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Zierler’s genre-crossing study is best read slowly, for it lays out not so much an argument as the
heart’s journey of a scholar and teacher through the two years following the sudden deaths of both
her parents, eleven months apart, in 2019-2020. The date is critical, because Zierler has written an
account of her experience and practice through both personal grief and the massive communal
trauma of Covid in New York City, while saying Kaddish, the obligatory memorial prayer for
mourners, at her Orthodox synagogue and also teaching modern Jewish literature and feminist
studies at Hebrew Union College-Jewish Institute of Religion.

Although the subject matter and tone of Going Out with Knots is distinctly personal, this volume
is more study than memoir. The lengthy introduction sets forth her aims and methodology in
combining autobiographical, liturgical, and theological reflection with translations and close
readings of modern Hebrew poems. The first chapter, “Learning to Mourn,” is largely biographical
and autobiographical; generously yet economically, Zierler shares just enough of her family story
so that readers can appreciate her unique mode of lament “to the specific, idiosyncratic tune of
poetry” (28). Through eighty-eight weeks of Kaddish recitation, she undertook the project of
teaching a weekly poetry seminar, Shir Hadash shel Yom (“A New Poem of the Day”) for members
of her Modern Orthodox congregation and an expanded online audience, seeking to discover and
demonstrate “the theological and recuperative power of modern Hebrew poetry” (xxi).
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The next six chapters present fifty-two of the poems Zierler taught, in their entirety or (in a few
cases) as substantial excerpts in both Hebrew and English. Each chapter is devoted to the work of
a poet who treats various aspects of the central themes of love and mourning, pain and hope (often
unrealized), faith, gratitude, and persistence even in the face of unresolved doubt. Among the
selected poets, the best known is Yehuda Amichai, whose college seminar first introduced the then-
young Zierler to the possibility of expressing “modern, everyday, even sordid reality in the
language of the Bible, the rabbis, and the prayerbook” (25).

A brief chapter of “Final Thoughts” (with a final poem) brings Zierler’s account of her experience
to a close on 8 October 2023, as her praying community and the world reckon with the beginning
of a new war for Israel and Gaza, and her family, with the progressive loss of a third parent, now
to advancing dementia. At the end of the volume are an appendix containing several of Zierler’s
own poems written (in English) during the “Kaddish years,” succinct endnotes, and a useful
bibliography of secondary sources. Since this is a work of practical theology, a complementary
study and discussion guide for mourners, pray-ers, students, and others with general interest is
available on the Jewish Publication Society website (https://jps.org/study-guides/).

“Theology arises from human experience” (xxiii, quoting Mara Benjamin, The Obligated Self, xiv—
xv). A pertinent element of experience shaping the Shir Hadash project and hence the interpretive
essays that constitute the bulk of this book is the sense of exclusion felt by some or many women
in traditional Kaddish settings, where they may not be counted as legitimate public mourners.
Mourning her father’s death, Zierler began to “go out with knots,” donning his tallit (prayer shawl)
with its ritual knots, consciously drawing on a mishnaic prescription that sons longing for an
absent father should wear the father’s knotted shoelace as a sign of connection. Although later
rabbinic commentary specifically excludes women from such practice, Zierler was encouraged by
her own teacher at an Orthodox yeshiva to discover how the sages themselves set aside a related
prohibition that did not suit the social situation of their own day. In further response to liturgical
exclusion, this volume includes a plurality of women poets—Lea Goldberg, Rachel Morpurgo,
Ruhama Weiss, and Rachel Bluwstein—thus creating “a feminist liturgical through line” (xxxi) to
redress the paucity of women’s voices in traditional sources.

Processes of translation are central for Zierler, in a sense that is not strictly linguistic. She
understands translation as “being moved, from one place or state or mode or time or language to
another”; through that movement, “it offers its own form of healing” (xxvii). A significant part of
the translation work here is in the direction of “open siddur,” identifying places of fluidity even in
the so-called fixed liturgy, so participants may move “from static ritual to transformation” (xxviii).

Nonetheless, it is Zierler’s skill as a linguistic translator that secures the success of her project. She
is sensitive to pattern and rhythm and searches out ways to capture alliteration and assonance
wherever these are pronounced features of the Hebrew poem. In Lea Goldberg’s “Night Psalm,”
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Ve-ha-boker ‘alman ne’eman becomes “And morning is a mourning spouse” (68); if anything, the
English wordplay sharpens the original image of morning as a “faithful widower.” Many or most
of the Hebrew poems make use of rhyme schemes, and Zierler is remarkably resourceful in devising
analogous schemes that give structure to the English poem, while at the same time preserving all
essential aspects of meaning. Her ear is attuned to the affective dimensions of sound; for example,
tracing rhymes, repetitions, long vowel sounds, and other effects in the “illness poetry” of Rachel
Bluwstein, she hears breathing through “In the Hospital” the sounds of failing lungs, chronic pain,
and unrelieved disappointment. Moreover, Zierler has an excellent ear for thematic and verbal
resonances. A religious poem, and especially a Hebrew poem, is a palimpsest; her interpretive
essays take brief but effective note of words and phrases that echo through the religious tradition,
as well as in modern Israeli and Jewish culture.

The poems gain immediacy from the varied ways that Zierler interweaves linguistic translation,
literary and theological analysis, and contemporary events with elements of her personal story. A
year and a half into the period of acute loss, feeling both anger and religious struggle, she turns to
the persistently questing poet Avraham Halfi, whose work was embraced and brought into the
mainstream by Arik Einstein and other Israeli musicians. The ingenious reflection on “At Night
Birds Fell” begins in August 2020, when Tropical Storm Isaiah toppled New York’s trees and power
lines, compounding the havoc already wreaked by COVID. Evoking a storm that shook trees until
birds fell from the nest, Halfi raises the possibility, “Perhaps there was never anything else in the
heavens.” Zierler shares his doubt with her Orthodox community, drawing upon the weekly Torah
portion about saving the mother while removing baby chicks from the nest (Deut 22:6-7) and a
talmudic challenge to the promise of longevity that attends it. Her intention is to widen the narrow
space offered by traditional theology for honest exploration of divine absence in the midst of
tragedy. Halfi imagines “someone who fell like a bird from the nest” and as a result “doesn’t know
who he is, who he is, who he is.” Echoing through that line, Zierler hears “the repeated sad hootings
of a bird—mi hu’, mi hu’, mi hu’,” thus giving haunting expression in two languages to “all of the
lost and unmoored places in us” (100-102).

A model for Zierler is Rachel Morpurgo of Trieste (b. 1790), the first modern Hebrew woman poet,
a scholarly Orthodox woman whose complex poems build upon strata of classical texts. Morpurgo
was stubbornly resistant to constraints, both literary and personal, imposed because of her gender.
She describes herself as “like a bird in a net” (150, Hebrew), a “chirping voice” that might “raise
walls and ramparts of salvation.” A twenty-something Rachel held out for three years against her
family’s refusal to let her choose her own husband; when they relented, she wrote her own wedding
song: “Salvation God Did Send” (155).

Less triumphant is the poetic voice of Rachel Bluwstein, a Russian immigrant to Palestine in 1909,
whose poems are a kind of “pandemic Torah” emerging from her own isolation, the clash between
her Zionist fervor and the tuberculosis that excluded her from the pioneering farming culture of
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Mandatory Palestine. Bluwstein also draws deeply on biblical and talmudic texts, “helping to forge
new kinds of imaginative community and affinity” (234). Zierler is honest about the disturbance
and dissatisfaction she feels when Bluwstein refuses to accept for herself the “good tidings ... of
freedom and liberty” that four leprous men once proclaimed to the besieged city of Samaria (2 Kgs
7:3-9); “I'll fall besieged without a cure / Before the coming of tidings’ great day” (“Day of Tidings,”
234). Nonetheless, Bluwstein’s is the last major poetic voice in this study. Even as she approaches
death, she seeks to be heard, refusing consolation but, equally, not settling for isolation. Hers is “a
voice calling out for compassion,” and Zierler takes heart from making it audible seven decades
later, in another pandemic time, “when all of us were craving every bit of compassion,
understanding, and fellowship we could possibly get” (233).

Zierler’s work here assumes the form of an extended showing and sharing more than an argument.
However, if there is an argument implicit throughout, then one of its central tenets is that
mourning is a learned activity, as the first chapter title indicates. For someone like her, it is also a
learned activity, one that creates an opportunity, even an obligation, for teaching. She identifies
part of her translation work as moving “from the personal to the dialogical and the communal”
(xxviii), a move she accomplishes while neither leaving the personal behind nor making it
burdensome for the reader. She shows the full complementarity between the hard emotional work
of swimming through loss and the demanding cognitive work of learning more about what it is to
be human, to love, to suffer and stumble in love, to look for God’s presence in the midst of loss and
sometimes fail to find it.

From the start, Zierler foregrounds the highly personal circumstances that generated this book, so
I acknowledge in closing that I read it some three years into learning to mourn the death of my
husband and to receive healing, in no small part through praying as a regular, welcomed though
uncounted guest at the Kaddish minyan at my neighborhood (Conservative) synagogue. As a
gentile Christian, I do not belong to Zierler’s primary audience, and the gaps I sense in my own
liturgical tradition are somewhat different. Yet I find companionship and edification through her
intelligent presentation of poems that had been largely unknown to me, and likewise through her
honest and delicately balanced treatment of emotional experience as an essential component of
religious thought and practice.
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