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Chasing the Ineffable:

Israeli Poets on God

Rabbi Avi Strausberg — strausberg@hadar.org
Rabbinic Yeshiva Intensive 2019

Questions to Reflect on for Study of Poetry:
1. Share animage or phrase that stands out.
2. Share something you don’t understand and want to know more about.
3. Whatis the feeling or feelings that the poem evokes?
4. What Jewish concepts or texts is the poet drawing on? How are they used in their
original context and how are they used in the poem?

Partl: God, Where are You?

Excerpted Piyyut from Musaf Liturgy, Yom

Kippur

Though your dread is N UN
Upon the faithful angels, N 'ZXIND YRR DaNa
Who are mightily Powerful nMp 722 nTp'mma
Who are intermingled with ice, DY IX)IN

Who are unique in their fieriness—
And Your awe is upon them!

Yet you desire praise N70N NN
From clods of earth, Y11 'mi17an X'2'2n
Who dwell in a valley 2v9 "H7TN wyn 7N
Whose accomplishment is meager, AN70n XD

Whose works are poor —
and this is Your praise!

Though Your dread is N UN
From among the multitude of angels, DONYN [iND2 Niann Y1702
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In the movement of their camps, D'OYXTVIA  Nid NdA
In the assembly of thousands, D'V XN
In the discussion of myriads— ’
And Your awe is upon them!
Yet You desire praise N70N NN
From man whose glowing countenance niv 1'm phblahlss
changes, nYnonn YY) wiing
Whose splendor becomes extinguished, AN70N NI

Who is of limited intelligence,
Who contemplates wickedness—
And this is Your praise!...

1. According to this piyut, why is God worthy of praise?

2. What’s the relationship between dread and praise?

Judges 9:1-20

'Abimelech son of Jerubba’al went to his mother’s
brothers in Shechem and spoke to them and to the
whole clan of his mother’s family. He said, “Put this
question to all the citizens of Shechem: Which is
better for you, to be ruled by seventy men—by all
the sons of Jerubba’al—or to be ruled by one man?
And remember, | am your own flesh and blood.”
His mother’s brothers said all this in his behalf to
all the citizens of Shechem, and they were won
over to Abimelech; for they thought, “He is our
kinsman.” They gave him seventy shekels from the
temple of Baal-berith; and with this Abimelech
hired some worthless and reckless fellows, and
they followed him.

>Then he went to his father’s house in Ophrah and
killed his brothers, the sons of Jerubba’al, seventy
men on one stone. Only Jotham, the youngest son
of Jerubba’al, survived, because he went into
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hiding.  All the citizens of Shechem and all N anu'm ny— 1'7n'71'm':m nx
Beth-millo convened, and they proclaimed ' .Dowa
Abimelech king at the terebinth of the pillar at
Shechem.
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"When Jotham was informed, he went and stood
on top of Mount Gerizim and called out to them in
a loud voice. “Citizens of Shechem!” he cried,
“listen to me, that God may listen to you. “Once
the trees went to anoint a king over themselves.
They said to the olive tree, ‘Reign over us. But the
olive tree replied, ‘Have I, through whom God and
men are honored, stopped yielding my rich oil, that
| should go and wave above the trees?” So the
trees said to the fig tree, ‘You come and reign over
us.” But the fig tree replied, ‘Have | stopped
yielding my sweetness, my delicious fruit, that |
should go and wave above the trees?’ So the trees
said to the vine, ‘You come and reign over us.’ But
the vine replied, ‘Have | stopped yielding my new
wine, which gladdens God and men, that | should
go and wave above the trees?” Then all the trees
said to the thornbush, ‘You come and reign over

s.” And the thornbush said to the trees, ‘If you are
acting honorably in anointing me king over you,
come and take shelter in my shade; but if not, may
fire issue from the thornbush and consume the
cedars of Lebanon!’

Y“Now then, if you acted honorably and loyally in
making Abimelech king, if you have done right by
Jerubbaal and his house and have requited him
according to his deserts—considering that my
father fought for you and saved you from the
Midianites at the risk of his life, and now you have
turned on my father’s household, killed his sons,
seventy men on one stone, and set up Abimelech,
the son of his handmaid, as king over the citizens
of Shechem just because he is your kinsman—if, |
say, you have this day acted honorably and loyally
toward Jerubbaal and his house, have joy in
Abimelech and may he likewise have joy in you.
But if not, may fire issue from Abimelech and
consume the citizens of Shechem and Beth-millo,
and may fire issue from the citizens of Shechem
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and Beth-millo and consume Abimelech

1. How do you understand Jotham’s parable about the trees seeking to find themselves
a king? What does this parable teach about the trees? What does it teach about those
the trees are seeking to elect?

2. How does Jotham’s story connect back to the situation with Avimelech and the people
of Shechem?

Yehudah Amichai, “And For This You Merit Praise”
From a Piyyut for the Days of Awe
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In my great silence and in my meager cry | plough
Mixed seeds. I’'ve been in water and I've been in fire.

I’ve been in Jerusalem and in Rome. Perhaps I'll be in Mecca.

But this time God hides and man cries, “Where are you?”
And for this You merit praise.

God lies on His back under the world,

Always busy fixing, something’s always breaking.
| wanted to see Him whole, but | see

Only the soles of His shoes and | cry.

And for this He merits praise.

Even the trees went to choose themselves a king.

A thousand times | began my life from here on.

At the side of the road someone stands and counts:
This one and this one and this one and this one.
And for this You merit praise.

Perhaps like an ancient statue without arms

Our lives too are more beautiful without heroic deeds.
Remove from me the armor of my yellowing undershirt,
I’'ve fought all the knights till the electricity went out.
And for this | merit praise.

Rest your mind, your* mind runs with me all the way,
And now it’s tired and has no more worth,

| see you* taking something from the refrigerator,

Lit from within by light from another world.

And for this | merit praise

And for this He merits praise

And for this You merit praise.

*Second person address is in the feminine singular in these lines.
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1. The subtitle of the poem indicates that it is a selection from a piyyut for the Days of
Awe. What do you think the author means by this? What other images are used in the

poem that reference the Days of Awe?

2. How is the language “For this You merit Praise” used here and how does it relate/differ

to how it’s used in the piyut?

3. How do you understand the line “Even the trees went to choose themselves a King”?
4. How would you characterize the speaker’s relationship with God?

5. Whatimage of God does it evoke?

Hava Pinchas-Cohen, “Plea”

With a baby in my hand

Human milk weaving his life,

At night come rhythmic beats and sounds
Trains—

At a certain station on this earth,

Barefoot and with limited strength,

| stretched forth my arms

Like the horns of a ram from a thicket

A whisper of earth to heaven

Listen, and make the tabernacle of Your
mercy

Like the shade of a vine and a fig tree
Don’t test me, please.

There is wood and a thicket and the smell of
fire

And the sight of smoke. With mothers one
doesn’t play

Hide and seek—

With my limited strength | cover my eyes
My voice is lostin a cry
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1. How do you understand the title of the poem?
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How would you characterize the speaker’s relationship to God in this poem?
3. What are the Jewish concepts or texts in conversation with this poem? What do they
mean in their original context and how are they being used here?

4. What feeling does the poem evoke?

5. Inwhat manner does the speaker express her plea to God?

Yehuda Amichai, “El Malei Rahamim”

God-Full-of-Mercy,

If God was not full of mercy,

There’d be mercy in the world,

Not justin Him.

I, who plucked flowers in the hills

And looked down into all the valleys,
I, who brought corpses down from the hills,
Can tell you that the world is empty of
mercy.

[, who was king of salt at the seashore,
Who stood without a decision at my
window,

Who counted the steps of angels,
Whose heart lifted weights of anguish
In the horrible contests.

I, who use only a small part
Of the words in the dictionary.

I, who must decipher riddles

| don't want to decipher,

Know that if God were not so full of mercy
There would be mercy in the world,

Not just in Him.
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1. What are the Jewish concepts or texts in conversation with this poem? What do they
mean in their original context and how are they being used here?

2. What feeling does the poem evoke?

3. How would you character the speaker’s relationship with God?

4. How is God characterized in this poem?
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13 Principles of Faith,
Maimonides

Creator, who is perfect in every
manner of existence and is the

unparalleled unity...

1. Belief in the existence of the KJ12 RIN INY an! NIV ,nN7¢ NMNXA |'aXn X X
724 'WJU'I NYIVI NYY |'rn'7 NINT,D'RIN2D 727 a'nni

Primary Cause of all that exists. TN RIN NG 1020 KI2DY,NNTY NNKa 'aRn X [
2. The beliefin God's absoluteand | juy g v ,10'02X 172 XINT,D1D DIYA 1NN THT'A! 'R

D'wynn.

Yehuda Amichai

| say with perfect faith

That prayers preceded God.
Prayers created God,

God created Man

And Man creates prayers

That create God who creates man.
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1. What does faith mean in the context of this poem?

Rivka Miriam

In the beginning God created

The heavens that actually are not

And the earth that wants to touch them.
In the beginning God created

Threads stretched between them
Between the heavens that actually are not
And the earth that cries for help.

And He created Man,

For a person is a prayer and a thread
Touching what is not

With a soft and delicate touch.
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1. What does the speaker mean when she says, “the heavens that actually are not”?

2. How is a person a prayer and a thread?
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3. Whatis a prayer in this poem?
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