[image: image1.jpg]FCS

- Jewish Board of Family
and Children’s Services, Inc.



[image: image2.png]


The Maker, The Medium

The Healing Relationship
As clay in the hand of the potter:

At his will, he expands or contracts it.

So are we in Your hands, Loving Creator.

Your covenant recall, and

ignore our weakness.

As stone in the hand of the mason:

At his will, he preserves or shatters it.

So are we in Your hands,

Source of Life and Death.
Your covenant recall, and

ignore our weakness.

As iron in the hand of the welder:

At his will, he forges or breaks it.

So are we in Your hands,

Sustainer of the Poor and Cast Down.

Your covenant recall, and

ignore our weakness.

As glass in the hand of the glass blower:

At his will, he inflates or dissolves it.

So are we in Your hands,

Forgiver of all Transgressors.

Your covenant recall, and

ignore our weakness.

As fabric in the hand of the embroiderer:

At his will, he stretches or folds it.

So are we in Your hands,

Stern and Exacting God.

Your covenant recall, and

ignore our weakness.

As silver in the hand of the smith:

At his will, he mixes or makes it pure.

So are we in Your hands,

Healer of the Ailing.

Your covenant recall, and

ignore our weakness.

excerpted from 

Clay in the Hands of the Potter:

The liturgy of the High Holidays is replete with moving and evocative prayers 

and poems whose aim is to provide tools for t’shuvah – “return” or “repentance” – in its 

various dimensions: individual insight, interpersonal change, communal and spiritual healing.  Certainly one of the most compelling is Ki Hineh KaHome, “For We Are As 

Clay,” an anonymous piyyut (liturgical  poem) probably dating to the 12th century CE, which uses the Prophet Jeremiah’s parable of “God the Potter, Israel Clay” (18:1-11) as the image for exploring our relationships to Divinity.  In the course of seven stanzas, the poet expands on the theme by imaging God as six other artisans: the mason, the iron welder, the mariner, the glass blower, the embroiderer, and the silversmith.  My free translation appears below.
From a dialogue between these practitioners and the text of this piyyut, I derived the following healing lessons:
· The various metaphors and images point to multiple realities in our relationships to God.  These relationships not only differ from individual to individual, but shift in the course of a day, let alone a lifetime.  I may have certain strengths at one point that become liabilities the next … I may face obstacles today that evolve into stepping stones tomorrow.  Furthermore since Judaism enjoins us to focus on community, I may draw upon the variety of resources represented by family, friends and fellow travelers, and not feel restricted by my own “material,” my own limitations.
· The relationship between artisan and medium is one of intimacy, passion, interdependence, and often idiosyncrasy; the matter desperately wants to become something and the maker has a fundamental need to create with it.  Through a relationship that is both caring and demanding, predictable and unfolding complementary and dynamic, both maker and material are brought together to self actualization and emergence.  As both the Hassidim and the contemporary theologian-activist Abraham Joshua Heschel have stressed, God is in need of and in search of humankind.

· Critical to the poem’s structure is the refrain, loosely translated, “Recall the b’rit (covenant), and ignore the yetser (matter, referring especially to the weaker aspects of our moral constitutions).”  Here we ask God not to focus on our natural material beings (our “flesh,” if you will, which can be problematic), but on our agreement with God, our potential.  As in any intimate relationship, at certain points there must not only be a serious evaluation, but a renewal, a renegotiation.  We urge God to “remember our agreement,” but we also suggest “let’s reexamine our arrangements.”
· Even the expert makes errors, rejects certain elements, undoes or redoes work in progress.  The particularity of the material and the personality of the artisan are intersecting factors in the creative process.  Neither partner is totally in control; neither the artisan nor the medium can call all the shots.  How special to be in the hands of the Master Craftsperson – but how intimidating too!  For some of us, it can be initially upsetting, and then pointedly reassuring to learn that s/he does not always get it right the first time.
· Each stanza and interview expressed an artistic, life-affirming, individualistic purpose, in some ways more reassuring and more inspiring than a linear blueprint or a rational, scientific plan.  I certainly do not want illness and suffering to be utterly random and meaningless, but neither could I stand them to be part of a punitive score sheet.  To locate myself in a permanent conventional relationship, characterized by creativity, continuity, and courage, is, in itself a source of comfort, solace and reassurance.
· Implicit in this poem us a fundamental democracy, for no one medium or artistic calling is preferred over another.  Relatively fragile glass is no less valuable than powerful iron, expensively embroidered cloth no ore significant than humble clay.  Each stands in an equal relationship to its respective artisan, who is answerable to it…and the world is in need of each and every creation.

· The sub text of this poem is mortality.  In much lovelier words, it reminds us that when all is said and done, we are but “dust and ashes.”  But through the b’rit, the covenantal relationship, we stand eternal.

To me, there is something intrinsically healing about my process of inquiry.  To join with poets who turned to the arts around them to explore and define their relationship to God was deeply moving; to dig into the reality of artisans doing their craft was similarly inspiring.  Those coping with illness – their own or that of a loved one – may want to take a clue from the poet of the piyyut and create a poem of parallel structure with personally meaningful images.
For we are:

As movement of the limbs of the dancer…

As dough in the palms of the baker…

As words in the mouth of the poet…
Rabbi Simkha Y. Weintraub, LCSW
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