Weekly Jewish Wisdom:

Distant Love

by Dr. Erica Brown

“And as we stray further from love

We multiply the words,

Words and sentences so long and orderly.

Had we remained together

We could have become a silence.”

Yehuda Amichai
Yehuda Amichai (1924-2000) is no stranger to these pages. He is considered by many to have been Israel’s leading contemporary poet. His poetry bridges time as he weaves between ancient and current landscapes; pottery shards and Biblical quotes seamlessly merge with the dialogue of modern lovers or recent battles. His poem “Quick and Bitter,” translated by Assia Gutmann, from Amichai’s book Love Poems offers us a profound little gift that appears above. 
Ostensibly, the poem is about a couple who drift apart, where once there was a “slow and sweet” time between them, all has turned “quick and bitter.” It all collapses in disappointment: “’Let’s be sensible’ and similar curses.” And in those few words, we can imagine love dissipating and excuses and recriminations surfacing. Nothing about love is meant to be sensible. We know that this relationship is coming to an end.
But Amichai offers us another observation about the end of love like this. As we move further away from love, we talk more. More words fly. Words take the place of a silent emotion as an unhappy replacement. We talk because the love is gone. And then the words multiply and become “so long and orderly.” There is something torturous in that orderliness; the spontaneity is gone. The novelty has been replaced by order. And Amichai wonders if together they could have become silence. But the silence is not an empty absence of words. The silence is love, so intense that words are not necessary.
If we stray far from the tensions of human love to other places where words abound, we may read Amichai’s words in a very different way. When we are in an intense and immersive moment, it is so hard to find words to describe the enormity of the emotion. We cease to need them. Every word seems inadequate to the task. People will often describe mystical encounters as ineffable but then can’t stop talking about them.
Take a leap with me to Shavuot. On Shavout we celebrate the giving of the Torah and the study and ownership of the Torah. We are called upon to relive that experience, to count the days and to stay up the night, to relive the anticipation and the moment that changed everything for us as a people. We are called upon to experience the romance of that moment that has been likened to a huppah, a covenant and a marriage contract. 
As we move further from Sinai, we lose the love and the intimacy of the moment and “as we stray further from love we multiply the words.” We begin not to experience Torah; we learn it and read it and comment on it. We analyze and parse it and add thousands and thousands of words of commentary. But all of that commentary is, in essence, just a way that we are trying to recapture the primal love of Sinai.

And as for silence, there is a mystical notion that the first Hebrew letter, the aleph, is not a sound but a silence becoming a sound. It is nothing on its way to being something. When I imagine Sinai, I can hear the silence of thousands of people around a mountain that is not emptiness but the quiet of a love so great that it is inexpressible in words. Words no longer matter. 
Shavuot is not only a time to intellectualize Judaism; it is a time to experience the elemental love that precedes words.

Shabbat Shalom
