Shattered Hearts, Broken Vessels: Community and Compassion in Devastation's Wake

Ariel Evan Mayse (amayse@stanford.edu)

Joy Harjo, “Speaking Tree”
I had a beantiful dream I was dancing with a tree.

—Sandra Cisneros

Some things on this earth are unspeakable:
Genealogy of the broken—

A shy wind threading leaves after a massacre,
Or the smell of coffee and no one there—

Some humans say trees are not sentient beings,
But they do not understand poetry—

Nor can they hear the singing of trees when they are fed by

Wind, or water music—

Or hear their cries of anguish when they are broken and bereft—

Now I am a woman longing to be a tree, planted in a moist, dark earth

Between sunrise and sunset—

I cannot walk through all realms—

I carry a yearning I cannot bear alone in the dark—

What shall I do with all this heartache?

The deepest-rooted dream of a tree is to walk

Even just a little ways, from the place next to the doorway—

To the edge of the river of life, and drink—

I have heard trees talking, long after the sun has gone down:

Imagine what wonld it be like to dance close together

In this land of water and knowledge. . .
To drink deep what is undrinkable.

Mishnah Ta’anit 2:1-2

What is the order of fast days? The ark is
removed to the city square and burnt ashes are
placed upon it, and upon the head of the leader,
and upon the head of the vice-leader, and each
and every person places them upon their head.

The elder recites teachings of reproof: “My
friends, it is not stated with regard to the people
of Nineveh: And God saw their sackcloth and
their fasting. Rather: ‘And God saw their deeds,
that they had turned from their evil way’ (Jonah
3:10). In the Prophets it says: “Rend your hearts
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and not your garments [and return to the Lord
your God” (Joel 2:13).

They stand for prayer. An elder, experienced in
prayer, descends before the ark. This person
must have children and an empty house, so that
their heart will be full in the prayer...

b. Pesahim 117a

Rav Yehuda said that Shmuel said: Moses and
the Jewish people recited Torah’s song [i.e., the
Song of the Sea] as they ascended from the sea.

But who said the Hallel [i.e. Psalms 113—118]?

The Prophets among them established this for
the Jewish people, for them to recite on

every occasion, and during every trouble, may it
not come upon them.

When they are redeemed, they will recite it over
their redemption.
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m. Berakhot 3:1

One whose deceased [relative] lies before them
is exempt from the recitation of Shema, from
the ‘amidah, and from zefillin.

The pallbearers and their replacements and the
replacements of their replacements, those in
front of the bier and those after the bier: those
who are needed for the bier are exempt [from
Shemal; while those who are not needed for the
bier are obligated.

Both these and those are exempt from the
amidabh.
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Maimonides on m. Berakhot 3:1

All are exempt from the ‘amidah because their
hearts are so troubled.

NTIV 2N DYLM NN I DNV DOM
a5n

b. Mo’ed Katan 21a

The Sages taught: These are the activities that a
mourner is prohibited from: they are prohibited
from working, and from bathing, and from
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anointing, and from engaging in sexual
relations, and from wearing shoes. They are
prohibited from reading the Torah, and the
Prophets, and the Writings, and from studying
the Mishnah, in the midrash, and in

the halakhot, and the Talmud, and the aggadot.
But if the public needs one [to teach] one need
not refrain. It happened that the son of Rabbi
Yosei died in Tzippori, and Rabbi

Yosei entered the study hall and

taught there for the entire day.
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b. Mo’ed Katan 21b

The Sages taught: A mourner, during the first
three days, is prohibited from extending
greetings. From the third to the seventh , one
may respond but may not extend

greetings. From this point forward, one may
extend greetings and respond in the manner.
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Mishneh Torah, hilkhot avel 13:2

The mourner sits at the head of the company.
The comforters are permitted to sit only on the
ground, as it says: “And they sat with him on
the ground” (Job 2:13).

They are not permitted to say anything until the
mourner opens his mouth first, as it says, “And
no one spoke anything to him” (Job 3:1) And it
says, “And then Job held forth.... And Eliphaz
responded” (Job. 3:1, 4:1).

Once the mourner shakes their head, the
comforters are no longer permitted to sit with
them, so that they do not trouble him overly
s0.

When a deceased person has no mourners who
must be comforted, ten upright individuals
from the community at large come and sit in
the deceased’s place throughout the seven days
of mourning. Others gather around them. If
there are not ten fixed people who remain
throughout the seven days, each day, ten other
people are selected and they sit in that place.
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Ralonymous Kalman Shapira, Derashot mi-Shenot ha-Za‘am, ed. Daniel Reiser, 2 vols, vol. 1: 112

[The angels are described] as “receiving one from
the other” (mekablin dein min dein). We receive from
one another not only when we give #edakah or
other kinds of love to each other, but also when
one listens to the suffering of another person and
does all that can be done to help, if one’s heart is
shattered within and the blood freezes up in their
veins, and if from this broken heart one returns to
God and prays to the blessed One on behalf of the
people. This, too, is a kind of receiving “one from
the other.” You receive their brokenheartedness
and repentance, and they, from you, [receive]
compassion, good deeds and prayer performed on
their behalf. This causes [the angels] on high to
receive from one another.
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T. S. Eliot, “The Four Quartets”

Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future,
And time future contained in time past.
If all time is eternally present
All time is unredeemable.
What might have been is an abstraction
Remaining a perpetual possibility
Only in a world of speculation.
What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.
Footfalls echo in the memory
Down the passage which we did not take
Towards the door we never opened
Into the rose-garden. My words echo
Thus, in your mind.
But to what purpose

Disturbing the dust on a bowl of rose-leaves
I do not know.

Other echoes
Inhabit the garden. Shall we follow?
Quick, said the bird, find them, find them,
Round the corner. Through the first gate,
Into our first wotld, shall we follow
The deception of the thrush? Into our first
world.

There they were, dignified, invisible,

Moving without pressure, over the dead leaves
In the autumn heat, through the vibrant air,
And the bird called, in response to

The unheard music hidden in the shrubbery,
And the unseen eyebeam crossed, for the roses
Had the look of flowers that are looked at.
There they were as our guests, accepted and
accepting.

So we moved, and they, in a formal pattern,
Along the empty alley, into the box circle,

To look down into the drained pool.

Dry the pool, dry concrete, brown edged,

And the pool was filled with water out of
sunlight,

And the lotos rose, quietly, quietly,

The surface glittered out of heart of light,

And they were behind us, reflected in the pool.
Then a cloud passed, and the pool was empty.
Go, said the bird, for the leaves were full of
children,

Hidden excitedly, containing laughter.

Go, go, go, said the bird: human kind

Cannot bear very much reality.

Time past and time future

What might have been and what has been
Point to one end, which is always present.
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b. Ta’anit 24a

Rav came to a certain place. He decreed a fast
but rain did not come. The prayer leader
descended before him recited: “He Who makes
the wind blow,” and the wind

blew. He said: “Who makes the rain fall,” and
the rain came.

Rav said to him: What are your deeds?

He said to him: I am a teacher of children, and
I teach the Bible to the children of the poor as
to the children of the rich. If someone

cannot pay, I do not take anything. And for any
child who is struggling, I have a pond with a
school of fish. I win the student over with my
fish. I calm him and sooth him, until he learns
to read.”
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The lliad, Book XVIII

He pictured, then, two cities, noble scenes;
weddings in one, and wedding feasts, and brides

led out through town by torchlight from their chambers

amid chorales, amid the young men

turning round and round in dance: flutes and harps

among them, keeping up a tune, and women
coming outdoors to stare as they went by...

Wartime then;
around the other city were emplaced
two columns of besiegers, bright in arms. ..

Upon the shield, soft terrain, freshly ploughed,

he pictured: a broad field, and many ploughmen
here and there upon it...

He put there, too, a king’s field. Harvest-hands

were swinging whetted scythes to mow the grain,

and stalks were falling along the swath
while binders girder others up in sheaves
with bands of straw...

A vineyard then he pictured, weighted down

with grapes: this all in gold; and yet the clusters
hung dark purple, while the spreading vines
were propped on silver vine-poles...
Light-hearted boys and girls were

harvesting the grapes in woven baskets,

while on a resonant harp a boy among them
played a tune of longing , singing low



with delicate voice a summer dirge. The others,
kept time together as they skipped along.

Z.echariah 8:4-6
Thus said the Lord of Hosts: There shall yet be N2N72 NP DR)PTIY? TY NIRIY N NN ND

old men and women in the squares of 10N 290 Y IMYYR VIR DY)
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Thus said the Lord of Hosts: Though it will
seem impossible to the remnant of this people

in those days, shall it also be impossible to
Me?—declares the Lord of Hosts.

Malbim

This prophecy corresponds to their concern. .. (N-7) N N NI, 19 IWYNY a0 wwnn T
that they might be exiled from the land by 1AW TIYY IIN YIND P2 NIV WPIT 0OP
Daryavesh for a second time. God tells them, ooV MAINID NMIPH DAIPR, MY NV
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promising that the peace will be so great that TN Y92 PP MAINID INND DTN
“in the squares of Jerusalem” even the
powerless, the elderly and the children, will
dwell in the city without fear.

Micah 4:4
But all shall sit under their own vine and fig tree with no one ININD NNN) 19 NP YIN YN
to disturb them. For it was the Lord of Hosts who spoke. SRT IR MO IO PR

Ibn Ezra (12 century, Spain)

“All shall sit” — this refers to all the world’s O9IVN PWIN DD - 1avN
inhabitants.

Yehudah Amichai, ““The Third Poem about Dicky”

In these hills even the oil rigs VNN NITP ITIN YIN NIND NIV
are already a memory. Here Dicky fell Y77 99) XD .)172% 72D 0N
who was four years older than I and like a
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in times of anguish. Now that I’'m older than
him

by forty years, I remember him like a young
son
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and I an old grieving father.

And you who remember only a face,
don't forget the outstretched hands
and the legs that run so easily

and the words.

Remember that even the road to terrible battles
always passes by gardens and windows
and children playing and a barking dog.

Remember the fruit that fell and remind it

of the leaves and the branch

remind the hard thorns

that they were soft and green in springtime,

and don’t forget that the fist, too,

was once the palm of an open hand, and fingers.
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