Going Out With Knots; My Two Kaddish / COVID Years with Hebrew Poetry
Study Guide for a Yearlong Adult Education Class
Session One: Introduction, Part 1

Going Out With Knots: My Two Kaddish/COVID Years with Hebrew Poetry follows my two
consecutive years of Kaddish recitation for my parents, which coincided with the COVID
pandemic and the 2020 U.S. Presidential election, through a blend of (feminist) memoir and
Hebrew poem translation, analysis and teaching thereof.

The Introduction of the book begins with a summary and analysis of a Hebrew short story by
Israeli writer Etgar Keret (b. 1967), entitled “Intention.” which was written in the aftermath of
the Hamas attack of October 7, 2023.

Activity:

e Read this story together

e (Consider the meaning of the protagonist’s name in relation to the themes of the story.

e How does the story present and problematize the idea of “Kavanah” (Intention) in
prayer?

e Discuss it as both a response to tragedy and bereavement, in general, and as a meditation
on the ideas of “Kavanah” (intention in prayer) and of “healing” as “wholeness.

e How does this story serve as a commentary on the purpose and efficacy of prayer in a
time of tragedy and loss?

e Read my commentary on the story, which includes Keret’s own reflection on the origin of
the story and discuss its relevance to a book that uses short evocative works of Hebrew
literature (poems) as a form of pedagogical response to death and bereavement in the
context of public prayer.

The Introduction lays out the unique methodology of the book, presenting its distinctive features
against the backdrop of previous Kaddish or Jewish mourning books and bilingual poetry
anthologies, and making an argument for Modern Hebrew poetry as a source of liturgy and
healing.

Activity:

Consider this page from Siddur Erev Shabbat U’Moed—and the way in which the juxtaposition
of traditional prayers with modern Hebrew poetry and song illuminates new meanings and
“kavanot.”


https://www.etgarkeret.com/section/about
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/dec/03/intention-a-short-story-written-in-the-aftermath-of-hamass-7-october-attack-on-israel-by-etgar-keret
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Psalm 95, “Lekhu Neranenah” (Let Us Rejoice): the beginning of Kabbalat Shabbat

let us shout out in song!

for this One is our God,

Come, let us sing joyously to GOD,
raise a shout for our rock and deliverer;
let us come into the divine presence with praise;

For the ETERNAL is a great God,

the great ruler of all divine beings.

In God’s hand are the depths of the earth;

the peaks of the mountains are God’s.

The sea is God’s—the One who made it;

and the land, fashioned by God’s hands.
Come, let us bow down and kneel,

bend the knee before the ETERNAL our maker,

and we are the people being cared for—the tended flock.
O, if you would but heed God’s charge this day:
Do not be stubborn as at Meribah [place of strife],
as on the day of Massah, in the wilderness,

when your ancestors put Me to the test,

tried Me, though they had seen My deeds.

Forty years I was provoked by that generation;

I thought, “They are a senseless people;

they would not know My ways.”

Concerning them I swore in anger,

“They shall never come to My resting-place!”
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Juxtaposed with Yehuda Amichai, “Shir Leil Shabbat” (Sabbath Eve Song)

Sabbath Eve Song
Will you come to me tonight

The laundry’s already dried on the line.

War that never gets enough
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For now is out of mind. MR DIPNA VWOV KT
And the roads return alone nonstop 7977 °%2 0°2W 2w
Like a horse without a rider bestride 12517 °%2 D103 0727
And the house is sealed up at evening 27¥2 7301 1AM
With the good and the evil inside. 2w YT 00 5y
And we know well that the border is 21237 °2 207 W
Near, and for us it is barred away. aw 117 ORI 217P R
My father prayed, “Thus the heavens and the earth 121571 995N17 "N
Were completed in their vast array.” ORAX 931 PORT
The earth and array have darkened 129DRT IR K2
Before long the light will be through. TINT 722 LY TY
Again the commandment that the heavens got started YN 0NY 72 ANXNT
Must be finished by the other two. A% 0°9°I8 0T W
Questions:

e How can literature, in general, and poetry, in particular, heal?

e Consider the etymological roots of the English word “heal” in the Old English hal,
meaning, “whole,” and analogously, the connection between the Hebrew words
“leshalem” (to pay pack), “shalem” (whole), and “shalom” (peace). What forms of
un-wholeness or non-peace do you discern in Psalm 95 as well as in Amichai’s “Sabbath
Eve Song™?

e How does Amichai’s poem attempt to heal or redress these issues?

e What role (if any) does God play in either of these poems?

e Listen to Chava Alberstein’s evocative musical setting of Amichai’s poem and consider
the difference it makes to hear the poem sung by a woman?

o Who are the speaker(s) and addressee(s) of Psalm 95?

e Who are the speaker(s) and (possible) addressees of Amichai’s “Sabbath Eve Song?”

The Introduction also considers Hebrew poem translation in the book as proceeding in the
following directions and vice versa:

From mourning to consolation

From the personal to the dialogical and the communal

From Hebrew to English, with accompanying annotation of classical source material
From fixed liturgy to “Open Siddur” (calling attention to the fluidity inherent even in
“fixed” liturgy)

From secular to sacred

From literary to liturgical

From words to feeling

And from static ritual to transformation.

Question:

Consider these directions in relation to the “translation” of Psalm 95 from the original to
the alternative text of Amichai’s “Sabbath Eve Song.”



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4oSIIxUSwEE

Session Two, Introduction Part 2: So Much Has Been Severed
1. Learning to Mourn: Going Out with Knots
Chapter 1 tells the story of the story of my bereavement as it unfolded first for my father, then
my mother. It describes my often frustrating experience of Kaddish recitation within various
Orthodox prayer frameworks, and my shocked discovery, while wearing my father’s tallit for the
very first time, and studying Mishnah in his memory, a mishnah in Tractate Shabbat
whichnegated the very idea of a bereaved daughter longing for her father — the Mishnah that
furnished the title for this book.

Activity: Mishnah Study as a Ritual of Mourning

The reason most commonly given for the practice of studying Mishnah in memory of a departed
loved one is that the Hebrew word mishnah 71wn, a unit of talmudic study, shares the same
Hebrew letters as the word neshama 7nw1, meaning soul. Together with the recitation of Kaddish,
daily Mishnah study is traditionally seen as a way of elevating the soul of the departed.

For my father, who made great sacrifices to observe Shabbat, I chose to study Tractate Shabbat,
but did not expect, on the very morning that I wore his tallit for the first time, to stumble upon
this Mishnah from Tractate Shabbat 6:9, dealing with items of clothing that sons (not daughters)
are allowed to wear outside on Shabbat):

Sons may go out on Shabbat with knots and ,OTR 227 .773312 00097 °121 ,0000Ra PR 0°127
princes with bells. And any person; however, 172 D2 12T KON
the Sages spoke in the present.

Questions:
e What are these knots that sons are allowed to go out wearing on shabbat (in other words,
that are considered, for the son, clothing, and not something separate being carried, hence
forbidden. See the commentaries below:

BT Shabbat 66b

GEMARA: What are these knots? Adda Mari said that 27 MR N RINX MR 720WR ORD B
Rav Nahman bar Barukh said that Rav Ashi bar Avin said | 22 728 92 W& 27 %% 7972 12 170
that Rav Yehuda said: They are medicinal garlands of the ROPR R LRI IR AT 27
madder... But why specifically sons? Daughters, too can XX °Rn 111 nia 39708 70012
benefit. And why specifically children? Adults too can SRR RPN 1903 007973 19°08 70°30p
benefit. Rather, what are these knots? Like that which NI 92 72X MRT KT D — WP
Avin bar Huna said that Rav Hama bar Gurya said: A son §9 UPW 12 DRI 02 R 027 M
who has longings for his father, [the father] takes a strap DY TYINT DuI — PIAR DY PYRY
from the right shoe and ties it on the left. Rav Nahman bar 27 R /APRna 19 WY T Y
Yitzhak said: And your mnemonic [for where to tie the 12000 — IR Py 2 1M
strap] is phylacteries.

Bartenura (R' Ovadiah ben Abraham of Bartenura, ¢.1445-c.1515, based on discussions in the
Gemara and Maimonides’s Mishnah commentary:


https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Shabbat.6.9?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Shabbat.66b.7-11?lang=bi&with=Commentary%20ConnectionsList&lang2=en

WP — a son who has longings for his father, the father takes a strap of the right shoe and
ties it to the child with his left [arm] and all the while that this tie is upon him, the longings
become feeble from him as an heirloom/treasure and as such it is taught that sons, in contrast
to daughters, have longings for their fathers as children.

Rashi (Rabbi Solomon Yitzhaki of Troyes, 1040-1105)

1¥1v3 — Longings. The son yearns for his father and cannot separate from him. This rememdy
does not pertain to females for the father doesn’t endear himself to them enough from the
beginning that they would come to long for him.

e What impediments might this Mishnah and these commentaries pose for a female
mourner?

e What is the relationship between the knots and the bells in the Mishnah? How might the
dispensation, allowing for everyone, regardless of social class, to go out with bells, and
the rabbis’ reference to “parlance of the day” be used as a way of being able to historicize
the Mishnah and dispel the distinction, for our contemporary purposes, between sons and
daughters?

e What does it mean for us to reconfigure our prayers and mourning practices to speak in
the parlance of our own day?

Chapter 1 describes some of the features of my home, Orthodox minyan, which include
providing a forum for those who are commemorating a yahrzeit to offer reflections on their
departed loved one. It also details some of the (admittedly modest, non-egalitarian) innovations
that our minyan has undertaken to give the women in the community some means of ritual
participation.

Activity
e [f there are people in the class who are currently in their form year of mourning, invite
them to reflect on their lost loved one and some of the challenges they have experienced
in saying Kaddish.
e [f this is an Orthodox group, invite them to consider what innovations they might want to
implement to make all mourners feel welcome and heard.

Finally, the chapter provides an account of my decision, early on in my Kaddish journey, to
undertake the spiritual regimen of the Shir Hadash shel Yom (New Poem of the Day), where
every week I selected and translated a different Hebrew poem, and taught it at the end of
Tuesday morning service in my home synagogue in relation to mourning, prayer or other matters
of the day, and includes the following poem 1905 by Hayyim Nahman Bialik (1873-1934), that I
taught on the day that our synagogue shut down due to COVID:

Take me under your wing, 7912 NOA "1°0°107
Be my mother and sister. ,NINRY aR 07
Let your bosom be a haven for my head, SUR VPR 00 o0

A nest for my far-flung prayers. NinT737 °nivon-1p




And at that merciful twilight hour,
Bow and I’ll share my secret distress.
They say in the world there’s youth—
Where’s my youth?

And another secret I confess:

My soul has been seared by a flame.
They say there is love in the world—
What is love?

The stars deceived me.

There was a dream; it too has passed.
Now I have nothing at all in the world,
Nothing at all.

Take me under your wing,

Be my mother and a sister.

Let your bosom be a haven for my head
A nest for my far-flung prayers.
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Activity

Read the poem together.
Listen to / watch Arik Einstein’s famous setting of the poem.

Questions:

Who is the addressee of the poem?

How you understand the reference to the “nest of farflung prayers?”

How do you understand the bitterness of the poem, its skepticism about love, the world,
the stars?

Can this poem be considered a prayer?

How can it be read in our times (the COVID era and thereafter) as a reflection of some of
our own struggles?

Part 2. Transitions and Translations

Chapter 2: Picturing God in Grief and Prayer: Beginning to Mourn with Lea Goldberg
The memoir sections of the Chapter 2 track my mourning for my mother, which coincided early
on with the COVID pandemic. It thus marks the moment in the Shir Hadash project where I
began writing up my weekly teachings in the form of mini-essays for those who could not attend
synagogue in person or by Zoom.

The poet that I studied during this period was Lea Goldberg (1911-1970).

Session 1: Introduction to Lea Goldberg


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RBdJYVVGddI

Activity:

Read together Goldberg’s impressive biography, which encompasses work as a poet,
prose writer, playwright, professor, translator, editor, children’s book editor, and visual
artist.

Consider watching this film about her life:
https://mediaspace.msu.edu/media/The+5+houses+oft+lLea+Goldberg/1_vnuotsym
Look at this iconic photo of Goldberg, and consider what image is conveys, especially:

Read the following early poem from her first collection (and listen to Ahinoam Nini’s

musical setting thereof and consider how it might read as a form of theological memoir
like Going Out With Knots:

“My God.” From Taba‘ot ‘ashan (Palestine, 1935), first published in Turim 1:18
(Kislev / November 1934)

My God SR
I saw my God in the café 79P2 MR PR Y
He was revealed to me in the smoke of cigarettes TWY3a °% 772301 XN
Downcast, apologetic and faint Balknbyle
He hinted: One can still live! 79 77RPR L,MN-1]
He was nothing like my lover: "IninR WwoR 1" % !
He was closer than he, and wretched, DR ARIT M KD R
Like a see-through shadow of starlight 290K 30 21
He didn’t fill the space. 0°22137 IR W ApY 9%
In the pale and reddish light of sunset 290 nY K97 XD XN
Like a confessor before death QTNTIRY M0 AYRY TIRY



https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/goldberg-lea
https://mediaspace.msu.edu/media/The+5+houses+of+Lea+Goldberg/1_vnuotsym

He sunk down to kiss mankind’s feet ,inin 23195 Xun By a7nn
And to beg forgiveness Q7R *931 PwI? mwun? T
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hy4H5TeJrv4 AN R Upan

Leah Goldberg Session 2
“To My Mother’s Portrait” (1933)
I taught this poem after moving my mother from Toronto to New York in the aftermath of my
father’s death. Goldberg wrote it when she was a student in Germany, living apart from her
mother. She was extremely close to her mother, though, living with her for almost of all of her
adult life, and while the poem reflects some of the challenges of mother-daughter relationships
when a daughter reaches adulthood, it also expresses much adoration.

Lea Goldberg with her mother, Celia.

Activity / Questions
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.
e What does the mother know?
o What does the mother willingly refrain from saying or asking?
e How might the poem be read not just theologically or even as a prayer?
e What are the recurrent words in the poem and how might they point to traditional Jewish
prayer, or a revision thereof?

“By Three Things” (1949)

This poem originally appeared as part of a book of children’s poems entitled Mah ‘Osot
Ha-Ayalot, and it is commonly taught in Israeli schools. But I read it seriously, as an adult poem,
that offers a new (feminist) take Mishnah Avot 1:2 and 18, and as such on the activity of
enumerating core values for our time. I also see it offering a model of morning prayers.

Activity
e Read the poem as it appears in the book, and listen to one of the available musical
settings, by The Dudaim and by a class of Israeli schoolkids.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hy4H5TeJrv4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DOyeemRMEYM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zkWS8O01-MY&t=9s

e Read Avot 1:2 and 18, where Shimon the Righteous and R. Shimon Ben Gamliel each
offer their own takes of the three things that sustain the world:

2. Shimon the Righteous was one of the last of the 129730 NRID VW M PUIRT Tivaw .2
men of the great assembly. He used to say: the 07997 0227 YOV 2Y IR 100 X
world stands upon three things: the Torah, the noon3 ¥ NT7iaYs YY) ning by,
Temple service, and the practice of acts of piety. :0°707
18. Rabban Shimon ben Gamaliel used to say: on YUYW DY IR DRO90: 12 1ivaw 120 .
three things does the world stand: On justice, on oY NaRa YY) 17 PV ,TRiY oRivy 027
truth and on peace, as it is said: “execute the VIYM MR (7 7°7127) Ry 0w
judgment of truth and peace in your gates” :02°YWI W00Y 2ivY
(Zechariah 8:16)

Questions

What is the cultural significance of the number three? In general culture? In Jewish
tradition?

Why the need for two different takes on the cardinal Three?

Compare the three things that sustain the world for these two rabbis and for Goldberg’s
fisherman, farmer and artist?

What is the Jewish significance of the number four?

How does the figure in the fourth stanza, “Ha-Adam” (the human being) upend the idea
that there are three things that sustain the world?

How do the things that Ha-adam highlights combine elements of the three previous
stanzas?

How do these things allude to the biblical creation story and to the practice of morning
prayer?

Lea Goldberg, Session 3

“In My Siddur” (1940)
I taught this poem in the context of my struggle with the fact that there are a lot of things in the
traditional siddur that I find hard to recite, and a lot of things I wish I could include.

Activity

Read the poem as it appears in the book
Read this rabbinic midrash on the giving of the Torah from BT Shabbat 88a

“And they stood at the lowermost part of the mount” 7R 27 VAR ,"00 NUANN2 12%0N”
(Exodus 19:17). Rabbi Avdimi bar Hama bar Hasa N2 WITRI 79D TN (RYT T2 R 02
said: this teaches that the Holy One, Blessed be He, | 0X :07% 78] 00332 000 DX 07°5Y R
overturned the mountain above the Jews like a tub, — X7 OXY 203 77IRT 0°922P) DAR
and said to them: If you accept the Torah, excellent, 020713 Xon oy
and if not, there will be your burial.

Questions

Why does Goldberg choose to allude to this midrash?




e What is the quid pro quo that she proposes in the poem?

How can this poem be read as a prayer?

e Goldberg proposes the idea of “my siddur”? In your own siddur what would you include,
exclude, or add?

“Let Winter be Blessed” (1927/28)

I taught this poem in early winter, during a promising phase of my mother’s hospitalization,
when it seemed she was on the mend and would soon be discharged. The positive tone of the
poem and its language of blessing seemed to directly capture my mood at that moment and offer
a prayer language for it, too.

Activity:
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.
e Take note of its thyme scheme and its pattern of reiterated sounds.

Questions
e How do these sounds mimic various emotional states?
e How does the poem comport with or challenge our associations with winter?
e How does the poem use the language of blessing, and as such, how does it qualify itself
as a prayer?

Goldberg Session 4

“Blessing” (1945)
I taught this poem, which Goldberg wrote after the defeat of Nazi Germany, after my mother’s
passing and the conclusion of our sAiva in her memory.

Activity:
o Read the poem as it appears in the book
e Take note of some of its recurrent words and motifs

Questions:
e What is the significance of the number seven in Jewish tradition?
e How is the symbolism of seven, in both its positive and negative iterations, mobilized in
the poem?
e How might the poem be fitting to mark the end of a traumatic period or a shiva?

“One Spring” (1939)

This fifth poem in a cycle entitled “One Spring” was the first Shir Hadash 1 presented to my
Bayit prayer community on Zoom —marking the pivotal moment when my private mourning
melded with the communal trauma of COVID.

Activity:
e Read the poem as it appears in the book
e [ ook for references in the poem to traditional blessings or prayers
e Read this midrash from BT Makkot 23b



Rabbi Simlai taught: There were 613 mitzvot stated Ty WU NIk WY XMWY 227 WIT

to Moses in the Torah, consisting of 365 DWW NiRg WY ,nwnT 12 18] nivn
prohibitions corresponding to the number of days in QUNRDI R0 NIRY 1IR3 TING Wm
the solar year, and 248 positive mitzvot OTR PW IR T2 Ay maieu oovaaN)

corresponding to the number of a person’s limbs.

Questions:
o How does Goldberg revise R. Simlai’s teaching?
o How does she rewrite other canonical blessings or prayers?
e What is she praying for and how does the substance of this prayer accord with or differ
from the content of rabbinic statutory prayer
e What is she apologizing for in the poem?
How is she challenging God?
e How does Goldberg’s request for one small spring accord with what you remember of
your experiences of COVID in Spring 2020?

Goldberg Session 5
“My Silences” (1938)
I taught this poem as a way of grappling with the silence of death, and that which had overtaken
the streets as a result of COVID, but also as a way of framing the significance of silence in daily
prayer.

Activity:

e Read 1 Kings 19:1-14
e Read Goldberg’s “My Silences”

Questions:
e What is the lesson that God aims to impart to Elijah in 1 Kings 19?
Does he learn this lesson?
How does Goldberg’s poem build on the lessons of this prophetic chapter?
What are the virtues of silence as explicated in the poem?
What is the value of silence in poetry and public prayer?
What were your experiences of silence during COVID?

“Night Psalm” (1952)
I taught this poem as a response to a sense of personal and collective darkness as a mourner
during COVID.

Activity
e Read the poem as it appears in the book
e Identify some of the central poetic techniques or figures of speech in the poem.
e Listen to Achinoam Nini’s evocative musical setting and consider how it adds to your
sense of the meaning and setting of the poem.

Questions


https://www.sefaria.org/I_Kings.19.1?lang=bi
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=08d8kghNkLg.

e How does Goldberg convey a sense of total darkness?

e What might the poem be read as a night or “mourning” psalm as well as a “morning’
one?

e How does the poem engage both a physical and an emotional geography?

b

Goldberg Session 6

“He Passed Over Our Door And There Was Light” (1959)

I taught this poem before our first COVID Passover, which was also my first Passover without
either of my parents. In this poem, Goldberg reflects on having averted the fate of so many of her
European Jewish compatriots with the attendant feelings of guilt. In my teaching I also
highlighted the feelings of gratitude we felt at that time, if we had managed to remain COVID
free, but also our sense of guilt over the danger faced by medical personnel and frontline workers

Activity:

e Read the following passage from the Passover Haggadah attributed to Rabban Gamliel:
The PESAH is what our ancestors would eat while the Ay 1a1a 20791 NN PO neD
Temple stood: and what does it recall? It recalls the Holy Dy 27m DWW DY 0% M0 WTRng
One’s passing over (Pasah) the houses of our ancestors in | A2 %y R 7172 WiTRpo nooy 0w
Egypt, as it is said: “You shall say: ‘It is a Pesah aRTARY MRIY ,07¥%3 701K
offering for the LORD, for He passed over the houses of ROV N0 WR ,12 XIT NR9TNAY
the children of Israel in Egypt while He struck the ,07¥N7NYR 19312 0272 PRI
Egyptians, but saved those in our homes’ — and the AORYN QYT TR L2080 10027
people bowed and prostrated themselves.”

Questions:
e How does the poem engage with and revise the traditional understanding of the word
“Pesach” as presented by Rabban Gamliel in the Haggadah?
e What allusions to biblical stories or other classical sources can you spot?
e What do you make of the various contradictory impulses and directives in the poem?

“Ending” (1948)

Lea Goldberg’s “Siyyum” was originally published in the socialist Hebrew women’s paper Davar
Po‘elet on 4 Iyyar / May 13,1948, the day before the Declaration of the establishment of the
State of Israel, and in the midst of the Israeli War of Independence

I taught this poem during the spring season of 2020 COVID graduations.

Activity
e Read the poem as it appears in the book
e Read Genesis 1 and track the uses of the express “ki tov” (And it was good).
e Read the following alternative Kibbutz Kaddish.


https://www.sefaria.org/Genesis.1?lang=bi&aliyot=0

Kaddish from Beit Keshet, by Oved Sadeh

Magnified and sanctified

Be the clod of earth

That falls apart

In the plough segmenting

The hard earth.

Glorious and exalted be-- the leaf

that sprouted, turned green, reddened— and fell off.
Glorified and exalted

Be the bearer of the burden

In squatting on his path

My path, too, is beaten.

Blessed and praised

Be the voice of the individual

Together with the voice of the many.
Magnified and exalted

Be the individual and in his uniqueness.
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Questions:

e What the various ways to understand the Hebrew word “‘aleh™?
e How does the poem alternate between a positive and negative understanding of human

beginnings and ends?

e How might the alternative Kaddish text above shape your reading of the Goldberg poem?

Chapter 3 Facing an Absent God: Grief and God Struggle in the Poetry of Avraham Halfi
Session 1: Introduction to Avraham Halfi (1904-1980)

Biography

Avraham Halfi is a lesser-known in the U.S. than Lea Goldberg. His work has received
mainstream popularity in Israel, though, having been set to music by Israeli rock-star Arik
Einstein and his various musical collaborators. He was born in Lodz, Poland in 1904 and
died in Israel in 1980. During WWI his family moved to Uman, Ukraine. There, in Uman,
Halfi continued his studies, learned about Breslover Hassidism, and discovered an interest in
theater and acting. In 1924, he immigrated to Palestine, where he worked as a farmer and
road builder, and joined the “Ohel" Theater Troupe, which had just been founded. In 1953,
he joined the Cameri Theater troupe, where he originated some 60 different roles. At the
same time, he became a member of the circle of modern poets and prose writers associated
with the journal Ketuvim (Writings, a play on the third section of the Hebrew Bible), which
included Lea Goldberg. Other poets in his family include his younger brother Shimon Halfi
and his niece Rachel Halfi. Several of his poems have made their way into Liberal Israeli
prayerbooks such as Siddur Erev Shabbat U-Mo ‘ed of Beit Tefilah Israeli and T filat




Ha-Adam, the new Israeli Reform siddur. Critic Tzvi Luz refers to Halfi as a modern mystic,
insofar as a hoped-for image of God stands at the center of the quest that is his work. But this
quest occurs in a modern, skeptical world, characterized by heresy and the absence of
revelation.! His poetry thus serves the goal of God-searching and God-wrestling for our
modern, Post-Holocaust, skeptical, and strife-ridden age.

Avraham Halfi

“Dream of Your Footsteps” (1939)
I taught Avraham Halfi’s “Dream of Your Footsteps” against the backdrop of the fading tangible
memory of my parents and amidst the general anxiety and concern of the COVID pandemic. The

poem is a prime example of Halfi’s poetry of skeptical God-searching.

Activity
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.

e Listen to the Arik Einstein / Yitzhak Klepter setting of the poem.
e Read the following dream as recounted by Rebbe Nachman of Breslov (1772-1810),
whose Hassidic teachings were a major influence on Halfi and discuss what you think it

means.

I heard from one of ours that the Rebbe told him this
story on Erev Kippur after the Kapparot ceremony. He
saw himself walking in a forest, and the forest was
huge and thick, seemingly without end. And he wanted
to retrace his steps [but couldn’t], but just then
[some]one came and told him that this forest indeed
had no end, and that all the tools in the world were
made from this forest. And he showed him the way out
of the forest. After this he came to a river, and he
wanted to reach its end [but could not] And once again
[some]one came to him and told him that it’s
impossible to get to the end of this river, for this river
has no beginning or end. And everyone in the world
drinks from the waters of this river, and he showed him
the way, and so forth. And then he came to a mill that
stood on that same river. And [some]one came to him
and said that these millstones grind the flour for the
entire world. And then he returned to the woods and
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! See Tzvi Luz, Shirat Avraham Halfi (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 1994), 43.




there he saw a blacksmith sitting in this forest and MO 7T 17 17ARY INIRDN AW W2

working at his craft. And he was told that this
blacksmith was forging tools for the entire world. And
these words are very obscure and closed off to us.
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Questions

What is the significance of the dating of the poem?
What is its theological message?

“I Don’t Know the Words”

Activity
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.
e Read the following biblical verses:

Genesis 2:9, 16-17

What is the meaning of the title/motif “Dream of Your Footsteps™?
What elements from Rebbe Nahman’s dream can you identify in Halfi’s poem?

And from the ground the ETERNAL God caused to grow
every tree that was pleasing to the sight and good for
food, with the tree of life in the middle of the garden, and
the tree of knowledge of good and bad. [...] And the
ETERNAL God commanded the Human, saying, “Of
every tree of the garden you are free to eat; but as for the
tree of knowledge of good and bad, you must not eat of
it; for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die.”
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Genesis 18:1-11

The two angels arrived in Sodom in the evening, as Lot
was sitting in the gate of Sodom. When Lot saw them, he
rose to greet them and, bowing low with his face to the
ground,

he said, “Please, my lords, turn aside to your servant’s
house to spend the night, and bathe your feet; then you
may be on your way early.” But they said, “No, we will
spend the night in the square.”

But he urged them strongly, so they turned his way and
entered his house. He prepared a feast for them and baked
unleavened bread, and they ate.

They had not yet lain down, when the townsmen, the men
of Sodom—young and old, the whole entire
body—gathered about the house.

And they shouted to Lot and said to him, “Where are the
ones who came to you tonight? Bring them out to us, that
we may be intimate with them.”

So Lot went out to them to the entrance, shut the door
behind him
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and said, “I beg you, my friends, do not commit such a
wrong.

Look, I have two daughters who have not known a man.
Let me bring them out to you, and you may do to them as
you please; but do not do anything to the others, since they
have come under the shelter of my roof.”

But they said, “Stand back! The fellow,” they said, “came
here as an alien, and already he acts the ruler! Now we will
deal worse with you than with them.” And they pressed
hard against the man—against Lot—and moved forward to
break the door.

But the others reached out and pulled Lot into the house
with them, and shut the door.

And those who were at the entrance of the house, low and
high alike, they struck with blinding light, so that they
were helpless to find the entrance.
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Questions:

e How do the allusions to these biblical sources affect the meaning of these poems?
e Does Halfi’s speaker know the words of prayer and where they come from or not? If so,

what does he pray for?

e Consider the juxtaposition of this book with the daily Psalm 92 (the daily Psalm for
Shabbat) for Shabbat in Siddur ‘Erev Shabbat U-Mo ‘ed (the Siddur of Beit Tefilah

Israell.
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Halfi, Session Two

“Crowned is Your Forehead With Black Gold”
Activity:
e® Read the poem and listen to the setting of the poem by Yoni Rechter, with vocals by Arik
Einstein and backup vocals by Corinne El-Al, Yehudit Ravitz, and pianist Avraham
Kenner. See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wcayUsa9yvw.

Questions:
e Note the extraordinary syntax and imagery in the poem. How do these poetic elements
add to the poem’s meaning?
o How might this poem be read as a (feminist) prayer?
“Here a Person Believed”
I taught this poem when outdoor in-person services resumed at our synagogue during the
COVID pandemic.

Activity:
e Read the poem as it appears in the book and listen to Arik Einstein and Shem Tov Levi’s
musical setting at https://www.voutube.com/watch?v=401 YN65FFdU.
e Read Mishnah Berakhot 9:2, which outlines the various blessings to be recited over
extraordinary natural phenomena.

For zikin and zeva ‘ot, for lightning, thunder, and oY1 ,0°9727 7YY LNV o LR By
winds, one recites: Blessed...Whose strength and imaw 7372 MR LNIMNg O, 00y

power fill the world. For mountains, hills, seas, NIV By ,00707 v .02y Ko 071N



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wcayUsa9yvw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4o1YN65FFdU

rivers, and deserts, one recites: Blessed...Author
of creation. Rabbi Yehuda says: One who sees the
great sea recites: Blessed...Who made the great
sea, when he sees the sea intermittently. For rain
and other good tidings, one recites: Blessed... Who
is good and Who does good. Even for bad tidings,
one recites: Blessed...the true Judge.
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Questions:

e How does Halfi’s poem rewrite the idea of reciting these kinds of blessings?
e What picture does it offer of faith in the face of shock or disruption?

Halfi, Session Three

“And Songs are the Dust of Antiquities”
I taught this poem against the backdrop of the COVID prohibition against singing indoors, as a
way of examining the history of the Psalm/Song of the day and the role of song in prayer.

Activity:

e Read the poem as it appears in the book.

e Read BT Rosh Hashanah 31a, which goes through the various psalms of the day recited

in Temple times.

It is taught in a baraita that Rabbi Yehuda said in the name of
Rabbi Akiva: On the first, what psalm would the Levites
recite? “The earth is the Lord’s, and its fullness” (Psalms
24:1), because He acquired the world and transferred it to man,
and He was the only ruler in His world. On the second what
psalm would the Levites recite? “Great is the Lord, and highly
to be praised” because He separated His works, and ruled over
them” (Psalms 48:3). On the third day of the week they would
recite, “God stands in the congregation of God” (Psalms 82:1),
because He revealed the land in His wisdom and thereby
prepared the world for His assembly. On the fourth day of the
week they would recite: “O Lord God, to Whom vengeance
belongs” (Psalms 94:1), because He created the sun and the
moon, and in the future He will punish those who worship
them. On the fifth the Levites would recite the psalm
beginning: “Sing aloud to God our strength” (Psalms 81:2),
because He created birds and fish to praise His name. On the
sixth they would recite: “The Lord reigns, He is clothed with
majesty” (Psalms 93:1), because on that day He completed His
labor and ruled. On the seventh, they would recite the psalm
beginning: “A psalm, a song for the day of Shabbat” (Psalms
92:1), as the future world will be a day that is all Shabbat.
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Questions:

e How do you understand the first line of the poem?

e What relation does the poem propose between modern Hebrew poems/songs and the stuff
and memories of antiquity?

e What is the relationship I the poem between “avak” (dust) and “avukot” (torches)?

“Heretic’s Prayer 2”
I taught this poem during the week of Tisha B’ Av 2020.

Activity:
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.
e Read Psalm 122:

A song of ascents. Of David. I rejoiced when they said to me,
“We are going to the House of GOD.”

Our feet stood inside your gates, O Jerusalem,

Jerusalem built up, a city knit together,

to which tribes would make pilgrimage,

the tribes of Yah, as was enjoined upon Israel—

to praise GOD’s name.

There the thrones of judgment stood, thrones of the house of
David.

Pray for the well-being of Jerusalem; “May those who love
you be at peace.

May there be well-being within your ramparts, peace in your
citadels.”

For the sake of my kin and friends,

I pray for your well-being; for the sake of the house of the
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ETERNAL our God, I seek your good.

Questions:
e How does Halfi’s poem revise Psalm 1227
e What does it mean for a heretic to pray?
e What does the poem strive to make God know?
e How might this poem be read as a Tisha B’Av poem.

Halfi, Session Four

“At Night Birds Fell”

I taught this poem in August, 2020 in the aftermath of Tropical Storm Isaiah. I used it as an
occasion to discuss the theological implications of death as a result of natural disaster or
accident.

Activity
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.



e Listen to the musical setting of the poem by Shem Tov Levi:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0QCNauA2uSII.
o Read these verses from Deuteronomy 22:6-7:

If, along the road, you chance upon a bird’s nest, in 772 TIDY 119X R 2
any tree or on the ground, with fledglings or eggs X DO TRV IR 1 Yyoa3
and the mother sitting over the fledglings or on the X DTI9RTTOY DYIN oxm 00302
eggs, do not take the mother together with her :07127°5Y ORI NRNTRY %0270y
young. D°3207NX) ORFNY 12w mv
Let the mother go, and take only the young, in order | :2°7%? R2IRT 772 207 WH? 12°NRN
that you may fare well and have a long life.

Questions:
e How does Halfi’s poem engage with and revise the Deuteronomic directive?
e How might it be read as a poem of mourning over accidental death?
e How might the poem be read as a critique of parents sending their children to war?

“Jewish Autumn”
I taught this poem in the lead up to autumn and the High Holidays 2020.

Activity:
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.
e Listen to the musical setting by Arik Einstein and Yoni Rechter:
https: m h2v=x2P] 14
e Read the following Yom Kippur Ne‘ilah piyyut

Open for us the gate [of prayer] at the time of closing the D YW N2OYI Y2 .Yy 0L o
gate for the day has declined. :09° 1119
The day declines, the sun goes down and declines, let us JT197 R WY .10 vy
[yet] enter Your gates. SPWY AR
Please Almighty, we beseech You, please bear [with] us, O0n LRI 20 LRI RY K] 7-X NIN
please pardon us, please forgive us, please have pity, please RITI93 .RITD0T LRIV LK)
have compassion, please atone, suppress [our] sin and gy Ron w23
iniquity.
Questions:

e How does the poem engage the imagery of the piyyut above?

What characterizes a Jewish autumn?

How does the poem contrast Jewish autumn in Israel and in the Diaspora?
What is the role of nostalgia in the poem and in high holiday prayer?

Chapter 4: Living with a Lesser, Closer God: Yehuda Amichai’s Secular Theology of
Everyday Life
Introduction to Yehuda Amichai, Session 1
Biography:
From the early fall of 2020, coincident with that first COVID Rosh Hashanah and the
beginning of the Jewish year of 5781, through the end of the Kaddish for my mother, the winter
of 2021 and the arrival of Passover, Yehuda Amichai was the featured poet of the Shir Hadash.


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QCNauA2uSlI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x2PjQdbGVj4

Amichai’s juxtaposition of childhood teachings with adult realities, also facilitated new forms of
hybrid, theological imagining and notions of intimacy with God based on everyday images and
experiences.

Of all the poets in this book, Yehuda Amichai (1924-2000) is the best known to English
readers, considered the most important Israeli poet of his generation, on the short list for the
Nobel Prize before his death in 2000, lauded the world over, and widely translated. He was born
Ludwig Pfeuffer in Wurzburg, Germany, in 1924, and immigrated with his family to Palestine in
1936. He grew up Orthodox but left the religious ways of his family as a young man. Written in
beautiful, spare language belying deep complexity, his poetry often refers to and plays with
biblical and liturgical sources and rituals. Amichai served as a soldier in the 1948 War where he

lost treasured comrades; and his best childhood friend in Germany, a girl named Ruth, was

murdered in the Holocaust. These experiences of major loss, too,

color and shape his work. A

major poetic influence was his Hebrew University professor, the poet Lea Goldberg, the first

poet presented in this volume. Indeed, some of the poems elected

here refer directly to poems by

Goldberg, furnishing another form of affective and literary connection. They also took us into

that singular Tishrei season, 2020 / 5781.

“And That is Your Glory” (1958)
This is was the first Amichai poem that I taught in the Shir Hadas
COVID Rosh Hashanah.

Activity
e Read the poem in the book.

h, right before that first

o Read the two High Holiday piyyutim that are the basis of the title.

Yom Kippur Evening Service

It’s Your way, our God, to defer your anger, both for the wicked
and the good, and this is Your glory. Act for Your own sake, our
God, and not for ours. Look at our condition, how destitute and

empty we are.
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Yom Kippur Mussaf (Additional) Service (See highlighted elements)

Though Your dread is*

Rupon the faithful angels,

R who are mightily powerful

awho are intermingled with ice,

awho are unique in their fieriness —  and Your awe is upon them/
Yet You desire praise

afrom clods of earth,

awho dwell in a valley*

1 whose accomplishment is meager,

1 whose works are poor — and this is Your praise!
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Though Your dread is

mamong the multitude of angels,

nin the movement of their camps,

vin the assembly of thousands,

vin the discussion of myriads — and Your awe is upon them!
Yet You desire praise

t from [man)] whose glowing countenance changes,*

Ywhose splendor becomes extinguished,

nwho is of limited intelligence,

nwho contemplates wickedness —
Though Your dread is

vin the lofty heavens that You measured out,

vin the well-ordered celestial realm,

vin those who dwell in the dark cloud,

vin the curtains of Your abode — and Your awe is upon them!
Yet You desire praise

3 from those stained by sin,

3 whose stain is imbedded,

Y who are ensnarled in a trap,

Y whose [livelihood) is bitter as gall — and this is Your praise!
Though Your dread is

nin the pathways of Your dwelling place,

nin the beautiful heights,

din the heavenly tent,

Yin these who guide the clouds — and Your awe is upon them!
Yet You desire praise

© from those of putrid deeds,

v who are sated with rage,

v who are devoid of truth, :

Y who are borne [by God) from the womb — and this is Your praise!
Though Your dread is ‘

B upon those who open their mouths to say ‘Holy,’

o who burst forth with ‘Blessed,

¥ who have four faces,

¥who are covered with six wings —  and Your awe is upon them!
Yet You desire praise

p from those who are called nothings,

p who call to You with duplicity,

2 who are far from the truth,

qwho are devoid of righteousness — and this is Your praise!
Though Your dread is

v upon those who are fiery flames,

wwho guide the paths of water,

nwho are in exalted heavens,

nwho are in lofty heights —
Yet You desire praise

from flesh and blood, from vanity and nothingness, from withering

grass, from a passing shadow, from a fading blossom; from those whose

soul* becomes terminated, whose spirit floats off, whose life flies away,

whose soul flits away, whose unique soul is removed; who are heard in

and this is Your praise!

and Your awe is upon them!

court, who die in judgment, who live through mercy, who give glory to

You, O Life-Giver of the world = and Your glory is upon them!
THE ARK 1S CLOSED.
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From “Unetanah Tokef,” Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur Service:




On Rosh Hashanabh it is inscribed, and on Yom Kippur it is
sealed - how many shall pass away and how many shall be
born, who shall live and who shall die, who in good time, and
who by an untimely death, who by water and who by fire, who
by sword and who by wild beast, who by famine and who by
thirst, who by earthquake and who by plague, who by
strangulation and who by lapidation, who shall have rest and
who wander, who shall be at peace and who pursued, who shall
be serene and who tormented, who shall become impoverished
and who wealthy, who shall be debased, and who exalted. But
repentance, prayer and righteousness avert the severity of the
decree.
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Question:

e How does Amichai’s poem comment on and revise these traditional liturgical texts?

How is God depicted in the poem?
Whose glory is in the poem?

Amichai, Session 2

“In the Morning I Shall Stand By Your Bed” (1971)

What is the significance of the images of hybridity in this poem?

I taught this poem after Sukkot in 2021, as a reflection of getting up early in the morning to go to

shul and on the idea of love and prayer as forms of addiction.

Activity:

e Read the poem and listen to the musical setting of the poem at

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=scOhhhhfqWE.

o Read the “Ve’Ahavta" prayer from Deuteronomy 6 and Zechariah 3:1-5

I was further shown Joshua, the high priest, standing
before the angel of GOD, and the Accuser standing at his
right to accuse him.

But [the angel of] GOD said to the Accuser, “GOD rebukes
you, O Accuser; GOD who has chosen Jerusalem rebukes
you! For this is a brand plucked from the fire.”

Now Joshua was clothed in filthy garments when he stood
before the angel.

The latter spoke up and said to his attendants, “Take the
filthy garments off him!” And he said to him, “See, I have
removed your guilt from you, and you shall be clothed in
[priestly] robes.”

Then he gave the order, “Let a pure diadem be placed on
his head.” And they placed the pure diadem on his head
and clothed him in [priestly] garments, as the angel of
GOD stood by.
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Questions:



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=scOhhhhfqWE

e How does Amichai’s poem engage and reinterpret these biblical / liturgical sources?

How might it be read as a prayer?

e What is the relationship in the poem (and in your view) between love, daily prayer,

and addiction?

“Half the People in the World” (1958)
I taught this poem in the aftermath of the 2020 Presidential election as a way of engaging with
issues of social and political polarization.

Activity:

e Read the poem as it appears in the book and listen to the musical setting:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPXC1M7ngkU.
e Read the biblical verses pertaining to the giving of mahatzit hashekel.

Exodus 30: 11-15.

GOD spoke to Moses, saying:
When you take a census of the Israelites

being enrolled.

weight—twenty gerahs to the shekel—a
half-shekel as an offering to GOD.

offering as expiation for your persons.

according to their army enrollment, each shall pay
GOD a ransom for himself on being enrolled, that
no plague may come upon them through their

This 1s what everyone who is entered in the
records shall pay: a half-shekel by the sanctuary

Everyone who is entered in the records, from the

age of twenty years up, shall give GOD’s offering:
the rich shall not pay more and the poor shall not

pay less than half a shekel when giving GOD’s
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A White Housing Project in Tel Aviv

Questions:

e What was the purpose of the Biblical levying of mahatzit hashekel?



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uPXC1M7nqkU

e What is the significance of Amichai’s use of the term mahatzit as opposed to the more

typical hatzi?

e What are the problems with social polarization as seen in the poem?
e What is the significance of the image of the white housing project?

Amichai Session 3
“God’s Hand in the World” (1958)

I taught this poem, which refers to the poet’s pain being “a grandfather,” and having “birthed two
generations” on the day that we re-interred the remains of my father and grandmother so that
they could rest next to my mother. The poem, which compares God’s hand in the world to the
hands of the poet’s mother in “the guts of a slaughtered chicken on Sabbath eve” provided a
vehicle for remembering my mother and grandmother, but also to consider a view of God’s

working in the world.

Activity:

e For those observing their year of mourning, especially for a mother, invite them to share
memories of their mothers, their cooking, or other significant acts of maternal care.
e Ask the group to create their own simile for God based on the signature acts of their

mothers and fathers.

“A Sort of an End of Days” (1958)
Activity:

e Read the following biblical texts:
Micah 4:1-4

In the days to come, the Mount of GOD’s House shall stand
firm above the mountains; and it shall tower above the hills.
The peoples shall gaze on it with joy, and the many nations
shall go and shall say: “Come, Let us go up to the Mount of
GOD, to the House of the God of Jacob; that we may be
instructed in God’s ways, and that we may walk in godly
paths.” For instruction shall come forth from Zion,

The word of GOD from Jerusalem.

Thus [God] will judge among the many peoples,

And arbitrate for the multitude of nations,

However distant; And they shall beat their swords into
plowshares And their spears into pruning hooks. Nation shall
not take up sword against nation; They shall never again know
war; but every family shall sit under its own vine and fig tree
With no one to disturb them.
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Isaiah 2:4

The word that Isaiah son of Amoz prophesied concerning
Judah and Jerusalem. In the days to come the Mount of GOD’s
House shall stand firm above the mountains and tower above
the hills; and all the nations ahall gaze on it with joy. And the
many peoples shall go and say: “Come, let us go up to the

YInRTI2 WYY AT WK 277
manRa 1m :D?gﬁﬁn 7‘14:'(2"7:\_7
WXI2 77na O At 131 oo
Y8 133 Ny KN 077
MR 2737 Y 357 iR




Mount of GOD, to the House of the God of Jacob; that we
may be instructed in God’s ways, and that we may walk in
God’s paths.” For instruction shall come forth from Zion, the
word of GOD from Jerusalem. Thus [God] will judge among
the nations and arbitrate for the many peoples, and they shall
beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into
pruning hooks: nation shall not take up sword against nation;
they shall never again know war.
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Questions:

e How does the Amichai re-imagine the “end of days” prophecies?

e What is the role of humor and irony in this poem?

e Identify and discuss the various metaphors in the poem?

Amichai, Session 4

“My Mother Baked Me the Whole World” (1955)

I taught this poem on the morning of the last Kaddish for my mother, which also coincided with

Hanukkah.

Activity
e Read the poem as found in the book.

e Read this section from the Shulhan Arukh that deals with Hanukkah customs, especiallg

pertinaing to women:
Shulhan Arukh, Orah Hayyim, 670:1-2

On the 25th of Kislev (start) the eight days of Hanukkah,
and they are prohibited for eulogizing and fasting, but are
permitted for doing work. The women have made it a
custom not to do work while the candles are burning. And
there is [an opinion] that says that we may not be lenient
for them.

The many meals which we add on [these days] are
voluntary meals, since [the Sages] did not establish them as
[days of] feasting and joy. Rem"a: But some say that there
is somewhat of a mitzvah in adding meals, because during
those days was the Dedication of the Altar (Abraham Kara
of Prague). It is the custom to recite hymns and songs of
praise during the feasts added on them, and then they are
mitzvah meals (Book of Customs). Some say that cheese
should be eaten during Hanukkah, because a miracle was
done though milk which Yehudit fed the enemy.
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e Read this summary of the story of Judith giving cheese to Holfernes.
e Read/ listen to Bialik’s classic Hanukkah song, “In Honor of Hanukkah,” which includes

a description of a mother giving her child (potato or perhaps, cheese) levivot.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yCxqJmTTeUw

Hayyim Nahman Bialik, “In Honor of Hanukkah” (1916)

In Honor of Hanukkah 7197 TY20b

My father lit some candles for me
And a Shamash that looks like a torch.
Do you know why he did so?

To celebrate Chanukah!
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My teacher gave me a dreidel
Cast in lead.

Do you know why he did so?
To celebrate Chanukah!
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My mother gave me a doughnut,
A warm, sweet doughnut to eat.
Do you know why she did so?
To celebrate Chanukah!
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My uncle gave me a small gift,
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Questions:
e Do you see any connections between the Bialik children’s song and the Amichai poem
and the Judith story?

e How might the poem be read as a eulogy / elegy for the poet’s mother?
e (Contrast the world of the poet’s mother’s making and the “real world” and the challenges
occasioned by the latter.

“Whoever Wrapped in a Tallit” (1998)

I taught this poem after the conclusion of the Kaddish for my mother, that is, after twenty-two
straight months of Kaddish recitation. It this became an occasion to meditate on habits that are
hard to break.

Activity:
e Take out a tallit, and demonstrate the various ritual moments of donning it, as you read
the poem.
e Enumerate (or write on a board) all the various metaphors offered in the poem for the
donning of a tallit.

Questions:
e How do these various metaphors demonstrate continuity in the face of disruption?
e How do they dramatize the activities of translation as well as religious renewal and
adaptation?



Yehuda Amichai Reading at Temol Shilshom in Jerusalem

Amichai Session 5

“Men, Women and Children” (1980)

This is a poem about value triads, recalling Lea Goldberg’s “By Three Things. In teaching the
poem I reflected on the relationship between Goldberg and Amichai, and the historic paradigm
shift that it represented, that of a female poet mentoring a male poet. And I reconsidered the
activity of enumerating core values (often in groups of three.

Activity:
e Reread the Goldberg poem from earlier on in the book/class.
e Read the Amichai poem, and count the number of triads.

Questions:
e Compare Goldberg and Amichai’s treatment of the idea of three core values.
e What do these various groups of three signify and why does Amichai want to belong so
much to one of them, especially the negative ones?
e What do you make of the ending of the poem (the invocation of “Holy, holy, holy,” and
“Quiet, quiet, quiet?)
e How might this poem be read as a prayer?

“God Has Mercy on Kindergarten Children” (1955)

I taught this poem while doing the back-breaking work of cleaning out my mother-in-law’s house
in Florida. The poem considers the idea of divine mercy and why is seems operative for children
and not adults.

Activity:
e Read the poem in the book.
e Read/ listen to Amichai’s other famous poem about divine mercy, “El Male Rahamim”
(Barbara and inyamin Harshav: “God Full of Mercy,” Bemerhak Shtei Tikvot (1959)



God full of mercy.

Were it not for the God full of mercy
there would be mercy in the world,
And not just in Him.

I, who picked flowers on the mountain
and looked out on all the valleys,

I, who carried corpses from copses’

know to say that the world is empty of mercy.

I who was Salt Sultan by the sea,”
who stood undecided by my window,
who counted angels’ steps,

Whose heart lifted weights of pain

in terrible tournaments,

I, who uses just a small part

of the words in the dictionary.

I, who must solve riddles against my will,
know that were God not full of mercy,
there would be mercy in the world
and not just in Him.
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Questions:

e How do each of these poems challenge the notion of divine mercy?

e What sources of comfort or strategies of mercy are suggested in each of these poems
to compensate for what seems to be a lack of divine mercy?

Amichai Session Six

“I’ve Filtered from the Book of Esther” (1977)

I taught this poem in the lead up to the second COVID Purim.

Activity
e Invite members of the group to recall their experiences of commemorating Purim during

the pandemic.

e Have them consider the analogy between COVID restrictions and the idea of a filtered

bible.

Question

What is the purpose of filtering the Bible?

What is the common denominator between the various filtered biblical elements

enumerated in this poem?

What is the connection between the filtering of the Bible and the way the poet answers

the question about the women who recently died young?

2 Lit. corpses from hills. Copse chosen for wordplay between “geviot” and “geva’ot”




e What are the risks of this kind of filtering? How might these risks be compared to our
shared experience of COVID lockdown?

“My Father on Passover Eve” (1968)
I taught this poem, which describe the poet’s father doing the “search for Leaven” ritual, in the
lead-up to the second COVID Passover, and my second without either of my parents.

Activity
e [nvite members of the group to share recollections, if they have them, of doing the
“Search for Leaven” with their parents, family members or teachers.
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.

Questions:
e Whom do you think the speaker is speaking to in the poem?
e What is the “last night” referred to in the poem?
e What is the example ( or parable) of the poet’s father and what does it mean?
e What does it mean to be a “director of duplicity” and how can that be seen as a good
thing or as a model of a certain kind of modern, reconstituted faith?

Chapter 5 Searching for Female Liturgical Voices: Mourning and Studying with Rachel
Morpurgo

Introduction to Rachel Morpurgo (1790-1871), Session 1
Biography:

Since 2018, I had been studying toward rabbinic ordination at Yeshivat Maharat, one of
the first Orthodox seminaries to ordain women. The combination of my rabbinical studies, my
more than two consecutive years of thrice-daily Tefillah attendance, frequently with few (if any)
other women there with me, and the ongoing COVID crisis sent me looking for a
role-model-poet to present in the next unit of the Shir Hadash.

For me, that model was Rachel Morpurgo of Trieste, a devout, Orthodox woman scholar
and the first modern Hebrew woman poet. Morpurgo was born Rachel Luzzatto in 1790 in
Trieste, Italy, and was a descendant of an eminent line of rabbis, among them the Kabbalist and
Philosopher Rabbi Moses Hayyim Luzzato (1797-1746), author of Mesilat Yesharim (The Path
of the Just), a famous ethical tract. Rachel had an especially close relationship with her younger
cousin and study partner, the philosopher and maskil, Samuel David Luzzatto (1800-1865). It
was this cousin who sent Rachel’s Hebrew poems to the maskilic journal Kokhvei Yitzhak, where
she became the only female contributor to its pages and something of a celebrity among male
Jewish Enlightenment scholars. I decided to translate Morpurgo’s poetry, despite the great
challenge it poses to the translator, because it represented a rare early example of
female-authored religious poetry in Hebrew.

Morpurgo was a woman both ahead of and behind her time, who began studying Talmud as
a teenager, and the Zohar as a young adult, and who remained deeply devout despite the
secularizing trends that began to sweep through Europe over the course of her long lifetime.
Some of her poems were explicitly liturgical. Others were written for communal events,
weddings or funerals or as greetings to family and community members, and as such had
historical or life-cycle significance. Still others were written in (sardonic) response to the



inordinate and inadvertently insulting praise that was heaped upon her as an “exceptional
woman” by her male colleagues. As such, her work speaks to the ongoing questions of the place
of women in the world of Hebrew letters, Torah scholarship and leadership, issues near and dear
to me and my community, which has given rise to the first Orthodox women rabbis in North

America.

The only extant photo of Rachel Morpurgo

“Behold the Letter” (1851)

I taught this poem, a letter of regret over not being able to spend Passover with her family in
Padua, as a way of responding to the reality of the second COVID Passover, with many of us still
not able to spend the holiday with our close relatives and friends.

Activity:
e Invite the group to reflect on their COVID Passovers and who they weren’t able to spend
the holiday with.
e See this image of a Hebrew palimpsest:




Cambridge University Library Taylor-Schechter (Wikimedia Commons)

e Explain Tova Cohen’s idea of Morpurgo’s poetry as a kind of palimpsest, written as if
upon layers of prior writings.

e Sece this article about Maskilot (Enlightened female Hebraists) and about their letter
writing: https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/maskilot-nineteenth-century.

e Read the poem and consider the significance of its structure and rhyme scheme.

Questions:
e The poem is presented as a letter. What other biblical or rabbinic letters can you think of
and what might it mean for Morpurgo to be inserting herself into that tradition?
e How does the poem alternate from conventional feminine images to those that shatter or
challenge convention?
e What poetic figures of speech are used to depict the transgression of limitations?

“And Thus Sang Rachel About Her Wedding” (1819)
Morpurgo wrote this poem after finally being allowed by her parents to marry her chosen mate,
Jacob Morpurgo. I taught it as a path-breaking example of a maskilah (female Enlightened
woman) challenging the system of arranged marriage and as a possible additional to Jewish
wedding liturgy.
Activity:

e Discuss the components of the traditional wedding ceremony and the lack of female

voices therein.
e Read Morpurgo’s poem and identify the various allusions to classical sources.

Questions:
e How does the poem alternate between a personal and a communal focus?
e How the poem both conform to and challenge the traditional wedding liturgy?

Rachel Morpurgo, Session Two
“See This is New” (1860)
I taught this poem that considers the idea of newness in Judaism as a way of considering the
so-called novelty of feminism and Orthodox feminist leadership. The poem includes a very dense
network of allusions of classical sources and it requires at least one full session to be unpacked.

Activity:
e Read this verse from Ecclesiastes 1:10, which furnishes the poem’s title
10 Is there a thing about which it can be said: 'See, this is w7 ,T-RT RY 027 U o
new'?--It has always and already been this way for eons, T WK L,0ON5YY 17022 N
before any of us. 231997

e Read these verses from the book Judges about the prophet Deborah:
a) Judges 4


https://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/maskilot-nineteenth-century

4 Now Deborah, a prophetess, a woman of torches, she
judged Israel at that time.
5 And she sat under the palm-tree of Deborah between

children of Israel came up to her for judgment.
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b) Judges 5

1 And Deborah sang, and Barak the son of Abinoam
with her on that day, saying: [...]

7 Rulers ceased in Israel, they ceased, until I arose,
Deborah, until I arose, mother in Israel.

24 Blessed above women shall Jael be, the wife of
Heber the Kenite, above women in the tent shall she
be blessed.
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e Read this tribute poem to Morpurgo by Leopold Winkler, which was part of the impetus

for her writing “See This is New.”
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Select translated passages:

[...] Blessed among women in the tent shall be dear Rachel

For among the daughters of valor in the company of barren Hannah
I’ve seen none like you! Woman of wonders!

For you have ceased to be in the manner of women.

[...] Rachel asked her husband to give her a child

Like so many other women short in intelligence and long in temper
She sought in anger and also to take her own life

But you were with child, without a man with you in the house

You birthed delightful poems like grapevines and olives

Pleasing to the palate like healing oil.

[...] And then Miriam sang a song of exaltation
[...] but her timbrel played no new song.
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[...] Deborah was a prophet and a woman of torches

And from her we heard a prayer poem

But in the exultation of her song she raised herself up arrogantly
In sounding “Until I arose Deborah” in our ears

Her praise should have been that of our wise God King

But your praise, Rachel, is known all over the land.

[...] She [Hannah] aroused the sparks of envy with her songs
[...] But no envy or revenge are seen in your poems
Who is there for you to envy, who after all is your rival?

e Read this Talmudic passage that Morpurgo alludes to in the first line of the poem

BT Moed Katan 25b

When the soul of Rabina went into repose, a certain
orator opened [his funerary oration] thus:

“Ye Palms, sway your heads [and deplore]

A Saint, a noble Palm that is no more

Who days and nights in meditation spent;

For him, day and night, let us lament.’

Said R. Ashi to Bar-Kipok, What would you have said /
on such a day [about me]? He responded thus:

‘If upon Cedars a flame should fall

What becomes of the moss on the wall?

If Leviathan by hook be hauled to land,

What hope have fishes of a shallow strand?

If fish in rushing stream by hook be caught

What death may in marshy ponds be wrought!’

Said Bar Abin to him: ‘God forbid that I should talk of
"hook" or "flame" in connection with the righteous.’
Then what would you say? — I would say:

‘Weep for the mourners

Not for what is lost:

He found him rest;

“Tis we who are left distressed’.

R. Ashi was’ offended by them, and their feet were
turned. On that day [of R. Ashi's demise] they did not
come to make a lament for him, and that is what R. Ashi
had said: ‘Neither shall Bar-Kipok nor shall Bar-Abin
take his shoes off [for me]’.
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e Read this biblical passages from 2 Kings 12: 7-9 about the failure of King Yehoash’s

advisors to repair the breach in the Temple:

But in the twenty-third year of King Jehoash, [it was
found that] the priests had not made the repairs on the
House.
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So King Jehoash summoned the priest Jehoiada and the
other priests and said to them, “Why have you not kept
the House in repair? Now do not accept money from
your benefactors anymore, but have it donated for the
repair of the House.”

The priests agreed that they would neither accept money
from the people nor make repairs on the House.
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Questions:
e What is the central idea or concern of the poem?

e How does it respond to Winkler’s supposed poem of praise?
e What argument does it make about the supposed newness of female leadership? And

about male poets and leaders of the past?

e What do you make of Morpurgo’s statements of self-diminution at the end of the poem?

Rachel Morpurgo, Session Three

“On Those Fleeing the Cholera Epidemic” (1855)

Morpurgo wrote this poem in response to the 1855 cholera epidemic as well as to a prior prayer
for the end of cholera written by the Chief Rabbi of Trieste, R. Shabetai Elhanan Treves. The
poem became a very apt vehicle for reflecting on the COVID reality of that time.

Activity:

e Invite the group to reflect on their experiences of medical care and guidance during

COVID and on their theology of illness.
e Read R. Treves’ prayer

This prayer was composed by R. Shabbetai Elhanan
Treves for the cessation of the plague of 1836, whose
recitation became the practice of the Jews of Trieste to
pray in the time of plague.

Hope of Israel, Savior in troubled times, who heals the
broken hearted, and binds their wounds, look upon us
with your compassionate eye for our hearts have grown
faint. Pangs and shudders have gripped us, in your
pouring out your wrath on this city and in the plague
striking Your close people Israel. We come before you
because You merciful God, who is close to all who call
out to Him in truth, to beseech you wholeheartedly to
look down Your holy habitation in heaven, protect Your
people Israel and save them from extreme pain and
noisome pestilence. In Your anger mercifully
remember Your kinship with Your people together
with all of the people of the world and the inhabitants
of this earth, particularly the residents of this town. Let
them not die an evil sickly death, stop the plague and
save those
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taken to death, bring a healing and a cure to all their
illnesses. Please, Lord God, God of Israel, take pity on
Your people and Your portion. Though our iniquities
testify against us, be not a ruin to us, forgive us in
Your great lovingkindness, hide not Your face from us,
poor, pained, and weeping for our families, for death
has risen in our windows to swallow up and destroy.
Please compassionate and merciful God, comfort our
broken and contrite hearts, disdain us not, hear our
voices of our supplication as we cry out to you, have
mercy on the pains of Your treasured children, and all
the people under the reign of the Kaiser, the
beneficent, providential king, may he be exalted. Let
the destroyer infiltrate their borders and ours, and
enter their houses and ours to infect. Tell the angel
who is destroying nations to stay his hand, for You are
good to all and Your tender mercies are over all Your
works. Remember, God, for our sakes Your thirteen
attributes written in Your Torah, “The LORD, the
LORD, God, merciful and gracious, long-suffering,
and abundant in goodness and truth; keeping mercy
unto the thousandth generation, forgiving iniquity.”
Save us, please, distance the fear of death from upon
us. Let us not fear evil rumors, rescue us from every
tragedy and bad sickness and let plague not come
close to our tents. Fulfill for us what was written
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And the LORD will take away from you all sickness;
and He will put upon you none of the evil diseases of
Egypt, which you know, but will lay them upon all
those who hate you. And as written, and He said: 'If
you will diligently hearken to the voice of the LORD
your God, and will do that which is right in His eyes,
and wilt give ear to His commandments, and keep all
His statutes, I will put none of the diseases upon thee,
which I have put upon the Egyptians; for [ am the
LORD vyour healer.'
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Questions:

e What are the primary differences between Treves’ prayer and Morpurgo’s poem? Are

they praying for the same things?

e What did you pray for during COVID? Might this poem have been a positive addition to

your prayers?

“A Voice is Heard in the Heights” (1856)

I taught this poem as an example of a female-authored poem about the biblical Rachel that could
be considered for incorporation in an traditional Jewish prayer book.

Activity:




o Read Jeremiah 31:15-17

Thus said GOD:

A cry is heard in Ramah—Wailing, bitter weeping—Rachel
weeping for her children. She refuses to be comforted For her
children, who are gone.

Thus said GOD: Restrain your voice from weeping, your eyes
from shedding tears; for there is a reward for your
labor—declares GOD: They shall return from the enemy’s land.
And there is hope for your future—declares GOD: your
children shall return to their country.
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e Read this excerpt from Petithtah to Lamentations Rabbah, which follows the various
male patriarchs and prophets entreating God to end the Jewish exile:

At that moment, Rachel our matriarch interjected before the
Holy One blessed be He and said: ‘Master of the universe, it
is revealed before You that Your servant Jacob loved me
abundantly and worked for my father seven years for me.
When those seven years were completed and the time for my
marriage to my husband arrived, my father plotted to
exchange me with my sister for my husband. The matter was
extremely difficult for me when I became aware of that plot,
and I informed my husband and gave him a signal to
distinguish between my sister and me so that my father
would be unable to exchange me. Afterward, I regretted what
I had done and suppressed my desire. I had mercy on my
sister, so that she would not be led to humiliation. In the
evening they exchanged me with my sister for my husband,
and I transmitted to my sister all the signals that I had given
to my husband, so that he would think that she is Rachel.
Moreover, I entered beneath the bed on which he was lying
with my sister. He would speak with her and she would be
silent, and I would respond to each and every matter that he
said, so that he would not identify my sister’s voice. |
performed an act of kindness for her, I was not jealous of her,
and I did not lead her to humiliation. If I, who is flesh and
blood, was not jealous of my rival, and I did not lead her to
humiliation and shame, You who are a living and eternal
merciful King, why were You jealous of idol worship that
has no substance, and You exiled my descendants, and they
were killed by sword, and the enemies did to them as they
pleased?’ Immediately, the mercy of the Holy One blessed be
He was aroused and He said: ‘For you, Rachel, I will restore
Israel to its place.” That is what is written: “So said the Lord:
A voice is heard in Rama, wailing, bitter weeping. Rachel is
weeping for her children; she refuses to be consoled for her
children, as they are not” (Jeremiah 31:14). And it is written:
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“So said the Lord: Restrain your voice from weeping, and 270 ,X7 R) 27071 31PR 0D 3012
your eyes from tears, as there is reward for your actions.... TV 230 723 VIn 1R D
And there is hope for your future, the utterance of the Lord, S 0797 N2 v 03 nynT
and your children will return to their borders” (Jeremiah TRR W (X2 ) 200
31:15-16). .02123% 0°12 32¥ ' ORI TOIIR?

e How does Morpurgo’s poem build on these prior sources?
e What are the traditional and the modern elements of the poem?
e What is the meaning of the final line referring to Rachel singing a new song?

Morpurgo Session Four
“And This Poem is for the Bride” (1847)
Morpurgo wrote this poem for her cousin Rachel Luzzatto Sulam, on the occasion of her
marriage and her moving away from Trieste. It is first Hebrew poem written by a woman for
another woman.

Activity:
e Invite the members of the group to think of any instances in the Bible of female to female
dialogue of relationship.
e Read the poem together.
e Read these verses from Isaiah 62:4-5

Nevermore shall you be called “Forsaken,” XKD ATy TI0 7 oKD
Nor shall your land be called “Desolate”; X2 77 °2 mdnw 7Y 18Ry
But you shall be called “I delight in her,” TV TEINDY A270X0T
And your land “Espoused.” For GOD takes delight in you, and :2V2R YN T2 7 vI0d
your land shall be espoused. TOY? 7202 N2 Y
As a youth espouses a maiden, your sons shall espouse you; oty 79275y 1nn it T2
and as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride, so will your God PR T2V
rejoice Over you.

Questions:
e How does Morpurgo repurpose these verses from Isaiah in her poem to Rachel?
e Consider the ways in which Morpurgo suggests their relationship will endure even
though her cousin is marrying and moving away.

“I, Leah, Was So Very Tired” (1861)
This poem was written as a dialogue between God and the departed Leah, wife of Avraham
Cohen, and expands Morpurgo’s interest in biblical women from Rachel to Leah.

Activity:
e Read the poem as it appears in the book.
o Read the description of Rachel and Leah in Genesis 29: 16-18

Now Laban had two daughters; the name of the older oy XY 17737 oY NIl CRv 127
one was Leah, and the name of the younger was :5m7 "avRa
Rachel. AXP~ND? 701 207 NI ARG
Leah had weak eyes; Rachel was shapely and beautiful. IR NN




Jacob loved Rachel; so he answered, “I will serve you | ¥ T72uX 128% 207708 298 3,187
seven years for your younger daughter Rachel.” 1I0Rd IP32 Pn12 DY

e Read [saiah 60:1
Arise, shine, for your light has dawned; 1 T2V 79293 73R R 0D IR 0
The Presence of GOD has shone upon you!

Questions:
e How does the poem gloss the meaning of the biblical Leah’s name and add texture to her
story?

e Who is doing the talking in Isaiah and to whom? Is the female addressee in Isaiah a
person or a feminine allegory? How about in the poem?

e How does it add to the tradition of God’s dialogue with the matriarchs that we saw in the
Petihta to Eikha Rabbah?

Morpurgo Session Five

“Fount of Wisdom from a Flowing Stream”
I taught this poem, a tribute to Bernhard Beer (1801-1861), a community leader and maskil from
Dresden on the eve of my ordination from Yeshivat Maharat.

Activity:
e Read this entry about Beer in the Jewish Encyclopedia.
e Read about the Araba‘ah Turim (otherwise known as the “Tur”’) and the Shulhan Arukh
and their organization into four sections.

Questions:
e What might have motivated Morpurgo to write this poem for this individual who wasn’t a
member of her family and didn’t live in her community?
e What elements of character or knowledge does she praise?
e How does the poem reflect on her own self-perception and ambitions?

“The Burial Monument,” “The Monument is a Witness,” “This is the Burial Monument”
I spoke about these three poetic epitaphs at the triple unveiling of the tombstones for my father,
mother, and grandmother.

Activity:
e Invite people in the group who have put up headstones for their relatives to reflect on that
process? How did they decide what to include?
e Read the epitaphs and note what they each highlight
Questions:
e It used to be more common for poems to appear on tombstones. What do you all think
about that genre of poem?
e What do you make of the epitaph that Morpurgo wrote for herself, as it was the first
Hebrew poem she ever wrote?


https://jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/2741-beer-bernhard
https://www.sefaria.org/Tur?tab=contents
https://www.sefaria.org/texts/Halakhah/Shulchan%20Arukh

Chapter 6: Retying the Knots: Learning and Relearning with Ruhama Weiss
Introduction to Ruhama Weiss, b. 1966, Session 1

Biography

Ruhama Weiss is a poet, novelist, Talmud scholar and a professor of pastoral counseling at
Hebrew Union College — Jewish Institute of Religion in Jerusalem. I had the privilege of
studying with Ruhama as part of my rabbinical studies, in a course called Sugyot Hayyim (Life
Topics), which plays on the notion of the Talmudic sugya (unit of study, or topic) and on the idea
of central, pivotal life experiences. In this one-on-one course, Ruhama and I looked as various
sugyot from my rabbinic studies to probe them for their emotional, in some cases, hurtful
content, searching for ways to transform the experience of these painful texts into the form of
usable, living Torah. Ruhama Weiss’ poetry, too, reflects this commitment to honest, unflinching
feminist encounter with classical Jewish texts. The poems by Weiss that were chosen for this
section also directly engage with themes and classical texts treated elsewhere in the book,
including the Talmudic discussion of “going out with knots,” the formulation of core Jewish
values and the experience of the High Holidays.

“I Throw Down My Supplication”
This poem expresses a certain exasperation with the supplicatory mode in prayer, and resolves to
take a break from it all.

Activity:



e Read Weiss’ poem as it appears in the book.
e Read Daniel 9, particularly verses 18 and 20

Questions
o How does Weiss revise the idea of “throwing down one’s supplications?”
e How does this poem serve as a resource for people experiencing impediments or a sense
of burdensomeness in prayer?
e Can you think of specific examples when you wanted to do the same?

“Lament for Rashi’s Daughters”

This poem responds to the Mishnah from Tractate Shabbat 6:9 that furnishes the title of this
book, more specifically to Rashi’s commentary on BT Shabbat 66b. (See the introductory session
to this study guide.)

Activity:

e Read the poem

e Review the Talmudic source and Rashi’s commentary thereon.
Rashi (Rabbi Solomon Yitzhaki of Troyes, 1040-1105)
1¥1av3 — Longings. The son yearns for his father and cannot separate from him. This rememdy
does not pertain to females for the father doesn’t endear himself to them enough from the
beginning that they would come to long for him.

e Read this historical information about Rashi’s daughters.

Questions:

e What might it have been like for Rashi’s daughters to transcribe their father’s work, given
the attitude reflected in this commentary?

e In light of this, what do you make of the legend that Rashi’s daughters themselves prayed
wearing tallit and tefillin?

e Rashi’s grandsons, Rabbi Samuel Ben Meir (Rashbam, 1085-1158) and Rabbeinu
(Yaakov) Tam (1100-1171), together with other Tosafists (medieval Ashkenazic rabbinic
commentators on the Talmud), helped continue their grandfather’s exegetical work.
These same grandsons disputed several of their grandfather’s rulings. What do you make
of that in light of this poem and source?

Ruhama Weiss, Session Two
“And Once Again, I’ll Sin and Return”
This poem is a contemporary poetic midrash on Mishnah Yoma 8:9.

Activity:
e Read the poem.
e Study the Mishnah

One who says: I will sin and then I will repent, I will sin ,IWRY RO ,2IWRY RO ,0IRT
and I will repent, is not provided with the opportunity to WA NiRY? 972 P80 TR
repent, One who says: I will sin and Yom Kippur will 0 PX ,7921 0°71937 017 NUOR
atone for my sins, Yom Kippur does not atone. DX 1°2Y NiN2Y L1901 0731937
Transgressions between a person and God, Yom Kippur Nin2y 997 21937 of° ,0ipn?



https://www.sefaria.org/Daniel.9.8?lang=en
https://www.sefaria.org/Mishnah_Shabbat.6.9?lang=bi&with=all&lang2=en
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rashi%27s_daughters

atones; however, for transgressions between a person and
another, Yom Kippur does not atone until he appeases the
other person. Rabbi Elazar ben Azarya taught “From all
your sins you shall be cleansed before the Lord”
(Leviticus 16:30). For transgressions between a person
and God, Yom Kippur atones; transgressions between a
person and another, Yom Kippur does not atone until he
appeases the other person. Rabbi Akiva said: How
fortunate are you, Israel; before Whom are you purified,
and Who purifies you? It is your Father in Heaven, as it
is stated: “And I will sprinkle purifying water upon you,
and you shall be purified” (Ezekiel 36:25). And it says:
“The ritual bath of Israel is God” (Jeremiah 17:13). Just
as a ritual bath purifies the impure, so too, the Holy One,
Blessed be He, purifies Israel.
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Question:

e How does Weiss revision the teaching of the Mishnah?

e What are the various ways to understand the verb “lashuv” (return)?
e What relationship is constructed in the poem between taking a break or vacationing and

repentance?

“Chapters of the Mothers”

Recalling Lea Goldberg’s re-imagining of the three things that sustain the world from Pirkei
Avot 1 (2, 18), this poem by Ruhama Weiss suggesting a supplementary Pirkei Imahot, replete
with teachings from the various biblical mothers.

Activity:
e Invite the group to write down a listen of teachings that they personally have gleaned
from the biblical mothers.
e Read Weiss’s poem, looking up the various biblical figures to see how she has distilled
each of their teachings.

Questions:
e Are you surprised by her choices, or what she highlights?
e How many positive or affirmative teachings can you identify in the poem and what do
you make of that?
e What is Sefer Hayashar and what is its significance to the ending of the poem?

Chapter 7: Penning Pandemic Torah: Rachel Bluwstein’s Feminist / Illness Poetry
Introduction to Rachel Bluwstein (1890-1931), Session One
Biography:
Perhaps the most beloved modern Hebrew women poet, Rachel Bluwstein, known by most by
her first name Rachel, was born in Saratov, Russia in 1890. In 1909, she moved to Palestine with
her two sisters, initially to Rehovot, and then in 1911 to Hannah Meisel’s training farm for young
women on Kevutzat Kinneret, where she stayed for two years. In 1913, she left Palestine for



Toulouse, France, to study agronomy, hoping to put this knowledge to use in agricultural work in
the Land of Israel. The eruption of World War I made it impossible for her either to complete her
studies or return to Palestine, leading her instead to Odessa where she worked in a children’s
refugee home and became newly ill with tuberculosis, a disease with which she had first been
afflicted as a child. In 1919, she returned to Palestine as part of the Third Aliyah, hoping to settle
in Kevutzat Deganiah, but her illness made kibbutz life impossible, leading her to spend the rest
of her life in Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, and to direct her attention to translation and the writing of
poetry. Bluwstein’s poetry was thus the direct result of her experience with a world-wide
infectious disease. She eventually succumbed to the illness in 1931 at the young age of 41. I
taught her poems in late fall of 2021 and the winter of 2022, coinciding with the second year of
the COVID pandemic.

Rachel Bluwstein

“Soul Walking” (1920)
This was Bluwstein’s first published poem and the first poem by a woman ever to be published
in the famed journal Hashiloah

Activity:
e Read the poem and listen to this musical setting.
e The title is based on the following biblical verse (Eccl. 6:9):

Is the feasting of the eyes more important than the YT 227 7103 WHITT0n 1Y AR 2
pursuit of desire? That, too, is futility and pursuit Nith!
of wind.

e What is the central message of the poem in relation to this verse from Ecclesiastes?
e Rachel dedicated the poem to her mentor, the Zionist philosopher A.D. Gordon. Do you
see any sign of his name or influence in the poem?

“Barren Woman”
I taught this poem about Bluwstein’s yearning for a son at the last day of the shiva for the mother
of a close friend.


https://www.google.com/search?sca_esv=c14839b164416a05&sca_upv=1&sxsrf=ADLYWIIaf4I9g59FQ8aQMtczEvmTs1Bojg:1723494095920&q=%D7%A8%D7%97%D7%9C,+%D7%94%D7%9C%D7%9A+%D7%A0%D7%A4%D7%A9&tbm=vid&source=lnms&fbs=AEQNm0Aa4sjWe7Rqy32pFwRj0UkWd8nbOJfsBGGB5IQQO6L3J_86uWOeqwdnV0yaSF-x2jrJh7Dt5wV71ckxEPe_0GQyc61_Jkg5ZI9z4zNW20fWd52E8UO95Fa_VxoakS9zyCiAT-lUw9SqXLpdCTRHyZ2TB397CTLvedOJGxV_D_7JRzn827oY3wzpySThiJ8JihGoKqQR2_EkH-yaVIj8nLqyaR61pA&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwi0jfDqo_CHAxWDtokEHR9jE5gQ0pQJegQIFxAB&biw=1336&bih=757&dpr=2.2#fpstate=ive&vld=cid:1ad5c542,vid:AkCrmMZW7tA,st:0
https://www.myjewishlearning.com/article/a-d-gordon-the-religion-of-labor/

Activity:

e Read the poem and listen to the musical setting by Ahinoam Nini.
e Read the following poem by Bialik about the source of his poetic inspiration:

Hayyim Nahman Bialik (1873-1934), “I Didn’t Win Light in a Windfall” (1902)

I didn’t gain light in a windfall,

Nor through inherited will.

I hewed it from rock and granite,
Quarrying my heart every still.

One spark hides in my heart —

A small spark — wholly my own,
Neither borrowed, nor stolen --
But from me and within me alone.

When great sorrow wields its hammer,
exploding my heart sublime;

This one spark flies, splashes my eye,
and from my eye, drips as thyme

And then flees my rhyme to your hearts
to vanish in your burning pyre.

While I, with blood and candle

pay the price of the fire.
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Questions:

e Bluwstein focuses, in terms of biblical precedents for barrenness, on two biblical women:
Rachel and Hannah. Do you see any references to Rachel or Hannah in the Bialik poem?

e How might this poem be read as a retort to Bialik?

What is the significance of the name she chooses for her yearned-for son?

e Bluwstein describe the child she yearns for as having black curly hair? How else might
this be interpreted aside from being a physical description of a boy?

e What is the double meaning of the ending of the poem?

Rachel Bluwstein, Session Two

“In the Hospital Part 1” and “Or Maybe”
Both of these poems deal with the loneliness of illness, the second suggesting that illness wipes
out the memory or dream of former wellness.

Activity:
e Divine the group in two. Have one group read and reflect on the illness experience “In
the Hospital” and the other on “Or Maybe.”


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x3Pnmc_HCmE.

e [nvite the group to use these poems as an opportunity to reflect on their own personal
illness experiences or those of close family members. Did COVID prevent any of them
form being able to take care or accompany of their loved ones in their time of illness?

e Listen to the musical setting for “Or Maybe” (Ve ulai).

e The expression “Lo Hayu Vedarim Me’olam™ appears in various places in the Talmud to
refer to a claim that has no basis in history or reality. How does this reflect the

desperation of illness?

e What is the meaning of a “dream” in Jewish tradition? Does it signify something
delusional or something more serious and perhaps, hyperreal?

“Honi the Circle Maker”

In this poem, Bluwstein uses the Talmudic story of Honi the Circle Maker as a metaphor for her

personal illness experience.

Activity: Read the story of Honi Hame ‘aggel from BT Ta‘anit 23a:

The Sages taught: Once, most of Adar had passed but rain
had still not fallen. They sent this message to Honi
HaMe’aggel: Pray, and rain will fall. He prayed, but no rain
fell. He drew a circle in the dust and stood inside it, in the
manner that the prophet Habakkuk did, as it is stated: “And I
will stand upon my watch and set myself upon the tower”
(Habakkuk 2:1). Honi said before God: Master of the
Universe, Your children have turned their faces toward me,
as [ am like a member of Your household. I take an oath by
Your great name that I will not move from here until you
have mercy upon Your children... Shimon ben Shetah
relayed to Honi HaMe’aggel: If you were not Honi, I would
have decreed ostracism upon you. For were these years like
the years of Elijah, when the keys of rain were entrusted in
Elijah’s hands, wouldn’t the name of Heaven have been
desecrated by your? However, what can I do to you, as you
nag God and He does your bidding, like a son who nags his
father and his father does his bidding...

Rabbi Yohanan said: All the days of the life of that righteous
man, Honi, he was distressed over the meaning of this verse:
“A song of Ascents: When the Lord brought back those who
returned to Zion, we were like those who dream” (Psalms
126:1). He said: Is there really a person who can sleep and
dream for seventy years? One day, he was walking along the
road when he saw a certain man planting a carob tree. Honi
said to him: This tree, after how many years will it bear
fruit? The man said to him: It will not produce fruit until
seventy years have passed. Honi said to him: Is it obvious to
you that you will live seventy years, that you expect to
benefit from this tree? He said to him: That man himself
found a world full of carob trees. Just as my ancestors
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9BDnnipllLU&t=13s

planted for me, I too am planting for my descendants. Honi
sat and ate bread. Sleep overcame him and he slept. A cliff
formed around him, and he disappeared from sight and slept
for seventy years. When he awoke, he saw a certain man
gathering carobs from that tree. Honi said to him: Are you
the one who planted this tree? The man said to him: I am his
son’s son. Honi said to him: I can learn from this that I have
slept for seventy years, he saw that his donkey had sired
several herds. Honi went home and said to: Is the son of
Honi HaMe’aggel alive? They said to him: His son is no
longer with us, but his son’s son is alive. He said to them: I
am Honi HaMe’aggel. They did not believe him. He went to
the study hall, where he heard the Sages say about one
scholar: His halakhot are as enlightening and as clear as in
the years of Honi HaMe’aggel, for when Honi HaMe’aggel
would enter the study hall he would resolve for the Sages
any difficulty they had. Honi said to them: I am he, but they
did not believe him and did not pay him proper respect. Honi
became very upset, prayed for mercy, and died. Rava said:
This explains the folk saying that people say: Either
friendship or death.
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Questions:

e How does Bluwstein’s poem interpret and personalize the Honi story?
e How does it reinterpret the idea of the circle for her modern Zionist context?

Rachel Bluwstein, Session Three

“Day of Tidings”

This poem reflects personally on the story of the Metsora ‘im outside the gates of Shomron from

2 Kings 7:3-16.

Activity:

e Read the biblical account and then read Bluwstein’s poem.

There were four men, lepers, outside the gate. They said to
one another, “Why should we sit here waiting for death? If
we decide to go into the town, what with the famine in the
town, we shall die there; and if we just sit here, still we die.
Come, let us desert to the Aramean camp. If they let us live,
we shall live; and if they put us to death, we shall but die.”
They set out at twilight for the Aramean camp; but when
they came to the edge of the Aramean camp, there was no
one there.

For [God] had caused the Aramean camp to hear a sound of
chariots, a sound of horses—the din of a huge army. They
said to one another, “The king of Israel must have hired the
kings of the Hittites and the kings of Mizraim to attack us!”
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And they fled headlong in the twilight, abandoning their
tents and horses and donkeys—the [entire] camp just as it
was—as they fled for their lives. When those lepers came to
the edge of the camp, they went into one of the tents and ate
and drank; then they carried off silver and gold and clothing
from there and buried it. They came back and went into
another tent, and they carried off what was there and buried
it. Then they said to one another, “We are not doing right.
This is a day of good news, and we are keeping silent! If we
wait until the light of morning, we shall incur guilt. Come,
let us go and inform the king’s palace.” They went and
called out to the gatekeepers of the city and told them, “We
have been to the Aramean camp. There is not a soul there,
nor any human sound; but the horses are tethered and the
donkeys are tethered and the tents are undisturbed.”

The gatekeepers called out, and the news was passed on into
the king’s palace. The king rose in the night and said to his
courtiers, “I will tell you what the Arameans have done to
us. They know that we are starving, so they have gone out
of camp and hidden in the fields, thinking: When they come
out of the town, we will take them alive and get into the
town.” But one of the courtiers spoke up, “Let a few of the
remaining horses that are still here be taken—they are like
those that are left here of the whole multitude of Israel, out
of the whole multitude of Israel that have perished—and let
us send and find out.”

They took two teams of horses and the king sent them after
the Aramean army, saying, “Go and find out.” They
followed them as far as the Jordan, and found the entire
road full of clothing and gear that the Arameans had thrown
away in their haste; and the messengers returned and told
the king.

The people then went out and plundered the Aramean camp.
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Question:

e How does the poet recognize her own experience in this biblical narrative?
e Why do you think the poet rejects the idea of good tidings coming from Metsora im?

“Sorrow Song”

I taught this poem after hearing about the tragic death of a cousin. It is typically read as a love
poem, but I also tried to consider it in theological and prayer terms.

Activity:

® Read the poem and listen / sing along to the famous musical setting by Arik Einstein’s

group, “The High Windows.”



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9nkCDDaMEh0

Question:
e Who is the addressee of this poem?
e What do you make of the expression “commanding blessing”?
e Might there be a way to see this poem as a prayer, or as a dialogue between a pray-er and
God?

Afterword: Still in Knots
Amir Gilboa (1917-1984), “A Ball Out of Pain”
This is the last poem I read in this book, as it provides a kind of summary of the whole enterprise
of reading poems as a form of personal and communal healing.

Biography:

Born Berl Feldman, in Radziwillow (now Radyvyliv), Ukraine, Gilboa left his family behind in
1937 to immigrate to Mandate Palestine. He went on to fight with the British Brigade in WWII,
while most of his family back in Ukraine was killed in the Holocaust, and then to fight again in
Israel’s 1948 War of Independence. His first book of poems was published a year later. Many of
these poems reflect on this experience of war and loss. This poem, in particular, sees this pain as
the origin and inspiration for poetry.

Amir Gilboa (Wikimedia Commons)

Question:
e What are the various meanings of the Hebrew word “kadur.”
e How do these meanings provide a template for the aims of poetry?
e Why will the spectators watching the speaker play/create with this ball assume that it has
to be the work of a young boy?
e How might this poem be seen as summing up this entire project?






