R Yehudah Halevi I: A Lyrical Life

Timeline

Adapted mostly from Scheindlin; he dates Halevi’s birth in the 1080s, while most historians date it earlier
C.1055 Moshe ben Jacob Ibn Ezra is born in Granada (ruled by the Zirid dynasty)

1056 R. Samuel ha-Nagid Ibn Nagrillah, vizier of Granada, dies

1066-7 A major anti-Jewish massacre breaks out in Granada

C. 1075 Judah Halevi was born in either Toledo or Tudela.

1070s/1080s Halevi spends his childhood in Christian-controlled Navarre or Castille
1080s/1090s As a teenager, Halevi travels south to Granada and joins the circle of Moses |bn Ezra.

1085 Alfonso VI of Castile captures Toledo, incorporating it into Christain Spain

1086 Almoravids (al-Murabitun), invited by al-Mu'tamid of Seville, begin conquering land in Spain

C. 1092 Moshe Ibn Ezra is forced to leave Granada; presumably Halevi has already moved away

1103 Halevi composed two poems celebrating R. Joseph Ibn Megas’s appointment in Lucena to
position of Rosh Yeshiva

C. 1108 Halevi resides in Christian Spain, potentially in Toledo, where he likely practices medicine

C. 1128 Halfon ben Netanel, an Egyptian Jewish merchant, visits Spain and develops a close friendship
with Yehudah Halevi

C. 1130 [Some historians believe that Judah Halevi set out on a first attempted journey to the holy land]

c. 1135 Moshe ibn Ezra composes Kitab al-Muhadara wa-al-Mudhakara in Castille, associating
Yehudah Halevi (and Avraham ibn Ezra, likely his son-in-law’s father) with the city of Cordoba

1140 Halevi sets sail from al-Andalus, intending to settle in the land of Israel

1140 (Sept 8) Halevi arrives in Alexandria, where the local Jewish community treats him very well

1141 (winter) travels to Cairo, where Egyptian Jews attempt to dissuade him from further travel.

1141 (May 8) Halevi returns to Alexandria and boards a ship bound for Palestine but was delayed by winds

1141 (May 14) Halevi's ship sets sail from Alexandria, and presumably reaches the port of Acco or Jaffa

1141 (July)  Judah Halevi is referred to as being deceased very recently

1141 (Oct):  Nathan ben Samuel, the secretary of the Nagid of Egypt, writes a letter mentioning Halevi's
death, referring to him with the honorific "saintly," often used to denote a martyr.

Primary Sources:

Yarden, Dov, ed. “Sacred Poems of Rabbi Yehuda Halevi” [Hebrew: Shirei Qodesh leRabbi Yehuda halevi].
Jerusalem, 1978-1986. [Available online]

Yahalom, Joseph, ed. "The Secular Poems: The Original Diwan with Supplements" [Hebrew: Shirei Hol].
Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2024. [Haym Brody ed. (1910-1930) is partly available on Hebrewbooks.orqg]
The Selected Poems Of Judah Halevi, Translated and Annotated by Hillel Halkin. 2011

Secondary Sources:

Schirmann, Jefim. Toldot ha-shirah ha-lvrit bi-Sefarad ha-Muslemit. Mekhon Ben-Tsevi le-heker kehilot Yisrael
ba-Mizrah, 1995.

Scheindlin, Raymond P. The Song of the Distant Dove: Judah Halevi’s Pilgrimage. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2008.

Yahalom

Halkin, Hillel. Yehuda Halevi. New York: Schocken Books, 2010.

Gil, Moshe, and Ezra Fleischer. Yehuda Halevi and His Circle: 55 Documents from the Geniza [Hebrew].
Jerusalem, 2001


http://www.dov.jarden.co.il/yehuda_halevi_kodesh_1.html
https://hebrewbooks.org/44056
http://hebrewbooks.org

Rand, Michael. “anj' yw'i 20 ni?w — Yehuda ha-Levi's Epistle to Moshe ibn Ezra.” Hebrew Union College
Annual 86 (2018)
APN7 NNIEN') DTN YN M7 TIAKRD DYYNY NN [ DMy 55 ain anita nTin wnee Xty L7 nwn
2001 X"own ,|tN n*myi nwn TIT 20 D ;("7xw nnan
Heinemann, Isaac. "The Philosopher-Poet" (in Hebrew). Knesset 9 (1945); republished in Rabi Yehudah
ha-Levi: Kovets. ed. |. Zamora. Tel Aviv: Hotsa’at Mahberot le-Sifrut, 1950

1. Introduction

Link: Cairo Genizah (Cambridge, Taylor-Schachter Collection) T-S 8J18.5

T-5 8J118.5 (recto): letter by Judah ha-Levi, who is trying to
secure the freedom of a young captive woman.



https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-TS-00008-J-00018-00005/1

2. Biography (Until 1140)

Letter-Poem of Halevi Describing His Arrival in Granada (Rand, Hebrew Union Annual 2018; Halkin translation)

He was, he wrote, “making music on the wine cups” one night with some friends who were endeavoring to
compose a girdle song. It was addressed to
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Invitation Extended by Moshe ibn Ezra (transl. By Hillel Halkin)

One so young / And still unsung / Has shouldered all / Of wisdom’s weight
Come from the North, / His light shines forth / To everywhere / llluminate.
Have him make haste / (No time to waste!) / To the grounds / Of my estate.
There, where flowers / Scent the bowers / He can rest / And rusticate,

And eat good things, / Love’s offerings, / At no expense / Till satiate,

And live within / My spacious inn, / No matter who / Else shuts his gate.



Poem to Moshe ibn Ezra (DYH, 1:154; HaShira, #185:1, translated by Hillel Halkin)
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the blood leaves my cheeks

Wander-life, you are an old friend—

And the River of Tears has owed for long years.

Shall | quarrel with fate? But why fault what is

fated?

Or with time that goes by? What else should time

do!

Like a skein from the spindle it runs straight and

true,

As does all made above. This may not be new;

But the world is not new and its laws are writ in

God’s hand.

How expect them to change when they all bear His

stamp,

And all things run their course and each cause has

its cause?

Men are joined in order to part—that’s how

differences start,

From which nations are born and the earth is

peopled with tribes.

Nothing is all good or bad; every potion is also a

poison,

And the day cursed as paltry by one man, others

praise for its bounty.

Arrich dish is a treat if you're well, hot coals in your

mouth when you’re ill,

And so black is the sight of the man who is vexed

that it darkens all light

As my eyes are clouded and wet because Moshe is

gone.

The source of all wisdom, his words were pure

nuggets of gold!

Our friendship is old; it goes back to when no one

harnessed or rode

The wagons of wandering’s road, and my soul

Was unpracticed at parting, and our days were
unfractured and whole.

Time bore us separately, but Love, which bore us

twins,

Raised us in her spice garden and nursed us with

guzzled wines.

When | think of you, many mountains away

(why, just yesterday

You were my pleasure’s peak!),

For the tears running down them. | think—and remember the days
That once were. Were we dreaming? What a traitor time is!
It has taken you from me and given me strife-minded men



Who pretend to be friends.
The more their manners

Stink like garlic, the more | miss the manna of your speech.
Damn the fools who are so wise in their own eyes

That their own lies they deem the dogmas of true faith,

And my faith sorcery! They sow and reap empty ears and call it grain;
With the exteriors of fashion they cover up the gems within.

But | will mine truth’s storerooms for its rarest stones

And rest not till their sheaves bow down to mine.

“What? And cast my pearls before the swine?”

I'll say when they come knocking. “Why on seedless soil

Let fall my rain?” No, all | need from this poor age is what my soul
Needs from my body: a place to live in while it lasts,

And to abandon when it topples and we leave.

Brody. Diwan, 1:224-225 (epistle 7 to Rabbi David of Narbonne)

| have not even had time to respond to his letter, much less to do what he asked. Great deeds are ascribed to
me. People exaggerate about me and make great claims about me, and many falsely sing my praises, while
the multitude, who will believe anything, look to me for the wisdom of Kalkol and Darda, though | have neither
culture nor learning. The result is that | am caught up day and night and in between with the foolishness of
medicine, though it can never heal them. This is a great city inhabited by powerful men, hard masters whom |
can only satisfy by wasting my days on their whims and using up my years healing their ills. “We have tried to
cure Babylon, but she has not been cured.” All | ask of God, my only petition to Him, is that He bring about
some favorable turn of events of the kind He has in infinite number; that He save me speedily, proclaim my
freedom from slavery, find me a place of rest, and exile me to the place of the living waters that surge from
your spring, to the fountains of your age’s sages whose waters emerge from a sacred source.

“And he wrote this when he drank a potion.”

HEAL ME, LORD

Heal me, Lord, and I will be healed.
Don’t let me perish in your anger.

All my balms and potions are yours
to guide to weakness or to vigor.

It’s you alone who chooses, not me;

you know best what’s flawed and pure.
It isn’t my medicine on which I rely—

I look instead toward your cure.
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Citations of R. Yehudah Halevi in Avraham ibn Ezra’s Commentaries:
Bereshit (2nd commentary) 1:3, 6:2

Shemot (2nd commentary) 4:10, 13:14, 20:2, 24:11

Bamidbar 27:3




Devarim 14:22, 15:9, 26:17-18, 29:18-19, 33:5

Zechariah (1st commentary) 8:6

Tehillim (2nd commentary) 18:5, 30:8, 49:21, 72:20, 73:25, 80:16, 82:8, 139:14, 150:1
Daniel (2nd commentary) 9:2

Life/Career as a Poet

DYH, 1:89. A muwashshah. In “If Only | Could Be,” below, HaLevi employs the same form and similar motifs in
a powerful liturgical poem.

The blame then is mine,
not his who stole my heart,
and yet my pain was great
the day that [ departed
from his tents despite
his pleas that I stay on.
But Time’s thread led me out,
and onward to another;
Time despised me so,
it saw to my departure.

DYH, 2:316; HaShira, #178:2

WHEN A LONE SILVER HAIR

When a lone silver hair appeared on my head

) . . I plucked it out with hand, and it said:
""lj‘.']'. *Tl’ml?i? ,"258‘1 "'?2’{’7’“? ]_ann; ‘-'I;l’l?.) 't:gtp plucked it out with my hand, and it sai

. , ) “You've beaten me one on one—
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but what will you do with the army to come?”

“You win against me alone one on one / But what will you do when my army will come”

Riddle of a cloud DYH 2:209
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With its own joy makes all the people sad

Kuzari and Poetry

Kuzari 5:16 (Hartwig Herschfeld translation



The consummate philosopher, like the prophet, can only impart little to another person in the way of instruction,
and cannot refute his objections dialectically. As to the master of Kalam, learning sheds its lustre on him,
thereby inducing his hearers to place him above the pious and immaculate whose learning consists in
principles of a creed which allow of no refutation. The final aim of the Mutakallim in everything he learns and
teaches is that these principles of creed enter his soul as well as that of his disciples in the same natural form
as they exist in the soul of the pious person. In some cases the art of the Kalam does him greater harm than
the principles of truth, because it teaches doubts and traditional prejudices. We experience a similar thing with
people who apply themselves to prosody and practice scanning metres. There we can hear braying and a
babel of words in an art which offers no difficulties to those naturally gifted. The latter enjoy making verses in
which no fault can be found. The aim of the former class is to be like the latter who appear ignorant of the art of
verse-making, because they cannot learn what the others are able to teach. The naturally gifted person,
however, can teach one similarly endowed with the slightest hint. In the same manner sparks are kindled in the
souls of people naturally open to religion and approachment to God, by the words of the pious, sparks which
become luminaries in their hearts, whilst those who are not so gifted must have recourse to the Kalam. He
often derives no benefit from it, nay, he comes to grief over it.

Dreams
Kuzari, Author’s Introduction (my translation based on Shilat and Shvartz)

This king—so it is said—had a dream that kept recurring. In his dream appeared an angel, who spoke to him
and said: “Your intentions are worthy in the eyes of the Creator, but your deeds are not.” Now, the king was a
scrupulous observer of the religion of the Khazars, so much so that he personally officiated in their temple and
offered sacrifices with all his heart. Yet no matter how scrupulous he was, the angel kept appearing night after
night and telling him, “Your intentions are worthy but your deeds are not.”

- The Kuzari 1:79, which states that the “conditions which render man fit to receive [the] divine influence
do not lie within him.”

- The Kuzari, 4:3: “But our intellect...cannot penetrate to the true knowledge of things, except by the
grace of God, by special faculties which He has placed in the senses....To the chosen among His
creatures He has given an inner eye which sees things as they really are, without any alteration. . .
[The] prophets without doubt saw the divine world with the inner eye... His sight reaches up to the
heavenly host directly, he sees the dwellers in heaven, and the spiritual beings which are near God,
and others in human form.”

TRUE LIFE

I run to the source of the one true life,

turning my back to all that is empty and vain.

My only hope is to see the Lord, my king—
apart from Him I fear and worship nothing.

If only I might see Him—at least in a dream—
I'd sleep forever, so the dream would never end.
If I could see his face in my heart’s chamber,

I'd never need to look outside again.



STEIN TR T PR IRRD
JTSIPR P R a0 By
-—T\b gia¥a) ':br: bz rﬁm‘?
——n:w‘ar_j; 'y mr_j‘? T N
TISPR WD 09 N U
2 02%2 v mms o

ATEIM AT wbm 8o

Toward the fountain of true life I run,
disgusted by this life of emptiness,

my only goal to see my sovereign'’s face.
None other do I fear, none else revere.

[f only I could see Him in a dream—

O then I'd sleep forever, never wake.

[f I could see His face within my heart,

my eyes would never bother looking outward!

DYH, 2: 302; HaShira, #202. (with Schindlin’s translation, then Peter Cole’s, then Hillel Halkin’s)
Fleischer and Gil suggest that the poem was most likely written in Egypt (HaLevi uVenei Hugo, p. 235)
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YOU SLEPT, THEN TREMBLING ROSE

You dozed and slept, then trembling rose:

What is this dream that you have dreamed?

Perhaps the vision showed you your foes,

You dozed and fell asleep and rose in fear;

What was this dream you dreamed, already unclear?
Perhaps your dream revealed to you your foe—

You the master: he humbled and low.

Tell Hagar’s son, “Let down your haughty hand
from Sarah’s son, the rival you have scorned.
for I have seen you in my dream, a ruin;
Perhaps in life, you really are undone.
Perhaps this year, eleven-hundred thirty
will see your pride thrown down, your thinking thwarted.

Yes, you who now are known as ‘desert ass’:
how mighty is your hand, how puissant.
Yea, thou are cleped the haughty-speaking mouth,
who warrest with the holy ones of heaven—
yea, thou the clay mixed with the iron feet,
come at the end of days, in pride uprisen—
haply He hath hurled the stone, smashed
The effigy, requital for thine ancient misdeeds given.”

Heart pounding, you wake. Is it as it seemed?
What is this dream that you have dreamed?
Did its vision truly show

Yourself raised high and your foe laid low?
Tell Hagar’s son, then, “Cease to scorn

weakened and humbled, with you supreme?

Tell Hagar’s son: Draw in the hand
vyou raised in pride and anger over



The son of Sarah, higher born,
For in my dream you were undone.
Has your doom so soon begun
That in the year 4890
Your sway will end in naught also?
Proud tyrant! Assailant of heaven!
Are you not the one Called ‘wild ass of a man’
and pum memalel ravrevan,
The last to rise against God’s Law,
Hasaf tina be-raglei farzela?
Suppose He struck you down with
avna di-mehat

Tsalma,
and paid you back for all
that you begot!”
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My soul is yearning, longing for the House of God,
in dreams she tries to rise to see Him—
rises, finds no comfort. How can dreams

bring healing to a soul in sorrow?—
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from visiting the Presence

without Whose splendor she would fade away.
She fades away to be renewed,

and struggles upward—

not for no purpose was she exiled.

Y N TS R ";‘,'7‘[1 mno:;  Exiled, she opened a fountain’s door,
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Brody, Diwan, 3:65(?)

My heart beheld You and was sure of You

as if | stood myself at Sinai mountain.

| sought You in my dreams; Your glory passed
before my face on clouds descending, landing.

lifts her eye to deeper waters;

lifts herself onto a solid perch, makes solemn vows
never to abandon wisdom,

binds herself with solemn oaths.
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Asleep yet heart aflame /Wild passion none can
tame / Arise, shake off your shame / And walk in my
light's glow

Rise up and ride with might / A star guides through
the night / Who lay in pit's dark site / Now climbs
where Sinai shows

Let not their souls delight / Who say "Zion's lost
quite" / For there my heart burns bright / My eyes
forever go
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| hide, then am revealed / In wrath, then grace | yield
/ Who loves with greater shield / My children here
below
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Your dwellings, Lord, are places of love,

O God, the joy of being near You!—

for being near means seeing,

not mere speculation.

[ dreamed that I was in God’s Temple
watching every lovely, holy rite:

the whole-burnt sacrifice, the meal and wine,
the thick smoke twisting upward,

Levites singing, me among them, blissful,
as they did their service.

I woke, but still with You, O Lord,
offering my gratitude.

How good to give You thanks!

And Your nearness is clear as things seen, not guessed of.
My dream took me to Your Temple’s mount to sing

In all its lovely worshiping and bring
My offerings with their libations.

Around me swirled thick smoke and ministrations

Sweet to my ears, of Levites at their stations.

| woke, but when | did You still were there
For me to thank You as befits my prayer




Brody, Diwan, 3:122-23 (nix791n |ITX 1j7'), lines 6-12. Like poem 2, it is an ofan, designed for the gedusha

preceding the Shema in the morning service
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In quest of the face of the King
they crowd around the gate of their Lord.
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He has created prophesying souls
summoned to come before Him,

and given them the strength to encounter
the awful vision.

They behold His royal train

and walk among His angels.

They pour His generous spirit

over those who are true to His covenant
For they draw rivers of prophecy

from the sources of His wisdom;

for they are familiar with mysteries and prophecy,
both in dreams and visions.

From time’s beginning you were love’s dwelling;
wherever you dwelled, my love would rest.
My rivals’ taunts are sweet through your Name:
they torture one whom you have tortured,
and because they learned their wrath from you
I love them for hounding one you've stricken.
Since you scorned me I've scorned myself,
for how could I honor what earns your disdain,
until—indignation passes . . . and you send
redemption to a people you once redeemed.

Adapted from an Arabic poem by Abu-I-Shis. Cf Scheindlin (Gazelle, pp. 79-83).



See also The Kuzari, 1:115: “If we bear our exile and degradation for God’s sake, as is meet, we shall be the
pride of the generation which will come with the Messiah, and accelerate the day of the deliverance we hope
for.”

Letter (Brody Diwan, translated by Scheindlin “Song” p. 130-132

My deeds are diminished, my thoughts are lost and find no vision from God. | cannot find the children of my
mind. | regret ever having begotten them, for they have gone rebellious on me like the house of rebellion,
setting their faces hard, closing their eyes, and stopping their ears. . . . | spread my net and drew my bow,
when no one was with me, meaning to draw them to do my will and to bring them into the folds of my rein. |
summoned them in your name, set riders on them and, lo! They came running, one after one, for now the
divine vision was everywhere: Who could not prophesy? Thus | have come today to send you greetings, to
attend you in your place, and to proclaim to my lord how sorry | am that | ever left you, since | love you. When |
think of you, | seek you, but do not find you... And may the two of us return to the delights of wine and the
delusions of the eye . . . for you and | both remember the poems we used to compose in the days of our youth,
so fine, now flown. You ask, “Can it be done when the heart is youthless and no longer feckless, when one
looks around and sees no gleam of light, and when spring rains fall no longer?” One day, your friends were
busy drinking and firing the brazier of love. They gave me something to drink, too, and we talked of old times. |
awoke speaking verses, uttering words fit for princes, poems of friendship, with a particular delightful man in
mind. So now, in your kindness, take this offering, cense yourself with its fragrance, and forgive its
shortcomings.

Letter to R. Habib (published by Y. Ratzhaby, translated by Scheindlin “Song” p. 16

| call this place “Busy,” for it keeps me on the run. It makes me the watchman of others’ vineyards while |
neglect my own, makes me have dealings with healing, diverts me from the prophets’ words. . . . | wish, | wish,
| wish the Merciful One would restore me to what | was before and bring back my youth! | would go back to
studying [what | failed to study] and achieve a wisdom | failed to achieve before. | would stay among the
columns and listen like the students. . . . But what can | do, now that the white hairs have overwhelmed the
black, tender youth has turned to tinder, and dawn has turned to sunset? Now that the turn of years has altered
me and the seasons made me falter and set me on coals? | have aroused myself and shaken out my clothing
and rowed hard to get back to the dry land, yet | have failed. | have searched out my conscience and laid bare
my hidden self; but no vision came, and my meditations brought no revelation from God.
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SQYH, #97, lines 1-2, 13—14; HaShira, #231. This poem is part of a longer ofan for the festival of Simhat

Torah.
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Where, Lord, will I find you:
your place is high and obscured.
And where
won't | find you:
your glory fills the world. . . .

Where, God, could | find you
Your place is exalted, obscured
Yet where would | not find you
Your glory fills the world
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Without their voices being heard

Expressions of Religious Longing

SQYH, #28; HaShira, #225
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[ sought your nearness:
with all my heart I called you.

And in my going
out to meet you,
I found you coming toward me.

| sought your nearness

Called with all my heart to you.
And when | went to greet you,
Coming to meet me | found you!
In the wonders of your might
Your temple is in my sight.

Who says he has not seen you?
But the heavens and their hordes
Are speaking of your glory
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If only I could be
a slave to God who made me;
though others drive me away,
He always draws me near.

My shepherd, my creator,
you formed my frame and soul,
you've understood my mind,
you've seen all that it holds.
You circumscribe my ways,
my wandering and repose.
If you came to help me,
who could cast me down?
And if you hold me back,

who would set me free?

My heart within me yearns
to have you draw it near,

but all my cares just drive it
turther from you still.

My road, now, has turned
far from your own will.
Lord, my God, instruct me,
guide me on your path,
and lead me gently into

judgment: don’t condemn me.

If 1, within my youth,
am slow to bring you pleasure,
what then in decline
could I expect or hope for?
Heal me, Lord, heal me—
my cure’s with you alone.
When old age roots me out

and strength no longer knows me—

My Rock, O my Lord,

please, do not forsake me.
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Incline my heart to serve
The service of your sovereignty
And my thoughts purify
To know your divinity
God, answer me
Don'’t be silent at my pain
At the hour that | ache
Do not delay, for you can heal
Remake me anew
And say to your servant, “l am here”
6. Exile
SQYH, #330; HaShira, #190. An ahava.
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Abject and weak I'll sit,
at every moment trembling,
naked, I'll go stripped,
vain in my delusion,
bruised within my sin,
wounded in transgression.
Between us now my trespass
has raised a great divide,
and so I'm kept from seeing
your light with my own eyes.

Incline my heart to offer
in service of your kingdom,
and purify my thoughts
to bring me toward your heaven.
In my hour of pain
come quickly with your healing.
Hear me, now, my Lord,
don’t withdraw or hurt me.
Redeem me once again—
and tell me: Here I am.
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A DOE FAR FROM HOME

That graceful doe so far from her home
is laughing although her beloved is angry.
Her laughter’s aimed at the daughters of Edom
and Hagar—who long for him with envy.

How could desert asses compare
to a doe who leaned once on her hart?

Where are their prophecies? Where is their lamp?
Where is His Presence above the Ark?

Don’t seek, my foes, to smother this love,
whose flame your envy only fans.
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Raymond Schindlin’s translation:
My heart in the East, and | in the West,
as far West as west can be!
How can | enjoy my food?
What flavor can it have for me?
How can | fulfill my vows
or do the things I've sworn to do,
while Zion is in Christian hands
and | am trapped in Arab lands?
Easily | could leave behind
this Spain and all her luxury!—
As easy to leave as dear the sight
of the Temple ruins’ dirt would be to me
Birds
SQYH #246
1IN932 ninin niga Ni°
13397 129 TR 173
17007 117 17Rm T
1337 3387 17381 3707
WIS oK AL 8

o0 %2180 1T PR 1Y 2

YH #32



N220 Nniany N7 M)t

N2NY N Y7 NN
A% '222 AR A7 9N
n'7yn DYV DYy 70N '3
A7Y 10 K71 97 A7 N190
NAY! N71DWI DY ‘DA

YN YR OXR Y 129NN

her love with all her might;

deep as faith is strong;

mother wrapped in pains;

promised time that comes and goes.

Hillel Halkin’s translation:
Far-wandering, the woodward-strayed dove

Flails in the boughs and can’t find her way out,

Flounders and flings herself all about,

Frantically beating her wings toward her love.

A thousand years have now passed—yet her term

Is not over, her dreams have been dashed.

Brody, Diwan, 4:222-23 (poem 112), translated by Scheindlin
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Distant dove, sing your song well,

and give good answer to Him who calls you.
Your God it is Who calls, so hurry,

bow low to the ground, and make your offering.
Back to your nest! Retrace your steps

to Zion, where your tent awaits you;

set clear way-posts along the road.

Your lover turned you out because you sinned—
today He redeems you! Why do you complain?
Arise, return to the Lovely Land.

Ruin the fields of Edomite and Arab!

Destroy the home of your destroyers,

but make your love a wide and loving home.

Brody, Diwan, 2:171-72 (poem 12), translated by Scheindlin

My dove strays about the streets at night, Seeking

Her voice pours forth in tearful song, Her pain as

A thousand years, her yoke remains, Like childless

She counts each end that fails to show, Each
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This wind of yours is a perfumed wind, O West,
with saffron in its wings and apple scent,

as if it came from the perfumer’s chest,

not from the chest of the winds.

The wings of swallows flutter to your breath.
You set them free,

like myrrh-tears, from a bundle poured.

And how we long for you,

we who ride a board on the back of the sea!

Never release your grip from the ship

when the day makes its camp, when the day blows away.
Flatten the deep, rip the heart

of the seas, hit the holy mountains

and there take your rest,

wind of the west!

Shout down the east wind when it makes

the ocean break and creates

a seething pot in the heart of the sea.

What can a man, God’s captive, achieve,

who is sometimes shut in and sometimes let free?
All my desire I entrust to Him,

Who shaped the mountains, Who made the wind,
Who knows man’s heart and its mysteries.



Mid-Life Crisis?
Still chasing fun at fifty
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Still chasing fun at fifty, like a boy!—

and yet your time could run out any day.

You flee God’s service,

have no better aspiration

than to be a slave to men.

You seek the favor of the many, turn away

from One who has it in Him

to answer every man's desire,

if they would only ask.

You won't be bothered gathering provisions for your journey,
but lightly trade the banquet of eternity

for lentil stew.

When will your appetite say, “Enough”?

When will your lust

stop growing back her maidenhead every month?
Turn from her advice to God’s,

abandon those five senses.

Make peace with your Creator

while your remaining days are speeding by.

Do not expect halfhearted deeds will please Him,
or go to serpent-oracles to learn your fate.

To do His will, be tiger-fierce, gazelle-fleet, lion-mighty.
And do not lose heart in the heart of the sea,
when mountains seem to be sliding, shifting,
when sailors’ hands are limp as rags

and skillful seamen silent, helpless

(they were jaunty sailing forward;

cross now, thrust backward).

You've nowhere but the ocean to escape to,

the trap of doom your only refuge.

The sails are tilting, slipping,

boards shift and tremble.

The wind toys with the water

like harvesters bringing sheaves to threshing,
pats the water flat as a threshing floor,

then heaps it up like mounds of grain.

The waves surge up like lions leaping,

then recede in foam that coils like serpents.
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Each man is praying to whatever he holds holy,
but you are facing God’s own Holy Temple,
remembering the Sea of Reeds, the Jordan—
miracles engraved on every heart—

and praising Him who smoothes the sea

when it churns up scum.

You beg that He may purify your heart.

He will spare you for the sake of holy ancestors,
renew His miracles as you renew

the Levites” dance and song to Him.

He will restore the souls to bodies,

put back life in desiccated bones.

At once, the waves are calm;

they seem like flocks of sheep

scattered on a meadow.

The sun is setting and the stars are rising,
with the moon as captain, watching over them.
The night is like a Moorish woman dancing,
wearing an embroidered cloth with eyes,

cloth of sky-blue set with crystals.

Lost in the heart of the sea, the stars

dart and wander, like men compelled

to leave their homes as exiles;

they make little lights in their own image,
little flames and flares in the heart of the sea,
pairs of ornaments on sky and water

to adorn the night.

Sea and sky, so like in color, seem to merge,
while in between

my heart makes yet another sea,

as my new songs and praises upward surge.
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But still I do not know what gift to bring,
what service to perform, or how to live.

Teach me Your ways, O Lord, and turn

me back from being folly’s captive.

Teach me while I still have strength

to bear my penance, one You will not scorn,
before I turn into a burden to myself,

my limbs too weak to hold each other up,
my bones like cloth moth-eaten,

too frayed to carry me—

when piety is all that’s left to me—

before I go the road my fathers traveled,
and make my camp where they encamped before.

For I am but a traveler here,

lingering briefly on this surface—

my real home is within.

Till now, the youth in me looked out for its own needs.
The time has come to look out for myself,

seek my eternal home.

And yet this world is present in my heart,

preventing me from tending to the next.

How can [ serve my Maker—I,

prisoner of urges, slave to desire?

WP 7 PR TN
PITIM MaT)

227 M0 012 207 TR
PO 20T DI N

Why do I seek honors, when I know

that soon I will have worms for company?

How can I enjoy a day of pleasure,

not knowing what that everlasting day to come will be for me,

Brody, Diwan, 2:248 (poem 27)

If you will put your hope in God alone,

why worry at the troubles Time can bring?

If you would truly trust in God’s own name,

the things that Time can do

would make you neither glad nor sorry.

You've made your home among the graves of lust,
and turned your back on right behavior,

lived in mindlessness,

pent in such darkness that you cannot

even see the place of light. How then can you tell

the good from bad?

Soon you must travel on. Choose the right path—
why wander to the right or to the left?



Time will betray you; better if you
betray her first'—Then you’ll do well.
Go for a treasure

You can keep forever;

spurn the one you must bequeath

to those who follow.

Making the Dream a Reality

Letter sen muel ben Hanania from Alexandria (early 1141; reconstructed by Scheindlin, p. 156-158)
And now, permit my tongue to speak confidentially to my lord about the thoughts that drove me out of my
homeland. After giving thanks and making confession to Him who granted me favors and answered me amply,
| dedicated to Him my heart’s praises and my mind’s gratitude, while . . . vows . . . the lower soul in its
calculations, the spirit in its . . . and the higher soul in its delights. All these came together . . . to trap the truth
in a narrow confine from which there is no escape right or left, no room for escape.

And the philosophy of the Greeks, so praised,/ is merely crazed; / it claims to shed light / but yields only blight.
One of its spokesmen says this and the other says that: one praises pleasure—the lute and the flute—while
the other says, “Better to go to the house of mourning,” while a third says, “Both pleasure and sorrow are
hollow.” Disagreement rules; doubt and darkness dominate. There is no one to settle an argument, no one to
make a clear statement or proclaim an answer. But then came the pure lamp, the Torah, and opened men’s
eyes and ears, confounding their opinions and spoiling their thoughts, and said, Upside-down! You give
counsel according to your own interest. My thoughts and my ways are not yours; there is no wisdom, no
insight, no counsel in the face of God’s. Not every living creature is a human being, not every human being is
an Israelite, not every Israelite is a priest, and not every priest is Moses or Aaron; not every land is Canaan,
not all of Canaan is the gates of heaven, and not all the gates of heaven are Jerusalem. Not all days are
festivals, not all festivals are the Sabbath, not all Sabbaths are the Day of Atonement. Not all service of God is
sacrifice, not all sacrifices are whole offerings, not all whole offerings are offered in the inner chamber. But
there are holy men in the Holy Land. . . . Therefore there is no adding or taking away: the laws are righteous
ones, authenticated by tradition, not to be transgressed or doubted. The evidence—the wonders and miracles
seen by the eyes, heard by the ears in the wilderness and in Egypt, a sign and a testimony for past and
present. So | said, “| have come, | have heard, and | believe. | shall not question or test the Lord.” Seeing that
all Israel bows toward the House of God, my heart yearned for my father’s house and my soul longed for the
Holy Mountain—to prostrate myself to it nearby, among the priests, where the ark lies buried, and to say to the
Lord: “Rise and have mercy on Zion! For Your servants take pleasure in her stones and cherish her soil.” My
love was stirred . . . lest my face be one of those turned aside from God at the sound of the call: “For who will
have mercy on you, Jerusalem? Who will mourn you? Who will turn aside to ask about your welfare? There is
none to care for her!” If you desire to get me my desire, send me to my master; let me go. For nowhere will my
foot find rest until | make my home inside His home. Do not detain me from the journey, lest disaster overtake
me. All | ask is shelter underneath God’s wings, a grave among my fathers’ graves

Brody, Diwan, 2:164-66 (poem 6)
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Your words are scented with perfume of myrrh—
words quarried, as it were, from great myrrh-mountains—
and you and all your people have such qualities
that praise exhausts itself in praising you.

Now you come to meet me in a wilderness—

a wilderness of honeyed words,

where warriors lurk with swords—

words concealing bees,

honeycomb studded with thorns.

Is Zion really no concern of ours

because the blind and halt inhabit it?

Surely we should care for what is left

of the House of God, for friends and kin still there.
If you are right, then it must be a sin

to bow toward it or to reverence it.

If you are right, our ancestors were sinners,

when they went there to live as strangers,

bought caves there for graves.

He promised it to us,

though only owls and jackals haunt it now.

What was in that place but thorns and thistles
when God bestowed it on our fathers long ago?>—
And yet they paced its length and breadth

like people strolling in a flower garden,

lived in it as strangers, transients,

each night seeking somewhere to put down their heads,
always on the lookout for some plot

where, dead, they might be buried.

There they learned to walk before the Lord,
adopted ways of righteousness.

They said that there the dead will rise,

that those who lie beneath the barriers will emerge,
that there the bodies will rejoice again,

and souls return to those who lie at rest.

Look here, friend, use your judgment, think it over,
save yourself from mental traps;

above all, don’t let Greek philosophy seduce you;

it may have flowers, but it never will bear fruit.

Or if it does, it only comes to this:
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constructed out of chaos and pretension;
they only leave a hollow in your heart,

Kuzari 2:23-24 (Hartwig translation)

23. Al Khazari: If this be so, thou fallest short of the duty laid down in thy law, by not endeavouring to reach that
place, and making it thy abode in life and death, although thou sayest: '"Have mercy on Zion, for it is the house
of our life,' and believest that the Shekhinah will return thither. And had it no other preference than that the
Shekhinah dwelt there five hundred years, this is sufficient reason for men's souls to retire thither and find
purification there, as happens near the abodes of the pious and the prophets. Is it not 'the gate of heaven'? All
nations agree on this point. Christians believe that the souls are gathered there and then lifted up to heaven.
Islam teaches that it is the place of the ascent, and that prophets are caused to ascend from there to heaven,
and, further, that it is the place of gathering on the day of Resurrection. Everybody turns to it in prayer and
visits it in pilgrimage. Thy bowing and kneeling in the direction of it is either mere appearance or thoughtless
worship. Yet your first forefathers chose it as an abode in preference to their birth-places, and lived there as
strangers, rather than as citizens in their own country. This they did even at a time when the Shekhinah was
yet visible, but the country was full of unchastity, impurity, and idolatry. Your fathers, however, had no other
desire than to remain in it. Neither did they leave it in times of dearth and famine except by God's permission.
Finally, they directed their bones to be buried there.

24. The Rabbi: This is a severe reproach, O king of the Khazars. It is the sin which kept the divine promise with
regard to the second Temple, viz.: Sing and rejoice, O daughter of Zion' (Zachariah 2:10), from being fulfilled.
Divine Providence was ready to restore everything as it had been at first, if they had all willingly consented to
return. But only a part was ready to do so, whilst the majority and the aristocracy remained in Babylon,
preferring dependence and slavery, and unwilling to leave their houses and their affairs. An allusion to them
might be found in the enigmatic words of Solomon: | sleep, but my heart waketh (Song of Songs 5:2-4). He
designates the exile by sleep, and the continuance of prophecy among them by the wakefulness of the heart.
"It is the voice of my beloved that knocketh' means God's call to return; 'My head is filled with dew' alludes to
the Shekhinah which emerged from the shadow of the Temple. The words: 'l have put off my coat,' refer to the
people's slothfulness in consenting to return. The sentence: 'My beloved stretcheth forth his hand through the
opening' may be interpreted as the urgent call of Ezra, Nehemiah, and the Prophets, until a portion of the
people grudgingly responded to their invitation. In accordance with their mean mind they did not receive full
measure. Divine Providence only gives man as much as he is prepared to receive; if his receptive capacity be
small, he obtains little, and much if it be great. Were we prepared to meet the God of our forefathers with a
pure mind, we should find the same salvation as our fathers did in Egypt. If we say: 'Worship his holy
hill--worship at His footstool--He who restoreth His glory to Zion' (Psalms 99:9, Psalsm 99:5), and other words,
this is but as the chattering of the starling and the nightingale. We do not realise what we say by this sentence,
nor others, as thou rightly observest, O Prince of the Khazars.

Kuzari 4:27 (Hartwig translation)



27. The Rabbi: Just so, O King of the Khazars, by God! This is the truth, the real faith, and everything else may
be abandoned. Perhaps this was Abraham's point of view when divine power and unity dawned upon him prior
to the revelation accorded to him. As soon as this took place, he gave up all his speculations and only strove to
gain favour of God, having ascertained what this was and how and where it could be obtained. The Sages
explain the words: 'And he brought him forth abroad' (Genesis 15), thus: Give up thy horoscopy! This means:
Forsake astrology as well as any other doubtful study of nature... As soon as Abraham had understood,
meditated, discerned and clearly grasped, the Lord of the universe revealed Himself to him, called him His
friend and made a covenant with him between the ten fingers of his hand, which is the covenant of the tongue;
and between the ten toes of his feet, which is the covenant of circumcision, and He pronounced upon him the
word: '‘Before | formed thee in the belly | knew thee' (Jeremiah 1:5).

Kuzari’s concluding section (5:22-28)
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22. The Rabbi was then concerned to leave the land of the Khazari and to betake himself to Jerusalem. The
king was loth to let him go, and spoke to him in this sense as follows: What can be sought in Palestine
nowadays, since the divine reflex is absent from it, whilst, with a pure mind and desire, one can approach God
in any place. Why wilt thou run into danger. on land and water and among various peoples?

23. The Rabbi answered: The visible Shekhinah has, indeed, disappeared, because it does not reveal itself
except to a prophet or a favoured community, and in a distinguished place. This is what we look for in the
passage: 'Let our eyes behold when Thou returnest to Zion." As regards the invisible and spiritual Shekhinah, it
is with every born Israelite of virtuous life, pure heart, and upright mind before the Lord of Israel. Palestine is
especially distinguished by the Lord of Israel, and no function can be perfect except there. Many of the
Israelitish laws do not concern those who do not live there; heart and soul are only perfectly pure and
immaculate in the place which is believed to be specially selected by God. If this is true in a figurative sense,
how much more true in reality, as we have shown Thus the longing for it is awakened with disinterested
motives, especially for him who wishes to live there, and to atone for past transgressions, since there is no
opportunity of bringing the sacrifices ordained by God for intentional and unintentional sins. He is supported by
the saying of the Sages: 'Exile atones for sins,' especially if his exile brings him into the place of God's choice.
The danger he runs on land and sea does not come under the category of: 'You shall not tempt the Lord'
(Deuteronomy 6:16); but the verse refers to risks which one takes when travelling with merchandise in the
hope of gain. He who incurs even greater danger on account of his ardent desire to obtain forgiveness is free
from reproach if he has closed the balance of his life, expressed his gratitude for his past life, and is satisfied to
spend the rest of his days in seeking the favour of his Lord. He braves danger, and if he escapes he praises
God gratefully. But should he perish through his sins, he has obtained the divine favour, and may be confident
that he has atoned for most of his sins by his death. In my opinion this is better than to seek the dangers of war
in order to gain fame and spoil by courage and bravery. This kind of danger is even inferior to that of those who
march into war for hire.

24. Al Khazari: | thought that thou didst love freedom, but now | see thee finding new religious duties which
thou wilt be obliged to fulfil in Palestine, which are, however, in abeyance here.



25. The Rabbi: | only seek freedom from the service of those numerous people whose favour | do not care for,
and shall never obtain, though | worked for it all my life. Even if | could obtain it, it would not profit me-- mean
serving men and courting their favour. | would rather seek the service of the One whose favour is obtained with
the smallest effort, yet it profits in this world and the next. This is the favour of God, His service spells freedom,
and humility before Him is true honour.

26. Al Khazari: If thou believest in all that thou sayest, God knows thy mind. The mind is free before God, who
knows the hearts and discloses what is hidden.

27. The Rabbi: This is true when action is impossible. Man is free in his endeavours and work. But he deserves
blame who does not look for visible reward for visible work. For this reason it is written: 'Ye shall blow an alarm
with the trumpets, and ye shall be remembered before the Lord your God (Numbers 10:9) . . . They shall be to
you for a memorial (Numbers 10:10) . . . A memorial of blowing of trumpets' (Leviticus 23:24). God need not be
reminded, but actions must be perfect to claim reward. Likewise must the ideas of the prayers be pronounced
in the most perfect way to be considered as prayer and supplication. Now if thou bringest intention and action
to perfection thou mayest expect reward. This is popularly expressed by reminding, and 'the Torah speaks in
the manner of human beings.' If the action is minus the intention, or the intention minus the action, the
expectation [for reward] is lost, except in impossible things. It is, however, rather useful to show the good
intention if the deed is impossible, as we express this in our prayer: 'On account of our sins have we been
driven out of our land.' This sacred place serves to remind men and to stimulate them to love God, being a
reward and promise, as it is written: "'Thou shalt arise and have mercy upon Zion, for the time to favour her,
yea, the set time is come. For thy servants take pleasure in her stones and embrace the dust thereof' (Psalms
102:14 sq.). This means that Jerusalem can only be rebuilt when Israel yearns for it to such an extent that they
embrace her stones and dust.
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Roused by my thoughts and driven to profess
God’s praise in song and plead my neediness,
From my eyes | brush midnight’s sleepiness
To seek the pleasance of the Lord’s palace

R. Avraham Yitzhak Kook, Orot 1:1
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The Journey
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Dear reader, learn Greek and throw
my translation into the fire!

—Friedrich Leopold von Stolberg,
Frimm note on VI, 484 of
his vranslation of Homer's fliad
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