
Responsa in a Moment 
 
Why do we s ing Psalm 126 be fore  the  Birkat HaMazon? By Dr. Richard Meyer  
 

Answer source sheet by Rabbi Uriel Romano 
 
Some general information: 
 

• Late Minhag: end of the XVI century - early XVII century. 
• Origin: Cabbalist, Safed.   
• First appearances: (1) In the Book Seder HaYom (1599) of the mystic Moshe ben Machir in 

Safed. (2) In the Book Shnei Luchot HaBrit (1648) by mystic Isaiah Horowitz (the SHeLaH) 
in Safed.  

• Ashkenazic practice, the Sephardim used to recite Psalm 23 before their meals.  
• The ashkenazic tradition of reading psalm 137 before the meals (who was the “mother 

tradition” of reciting Psalm 126 on Shabbat and holidays) is almost unfollowed today.  
 
Two possible explanations: 
 

1. Words of Torah before the meal 
 
Rabbi Shimon would say: Three who eat at one table and do not speak words of Torah, it is as if 
they have eaten of idolatrous sacrifices; as is stated, "Indeed, all tables are filled with vomit and filth, 
devoid of the Omnipresent" (Isaiah 28:8). But three who eat at one table and speak words of Torah, 
it is as if they have eaten at G-d's table, as is stated, "And he said to me: This is the table that is 
before G-d" (Ezekiel 41:22). (Pirkei Avot 3:3) 
 
Is the Birkat HaMazon enough to ful f i l l  the ¨commandment¨ o f  our Mishnah?  
 
Yes: Rashi and Ovadia MiBartenuro (to Pirkei Avot 3:3)  
No: Tosafot Iom Tov (to Pirkei Avot 3:3), the Shelah and Magen Abraham (in his commentary to 
Orach Chayim 170:1) 
 

Not the most convincing approach.  
 
2. To remember the destruction of the Temple 
 
A. The development of an ancient tradition 
 
Talmud, Berakhot 3a (III c.e) 
 
Rabbi Isaac ben Samuel says in the name of Rab: The night has three watches, and at each watch the 
Holy One, blessed be He, sits and roars like a lion and says: Woe to the children, on account of 
whose sins I destroyed My house and burnt My temple and exiled them among the nations of the 
world.  
 
Rosh. Ber. 1:2 (XIII c.e) 



And it is fitting for all God fearers to be pained and worry at that hour (i.e., at night), and to pour 
out supplications on the Destruction of the Temple, as it says “Rise up and scream at night at the 
beginning of the watches” (Lamentations 2:19). 
 
Shulchan Aruch, Orach Chayim 1:3 (XVI c.e) 
Is worthy of all God-fearing  to be pained and worry about the destruction of the Temple.  
 
Mishnah Berurah to Orach Chayim 1:3, incise 11 (XX c.e.) 
The Shela¨h wrote that over every meal one should say ¨Al Neharot Babel¨ (Psalm 137) and every 
Shabbat and Yom Tov, days that we do not recite Tachanun, one should say ¨Shir HaMaalot¨ (Psalm 
126)  
 
B. Talmudic “proof text”: Baba Batra 60b 
 
Not to mourn at all is impossible, because the blow has fallen. To mourn overmuch is also 
impossible, because we do not impose on the community a hardship which the majority cannot 
endure… The Sages therefore have ordained thus. (1) A man may stucco his house, but he should 
leave a little bare...  (2) A man can prepare a full-course banquet, but he should leave out an 
item or two... (3)  A woman can put on all her ornaments, but leave off one or two...  “For so i t  
says :  I f  I  forge t  you,  O Jerusalem, l e t  my r ight  hand forget  how to play the harp.  May my 
tongue s t i ck to the roof  o f  my mouth i f  I  fa i l  to  remember you,  i f  I  don’ t  make Jerusalem my 
greates t  joy .”  (Psalm 137:5-6) 
 
C. The source from the Zohar (Terumah 157b) 
 
Whoever is enjoying his table and enjoying these foods should be sure to mention and 
express concern for the holiness of the Holy Land, and for the Temple of the King which 
was destroyed. For this sadness that he expresses over his table, during the happy and festive meal 
he is having there, the Holy One, blessed be He, considers it to be as if he (the person) built His 
(=God’s) house, and rebuilt all of the destroyed parts of the Temple. 
 
D. The first appearance of this Halakha (Shelah in his Sha’ar Ha-Otiyot, 100:170) 
 
For this reason, we are accustomed to recite, “On the Rivers of Babylon, etc.” before the Grace 
after Meals, especially since the table is in place of the altar. But in our many sins, the altar itself is no 
longer in existence, so he should recall [it]: Woe to the children who have been exiled from the table 
of their father… But on Shabbat and Yom Tov, we say the psalm, “When God returned the 
returnees to Zion, etc.”  
 

Connections of the Psalm 137 with the Birkat HaMazon 
 

1. Gematria Connection 
 

May my tongue stick to the roof of my mouth if I fail to remember you, if I don’t make Jerusalem 
my greatest joy. 

אם לחכי לשוני תדבק אם, אזכרכי לא- את אעלה לא- שמחתי ראש על ירושלים-  
(Psalm 137:6).  



 
את וברכת ושבעת ואכלת לך נתן אשר הטבה הארץ על אלהיך יי-  

“When you have eaten and are satisfied, give thanks to your Eternal God for the good land that 
God is giving you”   (Deuteronomy 8:10) 

 
Both verses, Psalm 137:6 and Deuteronomy 8:10, have the same total gematria value of 3,824.   

 
2. Book of Psalms connection 
 
136:25 He gives food to every living thing.His faithful love endures forever. 
136:26 Give thanks to the God of heaven.His faithful love endures forever. 
137:1 By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, we wept, when we remembered Zion. 
 

More information: 
 
Netiv Bina, Part 3, p. 37-39: 
http://www.hebrewbooks.org/pdfpager.aspx?req=34205&st=&pgnum=43 
http://www.lookstein.org/resources/birkat_hamazon.pdf 
http://thetorah.com/psalm-137-9/a-galus-tehilah-time-to-cancel-a-minhag/  
 
 
 
 
 

	


