Tisha b’Av 5781: Our Mourning Year
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I.

Kriah / Tearing

KRIAH
 hen my mother died,
W
I was 3000 miles away
On a teen study trip in England.
I said goodbye to her at the airport and never saw her again.
They woke me up in the dorm
And told me my mother was sick and I had to go home to New York.
Part of me knew that this meant she was dead
But as my friends gathered to say goodbye
I complained, to their horror,
about my mother’s hypochondria and
how she was always interrupting
whenever I was having fun.
The only book I had with me on the plane home was
The Myth of Sisyphus by Albert Camus,
and this was kind of funny even then.
I mean, really?
My father told me she was dead as I walked in the door and
All I could think about was what I had left behind:
My first boyfriend,
Nigel,
Who had eyes like a young Martin Landau.
The house was filled with relatives and people from the Temple.
I made jokes and refused to cry.
My mother was 48.
I was 16.
When my father announced he was sick
I was 3000 miles away living in the Pacific Northwest.
It took about a year for him to die.
I came East for a visit,
We talked about everything except his coming death
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Or that I loved him.
I said a normal goodbye as I got into a cab to the airport to go back to Seattle.
He looked very sad
And I never saw him again.
I had been planning to move back home in a few months
In time for his last days
But he died in an emergency room a few weeks later.
I returned for the funeral and cried during the service
And cried at the cemetery
And I cried when, for the first time in 12 years, I saw my mother’s headstone.
My father was 61.
I was 28.
I remember the sound of the black ribbon
Ripped apart in shock and grief, each time
By the rabbi
When I think of all the families who watched
As their parents went into the hospital with COVID
And who never saw them again.

Trisha Arlin
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Sorrow

Illustration by Joanne Fink.
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Eicha / How?!
So many died in isolation,
intubated, untouchable.
How did the doctors and nurses
bear their despair?
How can we move through the world
when so many are mourning?

If we tore our clothes for every rip
in the fabric of our lives,
every ventilator
and heart that stopped,
who would wear anything
but rags?

Light a candle
for every COVID-19 death
and face a sea of flames—
and when they gutter
and go dark
we wail with our aloneness again.
Rabbi Rachel Barenblat
Lost

Illustration by Joanne Fink
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II.

Shiva / Sitting

Shiva
Stop.
I need to stop. To sit. To feel.
I am not ready to go to a hockey game, or a movie, or a concert.
Not after this. A churban, a destruction.
Four million souls, officially, lost to COVID. Likely many times more.
A break in the order of things.
Parents and children, grandparents, lovers.
Colleagues and neighbours and classmates.
Memories and smiles and special recipes and stories and love affairs and hair styles and
struggles and petty annoyances and languages and sideways glances.
I want to remember them. Life.
Pray for the aliyahs of their neshamas.
Pray for the health of those left here in this world.
Light candles, sit low, cover mirrors. Mourn.
Tell stories with friends and family and coworkers and partners and teachers and students.
Let grief wash over like the ocean’s waves.
In between servings of egg salad sandwiches and rugelach and instant coffee.
And hugs.
And healing.
We couldn’t do that this year either, couldn’t sit shiva together.
Our tradition innovated as it could, zooming through little screen boxes.
Enabling connection, though not the same.
Need to mourn that too.
As doors open
Before going out
Let’s sit together, shiva
Seven days, the days of creation
In memory, in healing
A liminal space to hold the churban
To process
And then to stand up, walk around the block
Re-emerge. Rebuild.
May the memories of those lost inspire us to build a better world.
Rabbi Dara Lithwick
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Hold On

Illustration by Joanne Fink.
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III.

Shloshim / Learning

How To
How to hold fear for so long
my shoulders learn a new shape.
How to watch numbers climb
higher, and then higher.
How to hold funerals
and kindergarten
over Zoom.
How to read subtle signals
via eyes alone.
How to re-grow scallions in water
because there might not be
more to buy.
How to feel our connections
though we’re apart.

How to sit
with unimaginable losses
even if they aren’t
our own, even if they are.
How to hold each other
when we can’t touch.
How to weep.
How to feel
everything that’s broken
—from mobile morgues
to the lies that fueled
shattered Capitol windows—
then ask the grief and fury
to drain away.
How to nurture
hope’s tiny tendrils
unfurling into flower
with every vaccination.
How to trust each other
take down our veils
and blink in unfamiliar sun.
Rabbi Rachel Barenblat
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RISE
We are sitting on the floor
Crawling, playing rattle, monkey, super parents,
Move organizers, breadwinners, challah bakers,
Stroller pushers…
I am sitting on the floor, and the light’s turned off
As night falls.
I measure time in months now.
In January, vaccinations were out of reach
For people my age.
We rented a car and drove Upstate,
For an ice-cold walk with a friend.
Biden became president.
February. It was Black History month.
We began dreaming about a different life.
We didn’t pack.
We sat in Brooklyn on the floor of our apartment,
And wrote wish lists, to-do lists, and shopping lists.
In March, it was still freezing.
I went to all the doctors I could think about
Because I knew there would not be healthcare
While transitioning.
Shops were still closed.
May and April, it rained where we were.
Most days went by in the ZOOM room.
I was freezing.
We often looked at each other, a little bit scared.
We flew 13 hours, masked and unprepared.
Then June came, a frenzy,
On the floor, unpacking, sick, rearranging,
Like so many,
We had left the city,
Now here, big skies,
Much air.
July came, the smell of hot wood in the air—
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Will it start burning? Will it start burning?—
The baby sits in cool water,
We are holding it together,
I think of all the families who are, too.
Month, after month, after month.
So much uprooted.
So many changing.
We, sitting on the floor.
We, sitting in cars.
We, getting back on airplanes.
We, building houses, renting temporary places,
We, staying where we used to come only
For summers.
We, downsizing, upsizing,
We, saying goodbyes.
We, rising?
Rabbi Sonja K. Pilz, PhD
Stop, Breathe

Illustration by Joanne Fink.
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IV.

Yahrzeit / Unveiling

YAHRZEIT 2021
Glorious and holy are the possibilities of God.
We’re getting used to the losses
But that’s not the same
As being okay.

Things are different now.
We want to go back to normal
But normal is gone.
Many died,
We sat shiva on zoom.
And now it’s time for yahrzeit.
So pour a shot of whiskey
For each member of the minyan.
L’chaim!
And let us say, amen.
It’s almost simple:
Democracy is threatened,
The planet is in danger.
Mourning must end,
We can’t stay in grief
We must act now.
We are afraid that
There is not enough goodness,
There is not enough hope.
Blessed One-ness.
Now is the time for teshuvah,
returning
to our true and brave selves.
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Now is the time for tefillah,
imagining
the future through holy conversations.
Now is the time for tzedukah,
fighting
for the survival of all our communities.
Holy Wholeness,
For all the living and in memory of the dead,
For all the possibilities of God,
Let us say Amen
Trisha Arlin
One Step

Illustration by Joanne Fink.
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אחר
יסורי לידה לא יכולים לשמוע
.את מילות הראשונות של הפעוט
מאגמה המוטלת לאדמה אינה רואה
.השתילים שישרשו באפר
מי ישמע נחמו נחמו עמי
 או,במקדש טמא שעדיין עומד
צדק צדק תרדוף
?לאחר המירוץ הוא ניצוח
אבל לחישה תשמע במקום
:שבו היה הבית אשר נחרב
ממעל גג נפול יופיע
.שמים עצומים מלאים בכוכבים
בגלותנו מבטיחות ונוסטלגיה
יתחיל את חזרתנו הפנימית ביותר
לא למקום בו היינו אלא
.לאן שנועדנו להיות

After
Birth pangs can’t hear
The toddler’s first words.
Earthbound magma can’t see
The saplings that will root in ash.
Who will hear comfort, comfort my people
In a defiled temple that still stands, or
Justice, justice you will pursue
After the race is won?
But a whisper will be heard in the place
Where the temple was destroyed:
Above a felled roof will appear
A vast star-studded sky.
Our exile from safety and nostalgia
Will begin our innermost return –
Not to where we were but
To where we’re destined to be.

אז אבן מאסו הבונים
.היתה לראש פינה של מחר
.שקרים יפרו את האמת
.מחאות יעוררו מדיניות

So the rejected stone will become
Tomorrow’s cornerstone.
Lies will fertilize truth.
Protests will inspire policy.

בת שנות אלפיים
עוד לא אבדה תקוותנו
שחייב להתחדש כמו ברית
בין זמן לנצחיות

Even after two thousand years,
Hope will not be destroyed
But must be renewed, a covenant
Between time and timelessness

,הוכרז על ידי יסורי לידה
,רעדה סיסמית מהאדמה
,תקיעת השופר
.ותפילת הלב

Announced by birth pangs,
A seismic shudder from the ground,
A shofar blast,
A prayer of the heart.
– Rabbi David Evan Markus

Comfort, comfort – Isaiah 40:1, for the seven weeks of comfort after Tisha b’Av. Justice,
justice – Deut. 16:20. A whisper will be heard – Yehuda Amichai, “From the Place Where We
are Right.” Felled roof – For Sukkot, the destination of the journey from Tisha b’Av. Rejected
stone… – From Psalms 118:22. After two thousand years – From Hatikvah, Israel’s national
anthem. Shudder – For even angels will shudder at Unetaneh Tokef. Shofar – Rosh Hashanah
seven weeks after Tisha b’Av.
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Find our collaborations here: Liturgical Arts Working Group
And our bios here: Builder Biographies.
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