Weekly Jewish Wisdom:
Yom Kippur Sailors

By Dr. Erica Brown

“The shofar blows…Yom Kippur sailors in white uniforms climb 
among ladders and ropes of well-tested prayers.”

Yehuda Amichai

Yehuda Amichai (1924-2000), one of Israel’s most famous poets likened the atmosphere of the High Holidays in Jerusalem to a ship. “Jerusalem is a port city on the shore of eternity. The mount is a huge ship. She is always arriving, always sailing away.” This strange analogy requires some reflection. Jerusalem is not a port city in reality. It is not a place with any nautical associations, like Jaffa or Eilat. If anything, Jerusalem – which recently celebrated its 3,000 year – seems more like an anchor than a ship sailing away and arriving.
Amichai originally came from Germany, and his birth name was Ludwig Pfeuffer. His family moved to Jerusalem in 1936. For Amichai, Jerusalem is not mythic alone, as in medieval Christian maps where Jerusalem is the center of the world. For Amichai, it was a real place; it was the place where he grew up. He went to Hebrew University, became a high school teacher and raised a family in Jerusalem. The merging that Amichai does in the poem above is not uncommon to most of his poems which incorporate the new and old, the sacred and mundane, the biblical and the ordinary, often in the same breath.

Amichai served in the Israeli army, fought in a number of wars and also wrote about the enormous emotional and spiritual cost of war. One of his most famous poems on this theme is  from his book Open Close Open. 

I have lived out my life in wars of every kind: battles without 
and within, close combat, face-to-face, the faces always
my own, my lover-face, my enemy-face.
Wars with the old weapons – sticks and stones, blunt axe, words,
dull ripping knife, love and hate,
and wars with newfangled weapons – machine gun, missile,
words, land mines exploding, love and hate.
I don't want to fulfill my parents' prophecy that life is war.
I want peace with all my body and all my soul.
Rest me in peace.

Sadly, Amichai may be resting in peace now, but he died of cancer in 2,000. What he left was a legacy of rich poetry that sings about humanity and about Israel’s identity, its challenges, its culture, and its spirit. 

Jerusalem is indeed a port city of eternity from the view of the pilgrim and traveler. In the ancient religious world, the city overflowed with people three times a year during Jewish festivals. People from all walks of life and religions visit Jerusalem to find themselves. The city does not move but all those around it move, arriving and leaving – touched by its majesty or its pain. To echo the words of a famous rabbinic commentary. Ten portions of beauty were given to the world. Nine were doled out to Jerusalem. Ten measures of suffering were given to the world; nine to Jerusalem.
In our poem, there are Yom Kippur sailors. The fog horn of ships becomes the shofar. Yom Kippur sailors climb the masts of holiness to get a more expansive view. Like sailors, these penitents wear uniforms of white, the white of purity. With the solidity of military rituals, they climb ropes and ladders that have been climbed before. The climbing involves risks and dangers but also thrilling possibilities. They climb on the well-tested prayers of those before them. Amichai’s sailors give us a different feeling of the Days of Awe as we stand so close to Yom Kippur. Repentance is not just about transformation in this poem; it is a re-enactment of the past by those in the present. It is a holy adventure.

Have a meaningful fast and a Shabbat Shalom.

