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Let your absence be the latest shape 
of your being felt forever, 
surest friend, your unspeakable departure 
inaugurates a whole art of survival....  
 
   (Rilke, from The Complete French Poems) 

 

 

 



Every Person is a Dam 
 

 
 

 ְוָכל ָאָדם הּוא ֶסֶכר ֵּבין ָעָבר ְלָעִתיד.
 תֹוך ֶהָעִתידלְ ְּכֶׁשהּוא ֵמת ִנְׁשָּבר ַהֶּסֶכר ְוֶהָעָבר ִמְתָּפֵרץ 

 ְוֵאין ְמֻאָחר.  ְוַהְּזַמן הּוא ֶאָחדְוֵאין ֻמְקָּדם 
 ְּכמֹו ֱא�ֵהינּו, ְזַמֵּננּו ֶאָחד.

 .ְוֵזֶכר ַהֶּסֶכר ִלְבָרָכה
 
 
And every person is a dam between past and future. 
When he dies the dam is broken and the past breaks through into the future 
And there is no early or late.  Time is one 
Like our God, our time is one. 
And the memory of the dam is a blessing. 
 

Yehuda Amichai, from Patuah, Sagur, Patuah 
Translated by Rabbi Steven  Sager 
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The Pain 
 

 
The stalactites turn into stalagmites  ַַלְגִטיִטם ּפֹוִנים ַלְּסָטַלְגִמיִטיםְּסטָ ה 
and so in its own slow time a tear is born. Pain locked ְוָכ� נֹוֶלֶדת ְלִאָּטּה ִּדְמָעה. ְּכֵאב ָנצּור 
gathered in the rock for so many years,  ַּבֶּסַלע ָׁשִנים ַרּבֹות ָּכל ָּכ�,ָאגּור 
until it flows like blood along the length of the column, ,ַעד ֶׁשהּוא ִנָּגר ַּכָּדם ְלֹאֶר� ָהַעּמּוד 
dripping on  the rock that patiently waits, נֹוֵטף ַלֶּסַלע ַהַּמְמִּתין ְּבַסְבָלנּות, 
absorbing and being formed. .קֹוֵלט ְוִנְבֶנה ִמֶּמּנּו 
  
This is the pain that is stored within us. .ֶזה ַהְּכֵאב ָהָאצּור ְּבתֹוֵכנּו 
A tear does not flow like a spring, ,ִּדְמָעה ֵאיָנּה נֹוַבַעת ְּכַמֲעָין 
for many years it distils within us ָּבנּו ִמְזַּדֶּכֶכת ָׁשִנים ַרּבֹות ִהיא 
through hard and lonely nights ְּבֵלילֹות ָקִׁשים ּובֹוְדִדים 
during which is shaped ְונֹוֶצֶרת ֵמֶהם 
a tear ִּדְמָעה 
just one ַאַחת 
that falls on the hard soil ַהּנֹוֶׁשֶרת ֶלָעָפר ָהָּקֶׁשה 
from which sprouts the rock flower ִמֶּמּנּו יְצַמח ֶּפַרח ַהֶּסַלע 
and perhaps salvation will also come. .ְואּוַלי ַּגם ָתבֹוא ַהְיׁשּוָעה 

 
 

Rayah Harnick 
Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager 
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Absent Presence 
Now on that same day two of them were going to a village called Emmaus, about seven miles from 
Jerusalem, and talking with each other about all these things that had happened. While they were talking 
and discussing, Jesus himself came near and went with them, but their eyes were kept from recognizing 
him. And he said to them, “What are you discussing with each other while you walk along?” They stood 
still, looking sad. Then one of them whose name was Cleopas, answered him, “Are you the only stranger 
in Jerusalem who does not know the things that have taken place there in these days?” He asked them, 
“What things?” They replied, “The things about Jesus of Nazareth, who was a prophet mighty in deed and 
word before God and all the people, and how our chief priests and leaders handed him over to be 
condemned to death and crucified him.”“But we had hoped that he was the one to redeem Israel. Yes, and 
besides all this, it is now the third day since these things took place. Moreover, some women of our group 
astounded us. They were at the tomb early this morning, and when they did not find his body there, they 
came back and told us that they had indeed seen a vision of angels who said that he was alive. Some of 
those who were with us went to the tomb and found it just as the women had said; but they did not see 
him.” Then he said to them, “Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the 
prophets have declared! Was it not necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter 
into his glory?” Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to them the things about 
himself in all the scriptures. As they came near the village to which they were going, he walked ahead as 
if he were going on. But they urged him strongly saying, “Stay with us, because it is almost evening and 
the day is now nearly over.” So he went in to stay with them. When he was at the table with them, he took 
bread, blessed and broke it, and gave it to them. Then their eyes were opened and the recognized him; and 
he vanished from their sight. (Luke 24:13-31) 

 
 
Emmaus 

They’re eating dinner with someone they loved, 
Someone almost forgotten from their past, 
Who has come back. And they are all amazed 
And look on as they chew, as their friend talks 
And breaks a fresh loaf open, and remarks 
It’s like something, and offers it to them 
And says it yields up truth like a sweet savor.  
They put their noses to the fractured crust. 
But it’s not bread they’re breathing. It is words. 
And then, they are alone, thinking of things 
To ask that now they can’t what’s a “sweet savor”? 
And all they have is right before their eyes, 
Bread crumbs, some honey, and a piece of fish, 
All of which tastes like joy and disbelief. 
 
(Mark Jarmin, Unholy Sonnets) 
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Early on the first day of the week, while it was still dark, Mary Magdalene came to the tomb and saw that 
the stone had been removed from the tomb. So she ran and went to Simon Peter and the other disciple, the 
one whom Jesus loved, and said to them, “They have taken the Lord out of the tomb, and we do not know 
where they have laid him.” Then Peter and the other disciple set out and went toward the tomb. The two 
were running together, but the other disciple outran Peter and reached the tomb first. He bent down to 
look in and saw the linen wrappings lying there, but he did not go in. Then Simon Peter came, following 
him, and went into the tomb. He saw the linen wrappings lying there, and the cloth that had been on 
Jesus’ head, not lying with the linen wrappings but rolled up in a place by itself. Then the other disciple, 
who reached the tomb first, also went in, and he saw and believed; for as yet they did not understand the 
scripture, that he must rise from the dead. Then the disciples returned to their homes. But May stood 
weeping outside the tomb. As she wept, she bent over to look into the tomb; and she saw two angels in 
white sitting where the body of Jesus had been lying, one at the head and the other at the feet. They said 
to her, Woman, why are you weeping?” She said to them, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not 
know where they have laid him.” When she had said this, she turned around and saw Jesus standing there, 
but she did not know that it was Jesus. Jesus said to her, woman, why are you weeping? Whom are you 
looking for? Supposing him to be the gardener, she said to him, “sir, if you have carried him away, tell me 
where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” Jesus said to her, “Mary!” She turned and said to 
him in Hebrew, “Rabbouni!” (which means Teacher). Jesus said to her, “Do not hold on to me, because I 
have not yet ascended to the Father…. (John 20:1-17) 
 

 
Kenosis* 
 
An absence turned to presence is confusing. 
Take Mary, who took for a gardener 
One that she knew was dead and in his grave, 
One that she then called Master, when he stood 
Before her and said, “Mary,” and resisted 
Her startled, tender, human wish to touch. 
We want to fill the emptiness with meaning. 
I had a friend whose father died in his armchair. 
And when my friend came home, there was a drape 
With the body slumped beneath it, still in the chair. 
She said, “I knew that must be him. And yet, 
It was a shock to see him sitting there, 
So present and not present, this big man, 
Filling his place as much or more than ever.”  
  
(Mark Jarmin, Unholy Sonnets) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
*Let the same mind be in you that was in 
Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the 
form of God, did not regard equality 
with God as something to be exploited, 
but emptied himself [ekenosen] , taking 
the form of a slave, being born in human 
likeness. And being found in human 
form, he humbled himself and became 
obedient to the point of death—even 
death on a cross.  
 
(Philippians 2: 5-8) 
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She is Free 
 

She is free, free.  Free from the body ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִהיא, ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת. ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמן ַהּגּוף 

and free from life and from the blood which is life, ,ּוְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמן ַהֶּנֶּפׁש ּוִמן ַהַּדם ֶׁשהּוא ַהֶּנֶּפׁש 

free from desires, free from sudden fears ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ֵמְרצֹונֹות ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמַּפַחד ִּפְתֹאם 

and from fear for me, free from honor and free from shame ּוִמַּפַחד ָעַלי, ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמָּכבֹוד ּוְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמן ַהּבּוָׁשה 

free from hope, from despair, from fire and water,  ְֻחֶרֶרת ִמִּתְקָוה ּוֵמֵּיאּוׁש ּוֵמֵאׁש ּוִמַּמִים,ְמׁש 

free from her eye color and free from her hair color ,ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמֶּצַבע ֵעיֶניָה ּוִמֶּצַבע ַׂשֲערֹוֶתיָה 

free from furniture and free from cup knife and fork,  ֶרת ִמַּכף ַסִּכין ּוַמְזֵלג,ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ֵמָרִהיִטים ּוְמֻׁשְחֶר 

free from Jerusalem above and from Jerusalem below ,ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמירּוָׁשַלִים ֶׁשל ַמְעָלה ּוִמירּוָׁשַלִים ֶׁשל ַמָּטה 

free from identity and from identity papers, ,ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמן ַהְּזהּות ּוִמְּתעּוַדת ַהֶּזהּות 

free from round stamps  ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמן ַהחֹוָתמֹות ַהֲעגֻּלֹות 

and from square stamps ּוִמן ַהחֹוָתמֹות ַהְמֻרָּבעֹות 

free from photographs and free of clips ,ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמַּתְצלּוִמים ּוְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִמְּמַהְּדִקים 

She is free, free.  ,ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת.ְמֻׁשְחֶרֶרת ִהיא 

  
And all of the numbers and all of the letters ְוָכל ָהאֹוִתּיֹות ְוָכל ַהִּמְסָּפִרים 

that ordered her life are also free ַאֶׁשר ִסְּדרּו ֶאת ַחֶּייָה ְמֻׁשְחָרִרים ַּגם ֵהם 

for new combinations, new destinies, and  new games ם ֲחָדִׁשים ּוְלגֹוָרלֹות ֲחָדִׁשים ּוְלִמְׂשָחִקים ֲחָדִׁשיםְלֵצרּוִפי 

of all the generations that would come after her. .ֶׁשל ָּכל ַהּדֹורֹות ֶׁשָּיבֹואּו ַאֲחֶריָה 

 
 
Yehuda Amichai 
Translated by Rabbi Steven Sager 
 

    6



On Belief in the Physical Resurrection of Jesus 
 
It is for all 
 ‘literalists of the imagination,’ 
  poets or not, 
that miracle  
 is possible, 
  possible and essential. 
Are some intricate minds 
  nourished 
   on concept, 
as epiphytes flourish 
  high in the canopy? 
    Can they 
subsist on the light, 
  on the half 
   of metaphor that’s not 
grounded in dust, grit, 
   heavy 
    carnel clay? 
Do signs contain and utter, 
   for them 
    all the reality 
that they need?  Resurrection, for them, 
   an internal power, but not 
     a matter of flesh? 
For the others, 
  of whom I am one, 
   miracles (ultimate need, bread 
of life) are miracles just because 
   people so tuned 
    to the humdrum laws; 
gravity, mortality— 
   can’t open 
    to symbol’s power 
unless convinced of its ground, 
    its roots 
     in bone and blood. 
We must feel 
  the pulse in the wound 
     to believe 
that ‘with God 
  all things 
   are possible,’ 
taste 
 bread at Emmaus 
   that warm hands 
broke and blessed. 
 

(Denise Levertov) 
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Practicing For Resurrection 
 

Some workmen were digging on Rav Nachman’s property and Rav Ahai bar Yoshiah who was buried 
there, snorted at them. They reported to Rav Nachman: Someone buried here snorted at us. Rav Nachman 
went there and asked: Who is the gentleman?  He answered: I am Ahai bar Yoshiah. Rav Nahman replied: 
But hasn’t Rav Mari taught that in time even the righteous turn to dust?  

Who is this Mari, asked Ahai. I’ve never heard of him. Rav Nachman continued: Well then, never mind 
Rav Mari, there is a verse that says that the dust returns to the ground as it was (Ecclesiastes 12:7). Ahai 
replied: Whoever taught you Ecclesiastes sure didn’t teach you Proverbs! There, it is written that jealousy 
is rot to the bones (Proverbs 14:30). One who has jealousy in his heart—his bones rot.  But one who has 
no jealousy in his heart—his bones do not rot. 

Rav Nachman touched him and found that he had substance. He then said: Let the gentleman get up and 
come to my home. Ahai replied: Now you have shown me that you never studied the prophets, either.  It 
is written: You shall know, O My people, that I am the Lord when I have opened your graves and lifted 
you out of your graves (Exekiel 37:13). Only then will I be able to get up! 

Rav Nahman continued to ask: But doesn’t it say from the very beginning that you are dust and to dust 
you will return (Genesis 3:19)? That will happen, said Ahai, one hour before the resurrection. 

(Babylonian Talmud, tractate Shabbat 152b) 

 

 

 

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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Windows And Gravestones 
 

 

In my life are many windows ְּבַחַּיי ַהְרֵּבה ַחּלֹונֹות 

and many graves. .ְוַהְרֵּבה ְקָבִרים 
  
Sometimes they exchange ִלְפָעִמים ֵהם ִמְתַחְּלִפים 

roles: :ְּבַתְפִקיֵדיֶהם 

then a window is closed forever, ,ָאז ַחּלֹון ִנְסָּגר ְלָתִמיד 

then by way of a gravestone ָאז ֶדֶרך ַהַּמֵּצָבה 

I can see  ֲאִני ָיכֹול ִלְראֹות 

very far. .ַעד ָרחֹוק 
 

 

Yehuda Amichai, translated by Rabbi Steven Sager 
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