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Psalm 127 ~ A Lament for the Lost Children of Residential Schools 

 
(may be used with accompanying instrumental music, to the tune of the Coventry Carol [traditional];  

 format, layout, textual editing (English) and original translation, Andrew Twiddy, 2021 ~ Hebrew text of the Westminster-Leningrad Codex [WLC]) 
 

“Thus says the Holy One:  A voice is heard in Ramah, lamentation and bitter weeping. 
Rachel is weeping for her children; she refuses to be comforted for her children, because they are no more.”    (Jeremiah 31.15) 

A song for the journeys that take us upward.  A song of Solomon.            הֹ֥מ1ְׁ֫שִל תֹו֗לֲעַּֽמַֽה ריִׁ֥ש   
1 Unless the Holy One builds the house, those who build it labour in vain.* 

Unless the Holy One guards the city, the guard keeps watch in vain. 

ֹוּ֑ב ויָ֣נֹוב ּו֣לְמָע ׀אְוָׁ֤ש תִיַ֗ב הֶ֬נְבִי־ֹאל ׀הָ֤והְי־םִא  

ֹל הָ֥והְי־םִא ׃רֵֽמֹוׁש דַ֬קָׁש ׀אְוָׁ֤ש ריִ֝֗ע־רָמְׁשִי־אֽ  
2 It is in vain that you rise up early and go late to rest, 
  eating the bread of anxious toil; * 
      for the Creator gives sleep to us, the beloved ones.   

םיִ֑בָצֲעָה םֶחֶ֣ל יֵלְכֹ֭א תֶבֶׁ֗ש־יֵרֲחַֽאְמ םּו֡ק יֵמיִּ֪כְׁשַמ ׀םֶ֨כָל אְוָׁ֤ש   

׃אָֽנֵׁש ֹו֣דיִדיִֽל ןֵּ֖תִי ןֵּ֤כ  

3 Children are truly our heritage, from the Holy One, * 
     the fruit of the womb is so valuable for us all.   

םיִ֑נָּב הָ֣והְי תַ֣לֲחַנ הֵּ֤נִה  

׃ןֶטָּֽבַה יִ֣רְּפ רָ֗כָׂ֝ש  
4 As arrows in the hand of a warrior, that is what our youth are like. * 

Happy are those who fill up their quiver with them. 

׃םיִֽרּועְּנַה יֵ֣נְּב ןֵּ֝֗כ רֹוּ֑בִּג־דַיְּב םיִּ֥צִחְּכ  

םֶ֥הֵ֫מ ֹו֗תָּפְׁשַא־תֶא אֵּ֥לִמ רֶׁ֤שֲא רֶבֶּ֗גַה יֵ֤רְׁשַא  
5  They shall not be put to shame, * 

 when they speak with their opponents, at the gate of the courthouse. 

ֹל ּוׁשֹ֑בֵי־אֽ   

׃רַעָּֽׁשַּב םיִ֣בְיֹוא־תֶא ּו֖רְּבַדְי־יִּֽכ  



2 
 

Commentary:  Psalm 127 as Lament for the Lost Children of Residential Schools 
~ by Andrew Twiddy ~ 

 
Verse 1 -  the foundational impulses of Canadian political life included the creation of a system of 
residential schools for indigenous children that were designed to “remove the Indian from the 
child”.  We are now looking back upon this program, that ran from the 1820s to the 1990s, as a 
form of genocide, aimed at removing the culture, language, and identity of indigenous people.  
Over time, I have listened to both survivors, teachers, and employees of the residential schools.   In 
so far as the goal was assimilation, this was not “a house built by the Holy One”.   We hear the 
psalmist’s lament that no amount of purposeful labours, and no amount of protection, would be 
sufficient to overcome the inherently harmful premises of uniformity and assimilation, and the 
abuses that flowed from that.   
 
Verse 2 – many indigenous children were underfed and malnourished in their schooling experience;  
many of them were made to endure excessive, menial, and hard labours, and many of them slept 
disturbed sleep in dormitories watched over by predatory and abusive guardians.  Less than 100 km 
from my home, the unmarked graves of 160 children at the residential school on Penelakut Island 
were made public knowledge in the summer of 2021.  Less than 100 km in another direction, a 
dormitory guardian was convicted of 81 counts of sexual and physical abuse against children in a 
residential school.  We weep with words, and in melodies beyond all that words can ever say 
(“nigunim”), for these lost childhoods and beloved lost children, beloved of the Creator, for so 
many of whom the sleep of early death in an unmarked grave was their lot.  
 
Verse 3 – our greatest inheritance is the living wealth of our families and cultures. 
In my sung version of this, I spontaneously find myself creating my own little rainbow “marginal 
note” for the word “sons/ban-EEM” in the traditional text and translation –  a Ketib/Qere “this is 
what is written, but read it this way anyway” in the Hebrew and Aramaic traditions of the 
manuscripts :  ban-EEM, oo-vanOT, ve-KHOL (sons, daughters, and all) 
 
Verse 4 – the literalistic traditional English translation “the children of one’s youth” misses out on 
the opportunity for appreciating a common idiom of the Hebrew language, where “child/children 
of” is a periphrasis for the noun that follows, and so “youth” is likely to be the better of more 
natural translation in context (per Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi’s translation).  It simplifies the 
concept of whose “youth” is at stake (the children, rather than relatively young parents), and it 
leads more effectively into the same “youth” with their purposefulness and potency, as multiple 
arrows from a full quiver, directing healthy “warrior-energy” towards resolution of outstanding 
issues that need reconciling through constitutional processes and legal actions and, most of all, by 
covenants and treaties between honorable parties, now acting with dignity, and restoring honour.  
 
Verse 5 – the psalmist looks forward with confidence to a time when there will be no more shame, 
and no more putting to shame, of those who have been harmed. “Talking at the gate with one’s 
opponents” in an ancient city of the psalmist’s experience, would be the place of formal decision-
making, mediation, face-to-face encounter, and judicial processes.   Our mourning and weeping is 
accompanied by the hope of future resolutions, as words of truth lead to actions of reconciliation. 
  


