship, this dissertation proposes that “place” as it relates to ritual provides a 

better framework for examining biblical texts than critical spatiality alone. Jonathan 

Z. Smith’s work To Take Place: Toward a Theory of Ritual serves as the theoretical

basis for the exegetical portion of the project. 

Psalms 120–134 are examined individually, with attention to structure, space 

and content. Building on Gert Prinsloo’s organizational model, the psalms will be
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to be in conscious tension with the way things are.”32 This is not eschatological 

hope, this is “taking place” through memory.

                                                        
32 Smith, To Take Place, 109. 
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procreative language to YHWH. According to Habel,  does not have a Ugaritic 

cognate, and perhaps distances from the procreative aspects suggested by q n . 

Within the Psalter, Habel asks “What lines of continuity or clues of 

discontinuity can be traced between the cultic use of this formula in the Psalms and 

the El tradition which formulated its prototype in Genesis 14?”32 The first 

occurrence of the formula is in Ps 115:15. Like the blessing formula in Gen 14:19, 

the first usage follows the proclamation of a blessing on an entity. In the case of Gen 

14 the entity is Abraham and in Ps 115 it is presumably the cultic community. Verse 

12 of the psalm is a fourfold blessing on groups of the community, followed by a 

double appeal for blessing in verses 14–15. First, the appeal is made for increase in 

number, and secondly, YHWH is appealed to as “Maker of Heaven and Earth,” an 

appeal to cultic power. In this context, the formula functions as a title for evoking 

blessing in worship. Habel notes the nature of this deity in verses 3 and 16 is 

consistent with El, one who is a high god noted for distance and difference. “The 

presence of this particular cosmic polarity in the context of liturgical blessing 

suggests that the formula in question continued to live in the mood and thought-

patterns of its El cult origins.”33 

Habel connects each of the occurrences of the title in the Psalms with a cultic 

situation. In Ps 134 the title is preceded by the piel form of BRK, which Habel claims 

as the “distinctly theological mode of that verb.”34 In this psalm, there is 

                                                        
32 Habel, “Maker of Heaven and Earth,” 326. 
 
33 Habel, “Maker of Heaven and Earth,” 327. 
 
34 Habel, “Maker of Heaven and Earth,” 327. 
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Closing the psalm, in verses 7–8 the imperfect form of smr appears three times at 

the center of blessings for the supplicant.  The final assurance shares a certain 

structural formulation with the Aaronic blessing, invoking the divine name three 

times in three lines. Whereas the Aaronic blessing employs six different verbs “with 

two verbs in each line describing his gracious actions in favor of the community and 

its members,” this variation on the blessing focuses solely on YHWH’s guarding or 

keeping.51 Gerstenberger observes, “Our psalm text…dwells on šmr exclusively, puts 

Yahweh to the front, and introduces space and time as fundamental extensions of 

God’s personal care (v. 8).”52  

Summary 
   
 Spatially, Prinsloo situates Ps 121 as the middle psalm of a triad that moves 

from negative to positive space. Prinsloo argues for a general feeling of “ascent” and 

movement within Ps 121 that culminates with the arrival at Jerusalem, positive 

space, in the following psalm. The movement from negative to positive space also 

entails a movement from the private to public sphere, as the psalmist invokes 

protection over Israel.53 In the previous psalm the supplicant is envisioned as 

dwelling in some sort of unsure social situation. The threat in Ps 121 is not explicitly 

social, but the threats of enemies loom large in the dialogue as the supplicant 

receives assurances of YHWH’s protection from threats framed in military terms. 

The psalmist takes the view that the all-sovereign creator is also the keeper of the 

                                                        
51 Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 324. 
 
52 Gerstenberger, Psalms 2, 324. 
 
53 Prinsloo, “Role of Space,” 464. 
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Summary 

Psalm 122 presents an opportunity for the kind of comparative work that 

Smith postulates as part of the task of ritual theory, even between systems of 

hierarchy represented within the Hebrew Bible. Comparing Ps 122 with Ps 48, 

Hossfeld and Zenger recognize the different “city theology” that Ps 122 presents. 

Psalm 48 employs imagery of the city as standing on the mountain of Zion, the 

abode of King YHWH. The great architecture is an affirmation of the great King’s 

presence in the city. “This ‘visible’ presence of YHWH is interpreted as protection for 

the inhabitants of the city against hostile armies and as the real symbol of the power 

of the Great King YHWH.”67 Psalm 122 presents a different city theology in its 

description of Jerusalem. The architecture of the city reminds the psalmist of the 

community of people there, in the household of YHWH. “Jerusalem is now not 

celebrated as the residential city of the Great King YHWH, but is remembered as the 

(former) gathering place of the tribes and the place of royal judgment and presented 

as the unifying center of the (widely scattered) Israelites.”68 Zenger notes that this 

psalm stands out among the “pilgrim” collection because it does not draw imagery 

and themes from the familial or agrarian setting.  It is akin to Ps 132 in that it “casts 

a historical-theological arc back to the time of David.”69 Although agricultural 

imagery is not present, the psalm is framed with household references and presents 

an image of the city as one that is marked by familial relations. Approaching this 

                                                        
67 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 337. 
 
68 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 337. 
  
69 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 336. 
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Conclusion 
 

 The protective presence of YHWH is explored and culminates with YHWH 

surrounding the people as the mountains surround Zion. Prinsloo writes “Psalms 

123–125 echo the spatial orientation of Psalms 120–122, but interpret it on an 

abstract and emotional level.”93 He writes 

In Psalms 120–122 the movement was upwards. Here the starting point is 
YHWH who is enthroned in heaven (Psalm 123). He alone prevents Israel 
from plunging into the depths of sheol (Psalm 124). His protective presence, 
symbolised by Mount Zion and Jerusalem (Psalm 125), ensures the survival 
of his people in the midst of negative imagined and lived space, the 
experience of being off-centre, the target of proud and arrogant people.94 

 
What Prinsloo is identifying as the “abstract and emotional level,” this dissertation 

identifies as the remapping of a ritual system that stresses the centrality of Zion as 

the place where the community is built through memory.

                                                        
93 Prinsloo, “Role of Space,” 467. 
 
94 Prinsloo, “Role of Space,” 467. 
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Prinsloo, examining the spatial aspects of the collection, frames it this way: “Psalm 

128 ends where Psalm 126 started: in public space, with YHWH as the only source 

of blessing and prosperity, both for his people at large and for each of his individual 

members.”2 Viewing the collection through the lens of Smith’s ritual theory, these 

observations about the images of space in the collection take on greater significance. 

The collection maps the ritual significance of Zion onto the community. 

 
Psalm 126 
 
 The next triad opens with a wistful remembrance of Zion, recounting 

YHWH’s salvation and culminating with a cry for the restoration of the people 

expressed through agricultural imagery. Brueggemann and Bellinger divide the 

psalm into two parts: the first, where a “celebrative memory” is recounted, and the 

second, where the psalmist petitions YHWH to perform the same act in the present.3 

Questions remain regarding the division of the psalm into two or three parts. Kraus, 

divides the psalm into three parts, verses 1–3, 4, and 5–6. The three-part division 

typically rests on the perspective of time in the psalm: verses 1–3 as past, verse 4 as 

present petition, and verses 5–6 as future.4 This study follows the more  

 

                                                        
2 Prinsloo, “Role of Space,” 469. 
 
3 Brueggemann and Bellinger, Psalms, 539.  
 
4 Kraus, Psalms 60–150, 448. 
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Psalms 129–131 Summary 
 

 Prinsloo defines the spatial storyline of this triad as one of abstract space. 

“The experience of oppression (Ps 129) is nothing short of residing in the realm of 

death (Ps 130). The only escape lies in the mercy of Yahweh (Ps 130) who grants a 

sinner tranquility and security (Ps 131).”95 Prinsloo emphasizes the spatial storyline 

of the individual, but the interesting ‘storyline’ of this triad is that of the relationship 

between the individual and the community, the personified Israel. This triad 

dramatically reflects on the relationship between YHWH and the community and 

establishes the rich experience of being placed with YHWH through the inner life of 

the community. 

Conclusion 

 Psalms 126–128 present a life “at center” with YHWH in the life of the family. 

Psalms 129–131 express life at center with YHWH in the life of the individual, but at 

the same time express that individual identity through the personified Israel. 

“Taking place,” as the collection moves forward, transfers from placing one’s feet in 

the gates of Jerusalem, to placing oneself in the body of Israel, which is nestled close 

to YHWH. This does not preclude the importance of place, as the following triad 

picks up with a rousing memory of the significance of Jerusalem, but rather 

transfers the experience of that place.

                                                        
95 Prinsloo, “Role of Space,” 470. 
 
 
 
 
 







 

the Compilation of the Psalter,” in Trägerkreise in den 
Psalmen, eds. Frank-Lothar Hossfeld, Johannes Bremer, and Till Magnus Steiner, BBB 178 (Göttingen: 
Bonn University Press, 2017),
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 12 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 498. 
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a. Behold 
Bless  Yahweh 

     b. all the servants  of Yahweh 
     B. who stand in the house  of Yahweh 
                All night long 

A. Lift up your hands towards the sanctuary 
and bless Yahweh56 

 
Figure 5.1. Chiastic structure of verses 1–2. 

 
The second half of the chiasm, A, contains two imperatives whereas (a) contains the 

single imperative, brk. A and B specify the location and time, whereas b identifies 

the participants. The name YHWH is used four times, at the end of a, b, B, and A. 

Auffret also identifies a chiasm in vv. 2–3 (See Figure 5.2). 

 
A. Lift up your hands 

             B. Towards the sanctuary 
     C. And        bless  Yahweh 
     C’ May he bless you, may  Yahweh, 
   B’ From Zion, 
 A’  He who made heaven and earth.57 
 

Figure 5.2. Chiastic structure of verses 2–3. 
 
 

Auffret identifies parallelism in the phrases “bless YHWH” and “May YHWH bless 

you” despite the inverted subjects and objects. Sanctuary and Zion also create 

uniform correspondence. The only remaining parallelism is that of the hands of the 

worshipper and YHWH, maker of heaven and earth. Auffret’s creative solution is 

that the psalmist makes implicit reference to the phrase “the works of his hands” in 

relationed to YHWH’s mighty, creative deeds. Auffret identifies several common 

                                                        
56 Auffret, “Psalm 134,” 87. 
 
57 Auffret, “Psalm 134,” 88. 







 64 Gunkel, Die Psalmen, 573. 
 

 67 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 488. 
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of Israel. This psalm implores the servants of YHWH to stand in the house of YHWH 

and praise YHWH, which entails memorializing the deeds of YHWH in song. 

 Comprised of twenty-one verses, Ps 135 contains an opening exhortation (vv. 

1–4, a body section (vv. 5–18) and a benediction (vv. 19–21). The psalm ends and 

begins with the cry, “Hallelujah!” (vv. 1a; 21c) The opening exhortation (vv. 1–4) 

calls for praising “the name of YHWH.” While the stanza does not follow the exact 

stair-step parallelism of the Songs of Ascents, the psalm opens with the imperative 

to praise addressed directly to the “servants of YHWH” (v. 1c) and extends the 

exclamation: 

 
Praise the name of YHWH 
 Praise, you servants of YHWH, 
  You who stand in the house of YHWH 
       In the courts of the house of our God! (vv.1–2) 
 

Figure 5.3. Stair-step parallelism of verses 1–2. 
 

 
In the opening call for praise, we are drawn to the continued use of the imagery of 

household of YHWH, primarily the servants of YHWH, who are placed in the house 

of YHWH. Goldingay writes, “The expression ‘our God’s house’ recurs especially in 

Ezra 8:17–33; Neh. 10:32–39 [33–40]. The court is the heart of the design of a 

house, and therefore of a temple.”81 The servants of YHWH are placed, in this psalm, 

in the heart of the house of God. They are exhorted not only to praise YHWH, but 

also to “make music to his name for he is lovely!”82 (v. 3). Verse 4 gives the reason 

                                                        
81 Goldingay, Psalms 90–150, 578–579. 
 
82 Translation Goldingay, Psalms 90–150, 579. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

Smith writes that “Ritual is the act of performing the way things ought to be 

in spite of the ways things are.1 This is the essence of psalmody: that in spite of 

current circumstances, and all outward appearances, the psalms perform the world 

as YHWH’s, the maker of heaven and earth, where enemies are brought low and the 

righteous raised. The psalmist declares that she is lost and in trouble, and at the 

same time that YHWH is faithful and she is sure of salvation. The psalmist is not 

double-minded or disingenuous when she cries out in both despair and trust, she is 

performing the way things ought to be; she is taking place.  

 The Songs of Ascents, long recognized for their ties to the performance of 

ritual acts (pilgrimage, walking up the temple steps, the receiving of a priestly 

blessing, meditation literature after the destruction of the temple), have drawn our 

attention to ritual because of the connection between ritual and place. The Songs of 

Ascents are an act in “taking place,” which may even be situated in the larger project 

of Book V and indeed the Psalms as a whole which draw our attention to the 

importance of place. 

 This dissertation presented the exegetical portions of Psalms 120-137 in 

three parts: establishing the center (Pss 120-125), transferring the center (Pss 126-

131) and remembering the center (132-137). In the first section, Jerusalem is in 

                                                        
 1 Smith, To Take Place, 109. 
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view and celebrated as the place of communal joy and peace. Beginning alone in 

alienation, the psalmist is joined to the community and brought to the gates of 

Jerusalem by the conclusion of the first triad. The specific architectural features of 

Jerusalem as a city are celebrated, and the history of tribes uniting the worship 

within the house of YHWH is recalled. In the second triad, threats to the stability and 

peace of Jerusalem are explored and placed under the protective power of YHWH. 

 In Psalms 126-131 life outside of Jerusalem is explored. The “household of 

YHWH,” established in Jerusalem in the outset of the Songs of Ascents, is mapped 

onto the individual household. The fate of the individual, however, is seen in view of 

the fate of Israel, often personified in this group of psalms. Even in the perceived 

distance from Jerusalem, an intimacy and presence between YHWH and the people 

is expressed.  

 Psalms 132-137 begin and end with memory. The cry of the psalmist to 

YHWH to “Remember David!” at the outset of Psalm 132 sets the theme for the 

following psalms. The dramatic event, David bringing the Ark to Jerusalem, is 

memorialized as the priests look on. Priestly imagery pervades the final 

superscripted triad, and Psalms 135-137 move further into memory by recollecting 

the history of Israel from creation to their placement in the land. The collection 

ends, however, with a memory of removal from the land and expresses the 

importance of place. 

 Whereas Psalm 120 begins in isolation in a faraway land, Psalm 137 ends in 

community with the memory of both Babylon and Zion binding the community 

together. Although the situation has not improved, it has improved in that the 
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community is united in place, memory and speech. This dissertation proposes that 

in the final arrangement of Book V the connections of place and memory are 

recognized and continued with the addition of an additional triad, Psalms 135-137, 

which culminates with memory of Zion.  

 The concluding chapter will explore Psalms 120-137 as a product of Levitical 

editing based on the representation of place and memory in the collection. The 

chapter will proceed by first reviewing the evidence for reading Psalms 135-137 as 

a triad, followed by a review of the cohesion of 120-137. After reviewing the 

orientation of the collection, this study will discuss the evidence for Levitical editing 

and possibilities for further study. 

   
Reading Psalms 120-137 

  
 While there has been very little debate about the cohesion of the Songs of 

Ascents, less clear has been the place of Psalms 135-137 in Book V and in the 

Psalter. Michael Snearly builds a compelling argument for the cohesion of Psalms 

120-137. Although this study disagrees with the conclusion of the eschatological 

interpretation of Snearly’s project, the exegetical work of Snearly provides a textual 

basis for reading the triad.2  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
 2 Michael K. Snearly  The Return of the King: Messianic Expectation in Book V of the Psalter 
LHS/OTS 264 (London: Bloomsbury T & T Clark, 2016). 
 























 35 See Jonathan Z. Smith, Map is Not Territory: Studies in the History of Religions (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1978). 
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for YHWH create a sanctuary, together with his argument that the psalms create a 

sanctuary for the reader.39 Sanctuary is a place, sanctuary is YHWH, and sanctuary is 

experienced by those who follow the map to the sanctuary of the Psalms. 

                                                        
 39 Steven Dunn, The Sanctuary in the Psalms: Exploring the Paradox of God’s Transcendence and 
Immanence (London: Lexington Books, 2016), 93. 
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