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Numbers 6:24 May Adonai bless you and protect you. May Adonai deal kindly and graciously
with you. May Adonai bestow Divine favor upon you and grant you peace.

The priestly benediction originates in this week’s Torah portion
as the blessing Moses and Aaron were instructed to recite to the
Israelite people. The intricacies of the text, still used today as a
blessing, are unique and remarkable for this ancient Biblical
text. Though this is not considered an actual poem found in the
Torah - the classic ones being Song of the Sea, Song at the
Spring, and Moses Final Song' - the shape of this blessing
points to the fact that indeed it is poetry at its best. The phrases
build one upon the other from 3 words in the first line, to 5 in the second and finally 7 in the
third. The number of letters go from 15 to 20 to 25. Furthermore, parallelism, so frequently
found throughout other Biblical poetry, is present from line to line, each intentionally expanding
on the previous verse. Clearly, this is not ordinary narrative or prose, rather it is an intentionally
crafted set of verses. To date, archaeologists and historians consider it to be the oldest pre-exilic
text to be found within Israel (from around 6th C BCE). The verse has been found on amulets
that would have been worn by or buried with early Israelites. These amulets can be viewed today
at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem.

What role does poetry play in Israel today? Hebrew University Professor Ruth Kartun-Blum
asserts that contemporary Israeli poets have tried to distance themselves from Biblical traditions.
She calls their efforts a form of subversive midrash. Whereas rabbinic sages would write
midrash to substantiate and endorse Biblical text, Kartun-Blum says, “The modern Hebrew poet
uses a new midrashic method that seeks to neutralize the Bible’s sway over modern Israeli life.”

In spite of Kartun-Blum’s assertions, the art of contemporary Israeli poets is rich and varied. In
no particular order, the names Shaul Tchernichovsky, Yehudah Amichai, Aharon Applefeld,
David Avidan, Zelda, Dan Pagis, Esther Raab, Abba Kovner, Rachel Bluwstein, Chaim Guri,
Yona Wallach, and Dahlia Ravikovitch may be familiar to people who have merely scratched the
surface of poetry emerging from Zionism and Israel over the past 100 years.

! Song of the Sea 15:1-19:21 (Ex 15:1-19:21); Song at the Spring (Num 21:17); Moses Final Song (Deut 32:1-43)



There are certainly poets who reference the Bible, but it reflects the complex relationship Israelis
have with their religious heritage, substantiating Kartun-Blum’s claims. Poets struggle with their
Biblical and liturgical roots, cultural traditions, as well as the often contested land on which they
live. Israeli poets toy with language, helping Hebrew grow from its ancient roots to the modern,
spoken language of today.

From the earliest days of statehood, Israeli poetry has reflected an inner world that is often
emblematic of the turmoil of the outer world navigated by the authors and artists. We offer three
examples of Israeli poetry for study and discussion. For information on each of the poets, and
recent articles see ‘Additional References.’



An Ode to Comradeship - Chaim Guri
Translation: Roni Eshel

The eve of autumn descends on the Negev
and lights the stars inaudibly

while the wind crosses the threshold
clouds hover above the road

For almost a year we hardly noticed

how times lingered through our fields

already one year passed, only a few of us are left
$0 many are not amongst us any longer

But we shall reminisce about them all

their rugged handsomeness and tussled forelocks
because such comradeship will never

let our hearts forget

as love sanctified by blood

you will return to us, and once again flourish

We carried you, comradeship without a word
grey, determined and silent

from the gory looming nights

friendship remains bright and lit

Comradeship filled by your youthful adherents
will smile again and move forward

because those who fell, swords in their hands,
left us with your vigor to be remembered

But we shall reminisce about them all
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HEART-TO-HEART PRAYER - David Avidan
Translation: Lisa Katz

Lord our god lord you knew

we didn’t know a thing

make us a miracle now so we’ll know what you knew
everything you’ll know everything you’ll think
everything you’ll feel

make us a miracle now so we can make miracles

for ourselves and for others and for the lord our god

and don’t limit our possibilities lord our god

more than you limited your own possibilities
and give us our own little world

that we’ll create in six days and won’t rest

on the seventh day more than a seventh of a day
and don’t pity us lord our god

have pity on the little ones and the fools

pity on the foolish of nations

and give us the strength to be ourselves
lord our god the one who knew, didn’t you
lord our god the one who heard, didn’t you
lord our god you are the one, aren’t you
and the lord our god is the lord our god

so give us the strength not to give up

and not to arouse pity unless needed

and even if needed lord because there is no need
lord our god who had no pity, did you

lord our god who won’t be pitied, will you

give us a strong heart and an open mind

and don’t think about us too much

blessed are you lord creator-of-humankind

you won’t rest and you won’t sleep my lord of hosts
blessed are you lord ever vigilant

blessed are you lord creator of humankind in his image
blessed are you my lord blessed of the blest

and the blessed mouth will bless and say amen
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All That and Me -Yona Wallach
Translation: Linda Zisquit

The house is standing, surrounded by...
around it are trees.

and I am not home,

I am not inside

(and so many days have passed
accumulated to years

all that and me are

momentarily identified).

Later we sense

as if being led

soon we may enter there

we shall feel pleasant

(how have we done so,

turning ourselves into fetuses?

is it us that wish

to be the ones who seek to reverse?
all that and me

momentarily identified).

We wish to be here

filled with desire to be entwined

we are close to all that

even feeling familial

(after all we have been the masters here

for lengthy periods.

Whatever was then, went by

leaving our hearts — an island — when nonsense dissolved
all that and me

momentarily identified).
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Discussion Questions:

1. What is the central idea of the poem?

What is the tone being conveyed by the author? Do you share that sentiment?
3. How does the poet use figurative language (similes, metaphors, personification,

metonymy)?
4. What kind of imagery is employed in the poem?



http://shironet.mako.co.il/artist?prfid=487&lang=1

5. Where does the poet reference Israel’s history - both ancient and modern?

Additional References:

Parody in Israeli Prayer Poems

The Flourishing of Post-Amichai Poetry - Tablet Magazine Jan. 10, 2012

Chaim Guri

David Avidan

Yona Wallach


http://www.ruthfilms.com/films/docs/art/i-m-a-civil-war-the-life-of-chaim-guri.html
http://jwa.org/encyclopedia/article/wallach-yona
http://tabletmag.com/jewish-arts-and-culture/books/87809/beyond-amichai
http://www.poetryplace.org/index.php/en/item/57-poprayer-%E2%80%93-parody-in-israeli-prayer-poems-a-lecture-delivered-at-an-international-conference-on-political-and-social-satire-at-haifa-university-may-1-2012-by-gilad-meiri--noa-shakargy
http://www.asymptotejournal.com/article.php?cat=Poetry&id=25&curr_index=174&curPage=Poetry

