Preparing for Sabbath

Palestinian men, fatigue and anxiety stamped on their faces, waited at the checkpoint to return to their families in Bethlehem. I couldn’t help but squirm with discomfort at how easily the magic of my American passport had helped me sail through. Weighed down by this experience of terrible disparity, I struck up a conversation with a Franciscan monk on the bus back to Jerusalem.

He and his two young companions had spent the day in the trauma wing of the Catholic Relief Services Hospital in Bethlehem with children who, terrorized by constant violence and war, had become deaf and mute. I asked them about the “situation” in the occupied territories, my obsessive concern. Their sensitive faces reflected deep pain and understanding. They were at a loss for words. It seemed as if they’d rather be silent. “But is there no political solution?” I asked again. “That cannot be our main concern,” the monk said to me gently but with conviction. “All we’re called to do is to be with these people, just be with them.”

My Jewish hosts were getting ready for Sabbath. The spirit of quiet descending on the house and on the whole neighborhood was palpable. Everywhere the ordinary was being surrendered, as it were, into the hands of God. The parting words of the young monk were still with me. “Just be with them, just be…” My ceaselessly agitated political self was being invited to become still, to enter the silence of the children in the trauma wing, to open myself to the silence of God.

Victor Jara's Hands

Two days after the coup, Pinochet's junta seized him and took him to the detention center at the Santiago sports stadium. He was singled out by the tormentors who tortured him and then broke his hands.

They were delicate, his wife said

fingers slender and lithe

like those of an Indian dancer.

They soothed the cuts and bruises

their daughters suffered at play.

She did not say how

those hands held her face

or what everyone knew—

how they released song-birds

from the cage of his guitar

or how they held 

throngs of campesinos

by the magic of their plucking,

or slapped out songs about hands

that brought in the harvest

fed the kilns

threw pots

delivered babies

blackened in the mines

hauled in the nets

boned the fish

raised a glass to say Salud.

She did not say

could not say

how they come to me at night

here in the north

twin messengers

who take me by the shoulders

and whisper it's all right

not to stop weeping.

