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Amen! 

Certainly a strange greeting. Amen is, after all, a response, not an opening. An 
amen that stands alone invites questions:  What does this amen confirm? To what 
is it an affirmation? Would we add our own amen to an unheard claim or blessing? 
To what claims and blessings are we prepared to say, amen? Are there circles of 
trust and tradition within which we are readily disposed to saying, amen—
regardless of the speaker? How can we characterize our own amen circles? Do we 
have spiritual amen circles? Perhaps political, or a social justice amen circles? 
Under what conditions are we not prepared to say, amen? 

The Hebrew word, amen, is the root word of faith, trust, belief, dependability, and 
artful practice. Amen is so engrained, so ready on the tongue, so familiar to the ear 
that we overlook the ways in which the word forms and informs our lives as 
individuals who live in communities that are both constant and changing. 

Sages and poets have explored amen, the final word in faith. But they do not have 
the final word as to its meaning, its use, or its place in building community.  

During this weekend in the beautiful Blue Ridge Mountains, we will add our 
voices to theirs. May we discover new and renewed meaning—amen! 
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How Shall We Say Amen? 
 

 ",ָאֵמן"ַעל ֻׁשְלָחִני ֻמַּנַחת ֶאֶבן ֶׁשָּכתּוב ָעֶליָה 
 ְׁשֵאִרית ִמֵּבית ְקָברֹות ְיהּוִדי, ֶׁשֶבר ַמֵּצָבה

 .ֶׁשָּבּה נֹוַלְדִּתיָּבִעיר , ֶׁשֶּנֱחַרב ִלְפֵני ְּכֶאֶלף ָׁשִנים
 ֲחרּוָתה ָעמֹוק ָּבֶאֶבן" ָאֵמן"ִמָּלה ַאַחת 

 ,ָאֵמן ָקֶׁשה ְוסֹוִפי ַעל ָּכל ֶׁשָהָיה ְולֹא ָיׁשּוב
 ,ָאֵמן ַר� ּוְמַזֵּמר ְּכמֹו ִּבְתִפיָּלה

 .ָאֵמן ְוָאֵמן ְוֵכן ְיִהי ָרצֹון
 
On my table sits a stone amen written upon it, 
a grave stone fragment, a remnant of a Jewish graveyard 
destroyed more than a thousand years ago, in the city where I was born. 
One word, amen, cut deep in the stone 
an amen harsh and final over what was and will never return 
an amen soft and melodic as in prayer, 
amen and amen; so may it be his will.     

 
 
 
Yehuda Amichai,  
Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager 
 
 
  

 
 
 

 .ָהֵעָדה יֹוֶׁשֶבת, ֵמֲאחֹוָריו, ַסְפָסִליםַעל . ָהַרב ִלְפֵני ַהֵּתָבה ִנָּצב
 .ָהַרב ְּבָחְזָקה ׁשֹוֵתק

 .ַאֲחָריו" ָאֵמן"ָהֵעָדה ׁשֹוֶתֶקת 
 .ַהַּׁשְלֶהֶבת" ָאֵמן"ֵמַהֵּנר ַהּדֹוֵלק ִּבְׁשִתיָקה ְמַהְבֶהֶבת 

 
The Rav before the ark stands fixed. On benches behind him the community sits. 
The Rav is mightily silent. 
The community un-sounds amen after him. 
From the lighted lamp silently flickers the flame’s amen. 
 
Rivka Miriam  
Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager 
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Amen and Amen:  Concluding The Five Books of David 
 

 חּוְמֵׁשי ּתֹוָרה ְלִיְׂשָרֵאלמֶׁשה ָנַתן ֲחִמָׁשה 
 ְוָדִוד ָנַתן ֲחִמָׁשה ְסָפִרים ֶׁשִּבְתִהִלים ְלִיְׂשָרֵאל

Moses gave five books of the Torah to Israel and David gave five books of Psalms to Israel 
(Midrash on Psalms 1:2) 

 End of Psalms, Book I 
  Overflowing is the Lord 'ָּברּו� ה 
the God of Israel ֱא�ֵהי ִיְׂשָרֵאל 
from eternity to eternity ֵמָהעֹוָלם ְוַעד ָהעֹוָלם 
amen and amen                             (Psalm 41:14) ָאֵמן ְוָאֵמן 

   End of Psalms, Book II 
  Overflowing is the Lord  'ָּברּו� ה 
God, God of Israel,  ֱא�ֵהי ִיְׂשָרֵאל 
who alone does wondrous things ֹעֶׂשה ִנְפָלאֹות ְלַבּדֹו 
and overflowing is his glorious name  ּוָברּו� ֵׁשם ְּכבֹודֹו 
Forever ְלעֹוָלם 
and may his glory fill  ְוִיָּמֵלא ְכבֹודֹו 
the whole world ָהָאֶרץָּכל -ֶאת 
amen and amen                             (Psalm 72:19) 
 

 ָאֵמן ְוָאֵמן
   End of Psalms, Book III 

 
 
 
 

  Overflowing is the Lord 'ָּברּו� ה 
Forever ְלעֹוָלם 
amen and amen                             (Psalm 89:53) ָאֵמן ְוָאֵמן 
   End of Psalms, Book IV 
  Overflowing is the Lord 'ָּברּו� ה 
God of Israel ֱא�ֵהי ִיְׂשָרֵאל 
from eternity to eternity ִמן ָהעֹוָלם ְוַעד ָהעֹוָלם 
let all the people say ָהָעם-ְוָאַמר ָּכל 
amen ָאֵמן 
halleluyah.                                   (Psalm 106:48) ָיּה-ַהְללּו  
   End of Psalms, Book V 
  Everything that breathes ֹּכל ַהְּנָׁשָמה 
will praise the Lord ְּתַהֵּלל ָיּה 
halleluyah.                                     (Psalm 150:6) 
 

 ָיּה-ַהְללּו
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I Say With Complete Faith:  A Conversation 
 

ֲאִני ַמֲאִמין ֶּבֱאמּוָנה ְׁשֵלָמה ֶׁשַהּבֹוֵרא ִיְתָּבַר� ְׁשמֹו הּוא ּבֹוֵרא ּוַמְנִהיג ְלָכל 
 ַהְּברּוִאים ְוהּוא ְלַבּדֹו ָעָׂשה ְועֹוֶׂשה ְוַיֲעֶׂשה ְלָכל ַהַּמֲעִׂשים.

 

I believe with complete faith that the Creator, may his name be blessed, creates and directs all 
creatures and that he alone has made, makes, and will make all things.  
 
Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles of Faith - 1st principle 
 

 
 

I Say With Complete Faith 
 

I say with complete faith ֲאִני אֹוֵמר ֶּבֱאמּוָנה ְׁשֵלָמה 
that prayers preceded God. ֶׁשַהְּתִפּלֹות ָקְדמּו ֵלא�ִהים. 
Prayers fashioned God, ַהְּתִפּלֹות ָיְצרּו ֶאת ָהֱא�ִהים, 
God fashioned man ָהֱא�ִהים ָיָצר ֶאת ָהָאָדם 
and man fashions prayers ְוָהָאָדם יֹוֵצר ְּתִפּלֹות 
that fashion God who fashions man. ֶׁשּיֹוְצרֹות ֶאת ָהֱא�ִהים ֶׁשּיֹוֵצר ֶאת ָהָאָדם. 

 
Yehuda Amichai 
Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager 
 

  
Drawing Hands by M.C. Escher 
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Perfectly Faithful 
  
 The biblical poet extols God: 

 

A faithful God, never false, ֵאל ֱאמּוָנה ְוֵאין ָעֶול 
Dependable and upright is he! ַצִּדיק ְוָיָׁשר הּוא 

 
Deuteronomy 32:4 

 

 
 
The phrase, El emunah, a faithful God, is just as easily—but more provocatively—translated: a 
God of faith. An ancient commentator did not hesitate to answer the question that rose from the 
more provocative reading: In what does God have faith?  
 

A God of faith: :ֵאל ֱאמּוָנה 
who had faith in the world and created it. ֶׁשֶהֱאִמין ָּבעֹוָלם ּוְבָראֹו. 

 
Sifre Deuteronomy on Deuteronomy 32:4 
 

 
 
Another sage imagined that evidence of God’s faith in the world could only be revealed by 
stewards who took their place in the deeply grounded, seeded faithfulness that lay in potential. 
 

. ֶׁשל ָּבָׂשר ָוָדם ַאְּת יֹוֵדַע ֱאמּוָנתֹו ֶׁשל ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּו� הּואֵמֱאמּוָנתֹו : ַרָּבִנין ָאְמִרי
ְוָהְלכּו ֲאָנׁשים . ַמֲעֵׂשה ֶׁשל ַרִּבי ִּפיְנַחס ֶּבן ָיִאיר ֶׁשָהָיה ָּדר ְּבִעיר ַאַחת ַּבָּדרֹום

ֶאְצלֹו ְוָׁשְכחּו אֹוָתן  ְלִהְתַּפְרֵנס ָׁשם ְוָהיּו ְּבָיָדן ְׁשֵּתי ְסִאין ֶׁשל ְׂשעֹוִרים ְוִהְפִקידּו
ְוָהָיה ַרִּבי ִּפיְנַחס ֶּבן ָיִאיר זֹוֵרַע אֹוָתן ְּבָכל ָׁשָנה ְועֹוֶׂשה אֹוָתן ֹּגֶרן . ְוָהְלכּו ָלֶהן

ִמַיד . ַאַחר ֶׁשַבע ָׁשִנים ְוָהְלכּו אֹוָתן ַהֲחֵבִרים ְלָׁשם ִלְתֹּבַע אֹוָתן ִלֵּתן ָלֶהן. ְוכֹוְנָסן
ֲהֵרי . ּבֹואּו ּוְטלּו אֹוְצרֹוֵתיֶכם: ִּבי ִּפיְנַחס ֶּבן ָיִאיר ָאַמר ָלֶהםִהִּכיר אֹוָתן ַר 

 .ֵמֱאמּוָנתֹו ֶׁשל ָּבָׂשר ָוָדם ַאְּת יֹוֵדַע ֱאמּוָנתֹו ֶׁשל ַהָּקדֹוׁש ָּברּו� הּוא
 
The sages said: From the faithfulness/emunah of human beings you learn about the 
faithfulness/emunah of the Holy One, blessed be he. A tale about Rabbi Pinhas ben Yair who 
lived in a city in the south: Two men traveled to find work there. They had with them two seah 
of barley which they deposited with Rabbi Pinhas for safe keeping. They forgot about the barley 
and subsequently went home. Rabbi Pinhas ben Yair would sow the barley each year and he 
made a granary and stored the barley. After seven years those two friends came back to claim 
their grain. Rabbi Pinhas ben Yair immediately recognized them and said to them: Come and 
take your stores. Thus, from the faithfulness/emunah of human beings you learn the 
faithfulness/emunah of the Holy One, blessed be he. (Deuteronomy Rabbah 3:3) 
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When I Was Young I Believed With All My Heart 
 

 ִייִתי ָצִעיר ֶהֱאַמְנִּתי ְּבָכל ִלִּבי ֶׁשֶאת ֲאַגםְּכֶׁשהָ 
 ְוָכל ַהִּצּפֹוִרים ַהִּצְבעֹוִנּיֹות, ַהחּוָלה ַחָּיִבים ְלַיֵּבׁש

 ,ַאַחר ִּכְמַעט ֲחִצי ֵמָאה, ָּבְרחּו ִמָּׁשם ְוַעְכָׁשו
 ְואּוַלי. ִּכי ָהְיָתה ָטעּות, ׁשּוב ְמַמְּלִאים אֹותֹו ַמִים

 ֵוא�ֵהי ַיְלדּוִתי ַּגם הּוא. ֲאִני ַחי ְּבָטעּותָּכל ַחַּיי 
 .ְוהּוא ִנְקָרא ֲעַדִין ֱא�ִהים, ָטעּות

 ֲאָבל ַהָּטעּות ַהְּׁשֵלָמה עֹוָּׂשה ַחִּיים ְׁשֵלִמים
 "ָטעּות ְלעֹוָלם חֹוֵזר"ְוֶאת ַהִּמִּלים . ְּכמֹו ֱאמּוָנה ְׁשֵלָמה

 ִּליםּוִמן ַהִּמ , ָהַפְכִּתי ְלֶזֶמר ַמְרִּגיעַ 
 ָעִׂשיִתי ֶקֶצב ָמחֹול ַּבּיֹום" ָּכל ָהָאָדם ּכֹוֵזב"

 .ָאֵמן. ְוִׁשיר ֶעֶרׂש ַּבָּלְיָלה
 

 
When I was young I believed with all my heart that the Hula 
swamp had to be drained, but all of the colorful birds 
fled and now, after almost half a century, 
they are again filling it with water, because it was a mistake. Perhaps 
I have lived my whole life in a mistake. The God of my childhood also 
is a mistake, yet he is still called God. 
But a complete mistake makes for a complete life 
the same as complete belief. The words “a mistake lives forever” 
I have made into a soothing melody, and from the words 
“everyone disappoints” I have made a dance step by day 
and a lullaby by night. Amen. 
   
Yehuda Amichai 
Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager 

 
  Hula Lake with Migrating Birds 2012 
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Faith In That Which Is Faithful 
In 586 BCE, Jerusalem burned and faith was ruined. Gone was the faith that the city’s walls 
would withstand the enemy; gone, the faith that God would protect the Temple. The poet-
survivor, searching for faith among the ruins, noticed that the sun continued to rise faithfully, 
even over the devastation: 
 

This I keep in my heart ִלִּבי-זֹאת ָאִׁשיב ֶאל 
therefore I have hope ֵּכן אֹוִחיל-ַעל 
that Lord’s kindnesses are endless ָתְמנּו-ַחְסֵדי ה' ִּכי לֹא 
that his mercies never cease ָכלּו ַרֲחָמיו-ִּכי לֹא 
renewing each morning ֲחָדִׁשים ַלְּבָקִרים 
great is your faithfulness �ַרָּבה ֶאמּוָנֶת 

 
Lamentations 3:21-23 

 
 

Rabbi Alexandri (3rd century, Israel,) celebrated the faithful, daily renewal of life as an 
anticipation and confirmation of what he deeply believed—that God would continue this 
faithfulness in the world to come: 
 

ַסְנְּדִרי ַעל ֶׁשַאָּתה ְמַחְּדֵׁשנּו ָאַמר ַרִּבי ֲאֶלּכְ : ֲחָדִׁשים ַלְּבָקִרים ַרָּבה ֶאמּוָנֶת�
 .ְּבָכל ֹּבֶקר ָוֹבֶקר ָאנּו יֹוְדִעין ֶׁשֶאמּוָנֶת� ַרָּבה ִלְתִחַית ַהֵּמִתים

 
Renewing each morning great is your faithfulness (Lamentations 3:23): Said Rabbi Alexandri: 
Because you renew us each and every morning we know that your faithfulness is great to 
resurrect the dead. (Lamentations Rabbah 3:8) 

 
 

Each day, traditional pray-ers reflect on both Rabbi Alexandri’s faith in the world to come and 
upon the ancient poet’s celebration of the faithful renewing of life each morning: 
 

I am grateful to you �מֹוֶדה/מֹוָדה ֲאִני ְלָפֶני 
Sovereign �ֶמֶל 
living and lasting ַחי ְוַקָּים 
that you have returned to me ֶׁשֶהֱחַזְרָּת ִּבי 
my soul ִנְׁשָמִתי 
in tenderness ְּבֶחְמָלה 
great is your faithfulness.   ֶאמּוָנֶת�.ַרָּבה 
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For Maimonides, the resurrection of the dead was one of 13 essential principles of faith—not tied 
to any this-worldly tokens: 
 
ֲאִני ַמֲאִמין ֶּבֱאמּוָנה ְׁשֵלָמה ֶׁשִּתְהָיה ְּתִחַּית ַהֵּמִתים ָּבֵעת ֶׁשַּתֲעֶלה ָרצֹון ֵמֵאת 

 .ִיְתָּבַר� ְׁשמֹו ְוִיְתַעֶּלה ִזְכרֹו ָלַעד ּוְלֵנַצח ְנָצִחיםַהּבֹוֵרא 
 

I believe with complete faith that there will be a resurrection of the dead at the time willed by the 
creator, may his name be blessed and his reputation exalted forever. (Maimonides’ Thirteen Principles 
of Faith – 13P

th
P principle) 

 
 
The poet, Yehuda Amichai, used Maimonides’ own language to articulate a very different faith 
in resurrection. Amichai professes to believe (ma-amin) with complete faith (emunah) that 
human nature, as well as nature, more broadly, betoken resurrection. The departed will surely 
want to return to their loves and relationships. Nature demonstrates a capacity for resurrection 
from the buried and broken seed. The cemetery groundskeeper is no expert in buried Jews, but 
everything that he knows about buried seed makes him believe that—like the flowers—the Jews 
planted there, are practicing (mit’am-nim) for resurrection: 
 

 ,ֲאִני ַמֲאִמן ֶּבֱאמּוָנה ְׁשֵלָמה ִּבְתִחַית ַהֵּמִתים ִּכי
 ַיְׁשִאר, ָמקֹום ָאהּובְּכמֹו ָאָדם ֶׁשְּמַבֵּקׁש ַלֲחזֹור לְ 

 ַּתְצלּום ָקָטן, ִמְׁשָקַפִים, ַסל, ֵסֶפר, ְּבַכָּוָנה
 ַּכ� ַהֵּמִתים ַמְׁשִאיִרים, ֶׁשִּיְהֶיה לֹו ֵּתרּוץ ַלֲחזֹור

 .ֶאת ַהֲחִּיים ְוַיַחְזרּו
 ַּפַעם ָעַמְדִּתי ְּבַעְרִפיֵּלי ְסַתו ָרחֹוק

 .ְיֵדי ֵמָתיו-לֹא ָנטּוׁש ַעל ֲאָבל, ְּבֵבית ְקָברֹות ְיהּוִדי ָנטּוׁש
 ַהַּגָּנן ָהָיה ֻמְמֶחה ִלְפָרִחים ְּוְלעֹונֹות ַהָּׁשָנה

 ,ְולֹא ֻמְמֶחה ַלְּיהּוִדים ַהּקבּוִרים
 .ִלְתִחַית ַהֵּמִתים, ַליָלה, ֵהם ִמְתַאְּמִנים ַליָלה: ַאף הּוא ָאַמר

 
I believe with complete faith in the resurrection of the dead for 
just as a person who wants to return to a beloved place will leave 
intentionally a book, basket, glasses, a small picture 
such that he has some reason to return, just so the dead leave behind 
life for which they can return.  
Once, in the mists of a distant fall, I stood 
in an abandoned Jewish cemetery, but it had not been abandoned by its dead. 
The groundskeeper was an expert in flowers and in the year’s seasons 
but he was no expert in buried Jews, 
yet he said: Every night they practice for the resurrection of the dead. 
 
Yehuda Amichai  
Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager 
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Begrudging Amen, Heartfelt Amen 
 

ְׁשֵני ַמְלֲאֵכי ַהָּׁשֵרת ְמַלִּוין לֹו ְלָאָדם ְּבֶעֶרב ַׁשָּבת ִמֵּבית ַהְּכֶנֶסת ְלֵביתֹו, ֶאָחד 
ּוָמָצא ֵנר ָּדלּוק ְוׁשּוְלָחן ָערּוך ּוִמָּטתֹו מּוַּצַעת, ּוְכֶׁשָּבא ְלֵביתֹו  טֹוב ְוֶאָחד ַרע.

ּוַמְלָאך ַרע עֹוֶנה ָאֵמן  ַמְלָאך טֹוב אֹוֵמר: ְיִהי ָרצֹון ֶׁשְּתֵהא ְלַׁשָּבת ַאֶחֶרת ָּכ�.
 ְוִאם ָלאו, ַמְלָאך ַרע אֹוֵמר: ְיִהי ָרצֹון ֶׁשְּתֵהא ְלַׁשָּבת ַאֶחֶרת ָּכ�, ְּבַעל ָּכְרחֹו.

 עֹוֶנה ָאֵמן ְּבַעל ָּכְרחֹו. ַמְלָאך טֹובּו
 
Two ministering angels accompany a man on Shabbat eve as he comes home from the 
synagogue—one good angel and one bad. And when he returns to the house and finds the lamp 
lit, the table arranged and the bed made into a couch, the good angel says:  May it be God’s will 
that there be another Shabbat just like this one. And the bad angel is compelled to answer:  
Amen. If things are not so arranged, then the bad angels says:  May it be God’s will that there be 
another Shabbat just like this one, and the good angel is compelled to answer, Amen. 
 
Babylonian Talmud, Shabbat 119b 

 

 
 
ָאַמר ֵריׁש ָלִקיׁש: ֹּכל ָהעֹוֶנה ָאֵמן ְּבָכל ֹּכחֹו ּפֹוְתִחין לֹו ַׁשֲעֵרי ַגן ֵעֶדן, ֶׁשֶנֱאַמר: 

ַאל ִּתיְקִרי ׁשֹוֵמר  (ישעיה כו:ב)ִּפתחּו ְׁשָעִרים ְוָיבֹא ּגֹוי ַצִּדיק ׁשֹוֵמר ֱאמּוִנים 
 .ֱאמּוִנים ֶאָּלא ֶׁשאֹוְמִרים ָאֵמן. ַמאי ָאֵמן? ָאַמר ָרִּבי ֲחִניָנא: ֵאל ֶמֶל� ֶנֱאָמן

 
Resh Lakish said:  Anyone who responds amen with all his strength opens the gates of paradise, 
as it is said:  Open the gates and let a righteous nation that keeps faith enter (Isaiah 26:2). Do 
not read the verse as saying, a righteous nation that keeps faith/shomer emunim, but read it as if 
it that says: a righteous nation that says, amen/ sheh-omer amen. And what does amen mean? It 
is an acronym for:  Ayl Melech Ne’eman—God the Faithful Sovereign.  
 
Genesis Rabbah 57:4 
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Faith In Two Torahs And In Their Teacher 
 

ַּכָּמה ּתֹורֹות ֵיׁש : ָאַמר לֹו, ַמֲעֶׂשה ְּבָנְכִרי ֶאָחד ֶׁשָּבא ִלְפֵני ַׁשַּמאי: ָּתנּו ַרָּבָנן
, ֶׁשִּבְכַתב: ָאַמר לֹו. ּתֹוָרה ֶׁשִּבְכַתב ְותֹוָרה ֶׁשְּבַעל ֶּפה, ְׁשַּתִים: ָאַמר לֹו? ָלֶכם

ַּגְּייֵרִני ַעל ְמַנת ֶׁשְּתַלְּמֵדִני ּתֹוָרה . ֵאיִני ַמֲאִמיְנ�, ְוֶׁשְּבַעל ֶּפה, ֲאִני ַמֲאִמיְנ�
יֹוָמא ַקָּמא ֲאַמר . ַּגְּייֵריּה -ָּבא ִלְפֵני ִהֵּלל. ַּגַער ּבֹו ְוהֹוִציאֹו ִּבְנִזיָפה. ֶׁשִּבְכַתב

ְוָהא ֶאְתמֹול ָלא ֲאַמֵרְּת ִלי : ֲאַמר ֵליּה. ְלָמָחר ַאֵּפי� ֵליּה, ד"ב ג"א: ֵליּה
 !ְּדַעל ֶּפה ַנִמי ְסמֹו� ֲעַלי? ָלאו ֲעַלי ִּדִדי ָקא ָסְמַכּת: ֲאַמר לֹו?! ָהִכי

 
The sages taught: A tale of an outsider who came before Shammai and said to him: How many 
Torahs do you have? He replied: Two—one Torah written and another that is oral. The outsider 
said: As for the written one, I have faith in you. But as for the oral one, I do not have faith in 
you. Make me a proselyte on the condition that you teach me the written Torah. Shammai 
rebuked him and angrily dismissed him. He came before Hillel who made him a proselyte. On 
the first day of his instruction, Hillel taught him: aleph, bet, gimmel, dalet…. The next day, he 
taught him differently. The proselyte said to him: But yesterday didn’t you teach it to me this 
way?! Hillel replied: Don’t you have to depend upon me for this? Depend upon me, therefore, 
for the oral Torah!  
 
Babylonian Talmud Shabbat 31a 
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Faith In Gain, Faith In Loss 
Faith is not the same as belief, not the same as the attitude of regarding something as true…Faith is 
an act of the whole person, of mind, will, and heart. Faith is sensitivity, understanding, engagement, 
and attachment; not something achieved once and for all, but an attitude one may gain and 
lose.  

Abraham Joshua Heschel, God In Search of Man 

 

 
 ֱא�ִהים הּוא ַמְדֵרגֹות ֶׁשעֹולֹות

 ֶׁשּלֹא ַקָּים ֲעַדִיןאֹו , ְלָמקֹום ֶׁשּלֹא ַקָּים ׁשּוב
 ַהַּמְדֵרגֹות ַאְכָזָבִתי, ַהַּמְדֵרגֹות ֵהן ֱאמּוָנִתי

 ַיֲעֹקב ָאִבינּו ָיַדע זֹאת ַּבֲחלֹומֹו
 ַהַּמְלָאִכים ַרק ִקְּׁשטּו ֶאת ַמֲעלֹות הֻּסָּלם

 ְּכמֹו ֵעץ ַאּׁשּוַח ְמֻקָּׁשט ְּבַחג ַהּמֹוָלד
 ְוִׁשיר ַהַמֲעלֹות הּוא ִׁשיר ַהֵּלל

 .ְלֵאל ַהַּמְדֵרגֹות
 

 

God is steps that ascend 
to a place that no longer exists, or that doesn’t exist yet 
the steps are my faith, the steps are my disappointment  
Jacob our father knew this in his dream 
the angels only decorated the steps of the staircase 
like a fir tree decorated for Christmas 
and The Song of the Steps is a song of praise 
to God who is the steps. 
 
Yehuda Amichai (Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

M
                

 Relativity by M.C. Escher 
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Let Us Say, Amen 
 

ִּפי ֶׁשּלֹא -ַעל-ַאף, ָּכל ַהּׁשֹוֵמַע ֶאָחד ִמִּיְׂשָרֵאל ַהְמָבֵר� ְּבָרָכה ִמָּכל ַהְּבָרכֹות ֻּכָּלן
ִּפי ֶׁשֵאינֹו ַחָּיב ְּבאֹוָתּה -ַעל-ְוַאף, ָׁשַמע ַהְּבָרָכה ֻכָּלּה ִמְּתִחָּלָתּה ְוַעד סֹוָפּה

 .נֹות ָאֵמןַחָּיב ַלעֲ  -ְּבָרָכה
 
Anyone who hears one of Israel offering any of the blessings, even without hearing the entire 
beracha from beginning to end, and without being obliged to make that particular blessing, he is 
obliged to respond amen. 
 

אֹו , אֹו ִתינֹוק ַהִמְּתַלֵּמד, ם אֹו ֶאִּפיקֹורֹוס אֹו כּוִתי"ַעּכּוְוִאם ָהָיה ַהְמָבֵר� 
 .ֵאין עֹוִנין ַאֲחֵריֶהן ָאֵמן -ֶׁשָהָיה ָגדֹול ְוִׁשָּנה ִמַּמְטֵּבַע ַהְּבָרָכה

 
And if a heathen, an apikoros, or a samaritan offers a blessing, or be it a child who is learning or 
one who is an adult and has changed the text of the blessing—we do not respond amen after any 
of them. 

 
ְולֹא ָאֵמן , ְולֹא ָאֵמן ְקטּוָפה, לֹא ָאֵמן ֲחטּוָפה: ָּכל ָהעֹוֶנה ָאֵמן לֹא ַיֲעֶנה

 .ְולֹא ֲאֻרָּכה ֶאָּלא ָאֵמן ֵּבינֹוִנית, ְקָצָרה
 

Anyone who responds amen should not respond with a rushed amen, neither with a cut off amen, 
nor with a short amen, and not with a long amen. Rather, with an intermediate amen. 
 

 .ְולֹא ַיְגִּביַּה קֹולֹו ִמן ַהְמָבֵר�
 

Nor should one raise his voice above the one who is offering the blessing. 
 
Maimonides’ Laws of Blessings/Hilchot Berachot 1:13-14 
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Amen:  The Final Word 
 
On my table sits a stone amen written upon it,  
a grave stone fragment, a remnant of a Jewish graveyard 
destroyed more than a thousand years ago, in the city where I was born. 
One word, amen, cut deep in the stone 
an amen harsh and final over what was and will never return 
an amen soft and melodic as in prayer, 
amen and amen; so may it be his will. 
 

The grave stone fragment was a gift to the Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai from an admiring priest who came to Jerusalem 
from the poet’s home town in Germany. 

The content of the stone was shattered and scattered beyond reclaiming, but the context was whole and anchored in the 
one surviving word, amen; certainly the response to a verse, a prayer, a hope, a consolation. 

But even the clearly etched, clearly purposed amen was not whole for Amichai. The poet did not focus his imagination 
on the characters of the word engraved, but on the character of the word intoned. The depth of engraving 
notwithstanding, amen remained shallow without a voice. 

Was this amen angry, defiant, hopeful, mournful, meditative, accepting? The tone might change, but the word remained 
forever fixed—a sure and certain response of a community to the experience of loss. The poet’s purpose was not to 
restore the stone, but to renew the power of amen, the response to sometimes unknowable yet undeniable content. 

Amichai continued the ancient faithfulness to vitality of amen. Maimonides (12th century) captured the ancient rabbinic 
traditions concerning amen this way: 

Anyone who hears one of Israel offering any of the blessings, even without hearing the entire blessing from beginning to 
end, and even without being personally obliged to recite that blessing, such a one is still obliged to respond amen. 

Amen is an affirmation of a shared community value evoked by the life of experience of a fellow traveler. But not 
everyone’s blessings carry the values of a community. Thoughtful teachers have always asked: How far does the amen 
community extend? Can one respond with amen to celebrate and validate just anyone’s experience transformed into 
blessing? 
 
And if an idol worshiper, a heretic, or a samaritan offers a blessing, or be it a child who is practicing or an adult who 
has altered the form of the blessing—we do not respond amen after any of them. 
 
One cannot always say amen to another’s blessing. But even so, expanding the amen circle is the great challenge and 
opportunity for enriching one’s self and enlarging the community. Neither amen nor the opportunities for voicing it 
should be left fixed in stone. The varied voicings of amen is the subject of ancient reflections: 

 
Anyone who responds amen should not respond with a rushed amen, neither with a cut off amen, nor with a short amen, 
and not with a long amen. Rather, with an intermediate amen. 
 
At its best, amen is a thoughtful and reflective confirmation, neither perfunctory nor mechanical. Amen supports and 
celebrates an experience translated into a blessing; but amen should not overwhelm or draw attention away from the 
moment that it celebrates. 
 

As the poet teaches, the fullness of amen is not written in stone; it is spoken in sincerity. 
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