I Know Why the Lonely Bird Weeps: Rabbinic Reconceivings

1. Eicha 1:20

See, O Eternal One, the distress I am in!
My heart is in anguish,

I know how wrong I was

To disobey.

Outside the sword deals death;

Indoors, the plague.
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2. Eicha2:2

See, O Eternal One, and behold,
To whom You have done this!
Alas, women eat their own fruit,
Their newborn babes!

Alas, priest and prophet are slain
In the Sanctuary of the Sovereign!
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3. FEicha 5:19-22

But You, O Eternal One, are enthroned
forever,
Your throne endures through the ages.
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Why have You forgotten us utterly,
Forsaken us for all time?

Take us back, O Eternal One, to Yourself,
And let us come back;

Renew our days as of old!

For truly, You have rejected us,

Bitterly raged against us.
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4. Ficha Rabbah 1:1

Rav Nahman said that Shmuel said in the name of Rabbi
Yehoshua ben Levi: The Holy One blessed be He summoned
the ministering angels and said to them: ‘A flesh and blood
king, when a relative of his dies and he mourns, what does
he typically do?’” They said to Him: ‘He hangs sackcloth on
his entrance.’ He said to them: ‘I, too, will do so.” That is
what is written: “I clothe the heavens in blackness and |
place sackcloth as their garment” (Isaiah 50:3). ‘A flesh and
blood king, what [else] does he typically do?” They said to
Him: ‘He extinguishes the lamps.” He said to them: ‘That is
what I will do,’ as it 1s stated: “The sun and the moon
darkened and the stars withdrew their shining” (Joel 4:15).
‘A flesh and blood king, what does he typically do?” ‘He
overturns the beds.” ‘That is what I will do,” as it is stated:
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“Until thrones were set in place and the Ancient One sat”
(Daniel 7:9), [implying,] as it were, that they had been
overturned. ‘A flesh and blood king, what does he typically
do?’ ‘He walks barefoot.” ‘That is what I will do,” as it is
stated: “His path is in tempest and in storm, and clouds are
the dust of His feet” (Nahum 1:3).

‘A flesh and blood king, what does he typically do?’ ‘He
rends his purple garments.” ‘That is what I will do,” as it is
stated: “The Lord has done what was purposed; He
implemented [bitza] His statement [emrato]” (Lamentations
2:17). Rabbi Yaakov of Kefar Hanan explained it: What is
bitza emrato? 1t is that He rent His purple garments. ‘A flesh
and blood king, what does he typically do?’ ‘He sits in
silence.” ‘That is what I will do,” as it is stated: “Let him sit
alone and be silent” (Lamentations 3:28). ‘A flesh and blood
king, what does he typically do?’ ‘He sits and weeps.” ‘That
i1s what I will do,” as it is stated: “The Lord, God of hosts,
called on that day for weeping and for lamentation and for
baldness” (Isaiah 22:12).
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5. Eicha 2:17

GOD has done what was purposed,
Implemented his decree

That had been ordained long ago,

And tearing down without pity.

[God] has let the foe rejoice over you,
Has exalted the might of your enemies.
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6. FEicha 3:26-28

It is good to wait patiently

Till rescue comes from GOD.

It is good for a man, when young,
To bear a yoke;

Let him sit alone and be patient,
When it is laid upon him.
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7. Eicha Rabbah Petihta 20

1 | “The Lord, God of hosts, called on that day for weeping
and for lamentation...” (Isaiah 22:12) — when the Holy
One blessed be He sought to destroy the Temple, He
said: As long as I am inside it, the nations of the world
will not touch it. So, I will avert My eyes from it, and I
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will take an oath that I will not attend to it until the time
of the end of days. Then the enemies will come and
destroy it. Immediately, the Holy One blessed be He
took an oath by His right hand, and withdrew it behind
Him. That is what is written: “He withdrew His right
hand from before the enemy” (Lamentations 2:3). At
that moment, the enemies entered the Sanctuary and
burned it. Once it was burned, the Holy One blessed be
He said: I no longer have an abode on the earth; I will
remove My Divine Presence from it, and I will ascend to
My original location. That is what is written: “I will go
and return to My place, until they will be punished and
they seek My presence” (Hosea 5:15).
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At that moment, the Holy One blessed be He was
weeping and saying: Woe is Me for what I have done. I
rested My Divine Presence below for the sake of Israel.
Now that they have sinned, I have returned to My
original place. Heaven forbid that I have become a
laughingstock to the nations and a mockery to the
people. At that moment, Metatron came and fell on his
face and said before Him: ‘Master of the universe, I will
weep but You shall not weep.” He said to him: ‘If you
do not allow Me to weep now, I will enter a place into
which you have no authorization to enter, and I will
weep, as it is stated: “But if you will not heed it, my soul
will weep in concealed places due to your arrogance...””
(Jeremiah 13:17).
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The Holy One blessed be He said to the ministering
angels: ‘Come and let us go, you and I, and let us see
what the enemies did in My Temple.” Immediately, the
Holy One blessed be He and the ministering angels
went, with Jeremiah before Him. When the Holy One
blessed be He saw the Temple, He said: Certainly, this is
My Temple and this is My resting place that enemies
entered and did in it as they pleased. At that moment, the
Holy One blessed be He was weeping and saying: Woe
is Me for My Temple. My children, where are you? My
priests, where are you? My beloved, where are you?
What could I do for you? I warned you but you did not
repent.
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The Holy One blessed be He said to Jeremiah: ‘Today I
am like a person who had an only son, made a wedding
canopy for him, and he died within his wedding canopy;
do you not feel pain for Me or for My son? Go and call
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Moses from their graves, as
they know how to weep.’ [Jeremiah] said before Him:
‘Master of the universe, I do not know where Moses is
buried.” The Holy One blessed be He said to him: ‘Go,
stand on the bank of the Jordan, raise your voice, and
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call: Son of Amram, son of Amram, arise and see your
flock who have been consumed by enemies.’
Immediately, Jeremiah went to the Cave of Makhpela
and said to the patriarchs of the world: ‘Arise, as the
time has arrived that you are summoned before the Holy
One blessed be He.” They said to him: “Why?’ He said
to them: ‘I do not know,’ because he feared that they
would say: In your days this befell our children?
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Jeremiah left them and stood on the bank of the Jordan,
and called out: ‘Son of Amram, son of Amram, arise, the
time has arrived that you are summoned before the Holy
One blessed be He.” He said to him: ‘What is different
about today that I am summoned before the Holy One
blessed be He?’ Jeremiah said to him: ‘I do not know.’
Moses left him and went to the ministering angels, as he
was familiar with them from the time of the giving of
the Torah. He said to them: ‘Ministers On High, do you
know why I am summoned before the Holy One blessed
be He?’ They said to him: ‘Son of Amram, do you not
know that the Temple has been destroyed and Israel has
been exiled?’ He was screaming and weeping until he
reached the patriarchs of the world. Immediately, they
rent their garments, placed their hands on their heads,
and were screaming and weeping until the gates of the
Temple. When the Holy One blessed be He saw them,
immediately, “the Lord, God of hosts, called on that day
for weeping and for baldness and for donning sackcloth”
(Isaiah 22:12). Had it not been for the verse that is
written, it would have been impossible to say it. They
were weeping and walking from this gate to that gate
like a person whose deceased relative is lying before
him. The Holy One blessed be He was lamenting and
saying: Woe to a king who was successful in his youth
and 1in his old age was not successful.
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&. Psalm 102

A prayer of one who is lowly and faint,
pouring forth a plea before GOD.

O Eternal One, hear my prayer;

let my cry come before You.

Do not hide Your face from me

in my time of trouble;

turn Your ear to me;

when I cry, answer me speedily.

For my days have vanished like smoke
and my bones are charred like a hearth.
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My body is stricken and withered like grass;
too wasted to eat my food;

on account of my vehement groaning

my bones show through my skin.

I am like a great owl in the wilderness,

an owl among the ruins.

I was diligent; I am like

a lone bird upon a roof.

All day long my enemies revile me;

my deriders use my name to curse.

9. FEicha Rabbah Petihta 20

Rabbi Alexandri began: “I was diligent, but I became like
a lonely bird on a rooftop” (Psalms 102:8) — the Holy
One blessed be He said: I was diligent about bringing My
children into the Land of Israel immediately, “but I
became like a lonely bird on a rooftop.” Just as the bird
moves alone from roof to roof, from fence to fence, from
tree to tree, and from branch to branch, so too, when
Israel departed from Egypt, they traveled in dispute and
encamped in dispute: “They traveled...and they
encamped [vayahanu]” (Exodus 13:20). When they
arrived at Mount Sinai, they became a united entity. It is
not written here, “they encamped,” but rather, “Israel
encamped [vayihan] there” (Exodus 19:2). At that time
the Holy One blessed be He said: This is the time when |
will give the Torah to My children.

Another matter: “I was diligent [shakadti] but I became ”
— the Holy One blessed be He said: 1 was persistent
[shakadti] to rest My Divine Presence in the Temple
forever. But I became like a bird. Just as this bird, when
you take its fledglings it remains alone, so too, the Holy
One blessed be He said: I burned My Temple, destroyed
My city, exiled My children among the nations of the
world, and I sat alone; “how...?”” (Lamentations 1:1).
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10. Eicha Rabbah 1:16

There was an incident involving the two children of
Tzadok the priest, who were taken captive, one male and
one female. This one fell to a certain officer and that one
fell to a certain officer. This one went to a prostitute and
gave her the male, and this one went to a wine merchant
and gave him the female in exchange for wine, to realize
what is written: “They gave the boy for the prostitute and
sold the girl for wine, and drank” (Joel 4:3).
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Days later, that prostitute brought that lad to the merchant.
She said to him: ‘Since I have a lad who resembles that
young woman, do you not wish to marry one to the other
and what emerges from them will be divided between us?’
He said to her: ‘Yes.” Immediately, they took them and
placed them in a room.

The young woman began weeping. He said to her: “Young
woman, why are you weeping?’ She said to him: ‘How
shall I not weep, when the daughter of the High Priest is
going to marry a slave?’ He said to her: “Whose daughter
are you?’ She said to him: ‘I am the daughter of Tzadok the
priest.” He said to her: “Where are you residing?’ She said
to him: ‘In the upper marketplace.” He said to her: ‘“What
mark is there on your residence?’ She said to him: ‘Such
and such mark.” He said to her: ‘Do you have a brother or a
sister?” She said: ‘I have one brother and he has a certain
mole on his shoulder. When he would come from school, I
would bare it and kiss it.” He said to her: ‘If you would see
him would you know him?’ She said to him: ‘Yes.” He
revealed himself and they recognized each other. They
were hugging each other and kissing each other until their
souls departed. The Divine Presence was crying out and
saying: “For these [ weep.”
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11. Eicha 1:16-17

For these things I weep,

My eyes flow with tears:

Far from me is any comforter
Who might revive my spirit;

My children are forlorn,

For the foe has prevailed.”

Zion spreads out her hands,

She has no one to comfort her;
God has summoned against Jacob
His enemies all about him;
Jerusalem has become an outcast among
them.
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12. Berachot 3a

It was taught that Rabbi Yosei said: [ was once
walking along the road when I entered a ruin among
the ruins of Jerusalem in order to pray. I noticed that
Elijah, of blessed memory, came and guarded the
entrance for me and waited at the entrance until I
finished my prayer.

When I finished praying Elijah said to me: Greetings
to you, my Rabbi. [ answered him: Greetings to you,
my Rabbi, my teacher. And Elijah said to me: My son,
why did you enter this ruin? I said to him: In order to
pray. And Elijah said to me: You should have prayed
on the road. And I said to him: I was afraid that I
might be interrupted by travelers. Elijah said to me:
You should have recited the abbreviated prayer. At
that time I learned from him, three things: I learned
that one may not enter a ruin; and I learned that one
may pray along the road; and I learned that one who
prays along the road recites an abbreviated prayer.

And Elijah said to me: What voice did you hear in that
ruin? I responded: I heard a Heavenly voice, cooing
like a dove and saying: Woe to the children, due to
whose sins | destroyed My house, burned My Temple,
and exiled them among the nations.

And Elijah said to me: By your life and by your head,
not only did that voice cry out in that moment, but it
cries out three times each and every day. Moreover,
whenever Israel enters synagogues and study halls and
answers, May His great name be blessed, the Holy
One, Blessed be He, shakes His head and says: Happy
is the king who is thus praised in his house. How great
is the pain of the father who exiled his children, and
woe to the children who were exiled from their
father’s table.
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Have You Prayed?
By Li-Young Lee

When the wind
turns and asks, in my father’s voice,

Have you prayed?

I know three things. One:




I’m never finished answering to the dead.

Two: A man is four winds and three fires.
And the four winds are his father’s voice,
his mother’s voice . . .

Or maybe he’s seven winds and ten fires.
And the fires are seeing, hearing, touching,
dreaming, thinking . . .

Or is he the breath of God?

When the wind turns traveler

and asks, in my father’s voice, Have you prayed?
I remember three things.

One: A father’s love

is milk and sugar,
two-thirds worry, two-thirds grief, and what’s left over

is trimmed and leavened to make the bread
the dead and the living share.

And patience? That’s to endure
the terrible leavening and kneading.

And wisdom? That’s my father’s face in sleep.

When the wind
asks, Have you prayed?
[ know it’s only me

reminding myself
a flower is one station between
earth’s wish and earth’s rapture, and blood

was fire, salt, and breath long before
it quickened any wand or branch, any limb
that woke speaking. It’s just me

in the gowns of the wind,

or my father through me, asking,
Have you found your refuge yet?
asking, Are you happy?

Strange. A troubled father. A happy son.
The wind with a voice. And me talking to no one.

“Have you Prayed?,” from Behind My Eyes by Li-Young Lee.






