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LAMENTATIONS CHAPTER 1

MEGILLAT EICHA

1 How doth the city sit solitary, that was full of 
people! How is she become as a widow! She that was 
great among the nations, and princess among the 
provinces, how is she become tributary!

תִי עָם--הָיְתָה,  בָה בָדָד, הָעִיר רַבָּ א  אֵיכָה יָשְׁ
דִינוֹת--הָיְתָה,  מְּ רָתִי בַּ תִי בַגּוֹיִם, שָׂ אַלְמָנָה; רַבָּ כְּ

לָמַס:

2 She weepeth sore in the night, and her tears are on 
her cheeks; she hath none to comfort her among all 
her lovers; all her friends have dealt treacherously 
with her, they are become her enemies.

יְלָה, וְדִמְעָתָהּ עַל לֶחֱיָהּ--אֵין-לָהּ  לַּ ה בַּ כוֹ תִבְכֶּ ב  בָּ
גְדוּ בָהּ, הָיוּ לָהּ  ל-רֵעֶיהָ בָּ ל-אהֲֹבֶיהָ:  כָּ מְנַחֵם, מִכָּ

לְאיְֹבִים:

3 Judah is gone into exile because of affliction, and 
because of great servitude; she dwelleth among the 
nations, she findeth no rest; all her pursuers overtook 
her within the straits.

בָה  לְתָה יְהוּדָה מֵענִֹי, וּמֵרבֹ עֲבֹדָה--הִיא יָשְׁ ג  גָּ
ין  יגוּהָ, בֵּ ׂ ל-רֹדְפֶיהָ הִשִּ בַגּוֹיִם, לאֹ מָצְאָה מָנוֹחַ; כָּ

צָרִים: הַמְּ

4 The ways of Zion do mourn, because none come to 
the solemn assembly; all her gates are desolate, her 
priests sigh; her virgins are afflicted, and she herself is 
in bitterness.

עָרֶיהָ  ל-שְׁ אֵי מוֹעֵד--כָּ לִי בָּ רְכֵי צִיּוֹן אֲבֵלוֹת, מִבְּ ד  דַּ
תוּלתֶֹיהָ נּוּגוֹת, וְהִיא  הֲנֶיהָ נֶאֱנָחִים; בְּ שׁוֹמֵמִין, כֹּ

מַר-לָהּ:

5 Her adversaries are become the head, her enemies 
are at ease; for the LORD hath afflicted her for the 
multitude of her transgressions; her young children 
are gone into captivity before the adversary.

י-יקוק הוֹגָהּ עַל  לוּ, כִּ ה  הָיוּ צָרֶיהָ לְרֹאשׁ איְֹבֶיהָ שָׁ
בִי, לִפְנֵי-צָר: עֶיהָ; עוֹלָלֶיהָ הָלְכוּ שְׁ שָׁ רבֹ-פְּ

6 And gone is from the daughter of Zion all her 
splendour; her princes are become like harts that find 
no pasture, and they are gone without strength before 
the pursuer.

רֶיהָ,  ל-הֲדָרָהּ; הָיוּ שָׂ ת-( צִיּוֹן, כָּ ו  וַיֵּצֵא מן בת- )מִבַּ
לְכוּ בְלאֹ-כֹחַ, לִפְנֵי  לִים לאֹ-מָצְאוּ מִרְעֶה, וַיֵּ אַיָּ כְּ

רוֹדֵף: 

7 Jerusalem remembereth in the days of her affliction 
and of her anguish all her treasures that she had 
from the days of old; now that her people fall by the 
hand of the adversary, and none doth help her, the 
adversaries have seen her, they have mocked at her 
desolations.

ל מַחֲמֻדֶיהָ,  לִַם, יְמֵי עָנְיָהּ וּמְרוּדֶיהָ--כֹּ ז  זָכְרָה יְרוּשָׁ
יַד-צָר, וְאֵין עוֹזֵר  הּ בְּ נְפֹל עַמָּ ר הָיוּ מִימֵי קֶדֶם; בִּ אֲשֶׁ

הָ: תֶּ בַּ חֲקוּ עַל מִשְׁ לָהּ--רָאוּהָ צָרִים, שָׂ

8 Jerusalem hath grievously sinned, therefore she is 
become as one unclean; all that honoured her despise 
her, because they have seen her nakedness; she 
herself also sigheth, and turneth backward.

ל- ן לְנִידָה הָיָתָה; כָּ לִַם, עַל-כֵּ ח  חֵטְא חָטְאָה יְרוּשָׁ
ם-הִיא נֶאֶנְחָה  י-רָאוּ עֶרְוָתָהּ, גַּ דֶיהָ הִזִּילוּהָ כִּ מְכַבְּ

ב אָחוֹר: שָׁ וַתָּ

9 Her filthiness was in her skirts, she was not mindful 
of her end; therefore is she come down wonderfully, 
she hath no comforter. ‘Behold, O LORD, my affliction, 
for the enemy hath magnified himself.’

רֶד  שׁוּלֶיהָ, לאֹ זָכְרָה אַחֲרִיתָהּ, וַתֵּ ט  טֻמְאָתָהּ בְּ
י  לָאִים, אֵין מְנַחֵם לָהּ; רְאֵה יקוק אֶת-עָנְיִי, כִּ פְּ

יל אוֹיֵב: הִגְדִּ

10 The adversary hath spread out his hand upon all 
her treasures; for she hath seen that the heathen are 
entered into her sanctuary, concerning whom Thou 
didst command that they should not enter into Thy 
congregation.

י-רָאֲתָה גוֹיִם,  יהָ:  כִּ ל-מַחֲמַדֶּ רַשׂ צָר, עַל כָּ י  יָדוֹ פָּ
הָל לָךְ:  יתָה, לאֹ-יָבֹאוּ בַקָּ ר צִוִּ הּ--אֲשֶׁ שָׁ אוּ מִקְדָּ בָּ

11 All her people sigh, they seek bread; they have 
given their pleasant things for food to refresh the soul. 
‘See, O LORD, and behold, how abject I am become.’

ים לֶחֶם, נָתְנוּ  הּ נֶאֱנָחִים מְבַקְשִׁ ל-עַמָּ יא  כָּ
יב נָפֶשׁ; רְאֵה  אכֶֹל לְהָשִׁ יהֶם( בְּ מחמודיהם )מַחֲמַדֵּ

י הָיִיתִי זוֹלֵלָה:  יטָה, כִּ יקוק וְהַבִּ

12 ‘Let it not come unto you, all ye that pass by! 
Behold, and see if there be any pain like unto my pain, 
which is done unto me, wherewith the LORD hath 
afflicted me in the day of His fierce anger.

יטוּ וּרְאוּ, אִם-יֵשׁ  ל-עבְֹרֵי דֶרֶךְ--הַבִּ יב  לוֹא אֲלֵיכֶם, כָּ
ר הוֹגָה יקוק,  ר עוֹלַל לִי:  אֲשֶׁ מַכְאֹבִי אֲשֶׁ מַכְאוֹב כְּ

יוֹם חֲרוֹן אַפּוֹ: בְּ

13 From on high hath He sent fire into my bones, and 
it prevaileth against them; He hath spread a net for 
my feet, He hath turned me back; He hath made me 
desolate and faint all the day.

ת  רַשׂ רֶשֶׁ ה; פָּ נָּ עַצְמתַֹי, וַיִּרְדֶּ לַח-אֵשׁ בְּ רוֹם שָׁ יג  מִמָּ
ּ ם דָוֹמֵ  מָ  ה, כָּ ל-הַ יּר--נְ תָ  נַ נִ י שֹׁיבַ נִ י אָ חוֹ לְ רַ גְ לַ י, הֱ שִׁ וָ ה: 
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By Rabbi David Fohrman

Years ago, I went to see an exhibition of photographs that had won the Pulitzer 
Prize for best news reporting. I was struck by how, one after another, the photos 
were all suffused with the same themes: Visceral loss and suffering. A particular 
photo caught my eye. It was of a Cambodian refugee, a woman, clutching a child, 
forging her way through a rushing river. She was surrounded by a torrent of 
water that was nearly neck high. With what seemed like every ounce of strength, 
she struggled, with one arm, to keep her daughter’s head above the murderous 
waves. Her arm was wrapped around her child, and the limb of a tree, hanging 
over the river from the embankment. With the other arm, she reached out, 
desperately, in the direction of the camera. 

I stood there in the museum, and here was this woman, gazing at me – through 
the lens of this camera, across the stretch of time. When you looked at the photo, 
it almost felt as if you could reach out with your own hand and grab her arm, and 
pull her and her child to safety. 

As I stood there, looking at the desperate mother and child – a sudden sense of 
shock and outrage shook me out of my reverie. It suddenly occurred to me: 

What was this photographer doing taking this picture? Why didn’t he throw his 
camera aside and instead reach out to pull this woman to shore?

Reporters are there as third-party narrators of the news. But they are also 
human beings. So the choice to be a third-party observer, is, on some level, an 
arbitrary one. When you are witnessing great suffering, history may laud you for 
reporting the suffering – but as a 
human being, what integrity do 
you really have left if you choose 
to stand apart from it? The 
third-person offers the benefit 
of dispassionate reporting; but 
sometimes, you can’t afford to 
be the ‘third person’. Sometimes, 
you are part of the story, 
whether you like it or not. 

TISHA B’AV AND THE MESSIAH:WHAT MOURNING SAYS ABOUT OUR DESTINY

Jeremiah, Between First and Third
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14 The yoke of my transgressions is impressed by His 
hand; they are knit together, they are come up upon 
my neck; He hath made my strength to fail; the Lord 
hath delivered me into their hands, against whom I 
am not able to stand.

ארִי-- רְגוּ עָלוּ עַל-צַוָּ תָּ יָדוֹ, יִשְׂ עַי בְּ שָׁ קַד עלֹ פְּ יד  נִשְׂ
ידֵי לאֹ-אוּכַל קוּם: חִי; נְתָנַנִי אֲדנָֹי, בִּ יל כֹּ הִכְשִׁ

15 The Lord hath set at nought all my mighty men in 
the midst of me; He hath called a solemn assembly 
against me to crush my young men; the Lord hath 
trodden as in a winepress the virgin the daughter of 
Judah.’

י, קָרָא עָלַי מוֹעֵד  קִרְבִּ ירַי אֲדנָֹי בְּ ה כָל-אַבִּ טו  סִלָּ
ת-יְהוּדָה: רַךְ אֲדנָֹי, לִבְתוּלַת בַּ ת דָּ חוּרָי; גַּ ר בַּ בֹּ לִשְׁ

16 ‘For these things I weep; mine eye, mine eye 
runneth down with water; because the comforter is 
far from me, even he that should refresh my soul; 
my children are desolate, because the enemy hath 
prevailed.’

י- יִם--כִּ ה אֲנִי בוֹכִיָּה, עֵינִי עֵינִי ירְֹדָה מַּ טז  עַל-אֵלֶּ
י  י; הָיוּ בָנַי שׁוֹמֵמִים, כִּ יב נַפְשִׁ י מְנַחֵם, מֵשִׁ נִּ רָחַק מִמֶּ

גָבַר אוֹיֵב:

17 Zion spreadeth forth her hands; there is none to 
comfort her; the LORD hath commanded concerning 
Jacob, that they that are round about him should 
be his adversaries; Jerusalem is among them as one 
unclean.

יָדֶיהָ, אֵין מְנַחֵם לָהּ--צִוָּה יקוק  רְשָׂה צִיּוֹן בְּ יז  פֵּ
ינֵיהֶם: ה, בֵּ לִַם לְנִדָּ לְיַעֲקֹב, סְבִיבָיו צָרָיו; הָיְתָה יְרוּשָׁ

18 ‘The LORD is righteous; for I have rebelled against 
His word; hear, I pray you, all ye peoples, and behold 
my pain: my virgins and my young men are gone into 
captivity.

מְעוּ-נָא  י פִיהוּ מָרִיתִי; שִׁ יק הוּא יקוק, כִּ יח  צַדִּ
תוּלתַֹי וּבַחוּרַי,  ים(, וּרְאוּ מַכְאֹבִי--בְּ כָל-עמים )הָעַמִּ

בִי: הָלְכוּ בַשֶּׁ

19 I called for my lovers, but they deceived me; my 
priests and mine elders perished in the city, while they 
sought them food to refresh their souls.

עִיר  הֲנַי וּזְקֵנַי בָּ ה רִמּוּנִי, כֹּ יט  קָרָאתִי לַמְאַהֲבַי הֵמָּ
ם: יבוּ אֶת-נַפְשָׁ י-בִקְשׁוּ אכֶֹל לָמוֹ, וְיָשִׁ וָעוּ:  כִּ גָּ

20 Behold, O LORD, for I am in distress, mine inwards 
burn; my heart is turned within me, for I have 
grievously rebelled. Abroad the sword bereaveth, at 
home there is the like of death.

י  ךְ לִבִּ י-צַר-לִי, מֵעַי חֳמַרְמָרוּ--נֶהְפַּ כ  רְאֵה יקוק כִּ
יִת  בַּ לָה-חֶרֶב, בַּ כְּ י מָרוֹ מָרִיתִי; מִחוּץ שִׁ י, כִּ קִרְבִּ בְּ

וֶת: מָּ כַּ

21 They have heard that I sigh, there is none to 
comfort me; all mine enemies have heard of my 
trouble, and are glad, for Thou hast done it; Thou wilt 
bring the day that Thou hast proclaimed, and they 
shall be like unto me.

ל-איְֹבַי  י נֶאֱנָחָה אָנִי, אֵין מְנַחֵם לִי--כָּ מְעוּ כִּ כא  שָׁ
יתָ; הֵבֵאתָ יוֹם- ה עָשִׂ י אַתָּ שׂוּ, כִּ מְעוּ רָעָתִי שָׂ שָׁ

קָרָאתָ, וְיִהְיוּ כָמנִֹי:

22 Let all their wickedness come before Thee; and 
do unto them, as Thou hast done unto me for all my 
transgressions; for my sighs are many and my heart 
is faint.

ר  אֲשֶׁ בֹא כָל-רָעָתָם לְפָנֶיךָ וְעוֹלֵל לָמוֹ, כַּ כב  תָּ
י: י דַוָּ י-רַבּוֹת אַנְחֹתַי, וְלִבִּ עָי:  כִּ שָׁ ל-פְּ עוֹלַלְתָּ לִי עַל כָּ

1 How hath the Lord covered with a cloud the 
daughter of Zion in His anger! He hath cast down from 
heaven unto the earth the beauty of Israel, and hath 
not remembered His footstool in the day of His anger.

לִיךְ  ת-צִיּוֹן--הִשְׁ אַפּוֹ אֲדנָֹי, אֶת-בַּ א  אֵיכָה יָעִיב בְּ
רָאֵל; וְלאֹ-זָכַר הֲדםֹ-רַגְלָיו,  פְאֶרֶת יִשְׂ מַיִם אֶרֶץ, תִּ מִשָּׁ

יוֹם אַפּוֹ: בְּ

2 The Lord hath swallowed up unsparingly all the 
habitations of Jacob; He hath thrown down in His 
wrath the strongholds of the daughter of Judah; He 
hath brought them down to the ground; He hath 
profaned the kingdom and the princes thereof.

ל-נְאוֹת יַעֲקֹב-- ע אֲדנָֹי לא )וְלאֹ( חָמַל, אֵת כָּ לַּ ב  בִּ
ל  יעַ לָאָרֶץ; חִלֵּ עֶבְרָתוֹ מִבְצְרֵי בַת-יְהוּדָה, הִגִּ הָרַס בְּ

רֶיהָ: מַמְלָכָה, וְשָׂ

3 He hath cut off in fierce anger all the horn of Israel; 
He hath drawn back His right hand from before the 
enemy; and He hath burned in Jacob like a flaming 
fire, which devoureth round about.

יב אָחוֹר יְמִינוֹ,  רָאֵל--הֵשִׁ ל קֶרֶן יִשְׂ חֳרִי-אַף, כֹּ דַע בָּ ג  גָּ
אֵשׁ לֶהָבָה, אָכְלָה סָבִיב: יַעֲקֹב כְּ נֵי אוֹיֵב; וַיִּבְעַר בְּ מִפְּ

4 He hath bent His bow like an enemy, standing with 
His right hand as an adversary, and hath slain all that 
were pleasant to the eye; in the tent of the daughter 
of Zion He hath poured out His fury like fire.

ל  צָר, וַיַּהֲרגֹ, כֹּ ב יְמִינוֹ כְּ אוֹיֵב, נִצָּ תּוֹ כְּ רַךְ קַשְׁ ד  דָּ
אֵשׁ, חֲמָתוֹ: פַךְ כָּ ת-צִיּוֹן, שָׁ אהֶֹל, בַּ י-עָיִן; בְּ מַחֲמַדֵּ

LAMENTATIONS CHAPTER 2
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Eicha and the Mystery of Chapter Three
I just returned from a Tisha B’Av-night reading of the Book of Eicha, Jeremiah’s 
book of lament for the destruction of Jerusalem. I went to a reading in a small shul, 
and, as I entered the room, was asked by the organizer of the minyan if I would 
consent to be one of the readers. He asked if I would chant the third chapter of 

Eicha aloud for the group. 

I was uncomfortable with doing it. I’m 
not really an active ba’al korei, and 
wasn’t all that familiar with the unique 
melody of the Eicha trop, so I politely 
declined. But the fellow at the door 
wasn’t taking no for an answer. Ten 
minutes later, I found myself singing 
aloud the mournful words of Chapter 
3 after all. 

In the end, I am glad he pushed me 
to do it. Being forced to read that text 

out loud, and not just to listen to it read by others, sensitized me to a few things 
that I don’t think I ever would’ve noticed otherwise. Let me share with you what it 

was like to read the chapter.

Staccato
As I started reading, the strangest thing happened. Every sentence I chanted 
seemed to come out wrong. It felt silly, embarrassing. I would stop myself mid-
sentence and try to correct my voice – but try as I might, I just couldn’t seem to 
get the tune right. As this happened again and again I soon figured out that the 
problem wasn’t me. It wasn’t that I was rusty or couldn’t read the notes. The 
problem, somehow, was the text itself. 

After finishing my reading, I glanced over at the other chapters just to make sure 
I wasn’t crazy. Nope, they were a cinch to sing. It was Chapter 3 that was the 
problem. It was written differently, profoundly differently, than all the rest. 

You can see it yourself if you open up a copy of Eicha. All you really have to do is 
scan the book, and as you do, pay attention to the right hand margin. There, in 
most editions of the Bible, you’ll see the verse numbers. Watch those numbers 
and compare the chapters. For all the other chapters, there’s a nice healthy space 

A video series by Rabbi David Fohrman

TISHA B’AV:

THE POWER OF RACHEL’S TEARS
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5 The Lord is become as an enemy, He hath swallowed 
up Israel; He hath swallowed up all her palaces, 
He hath destroyed his strongholds; and He hath 
multiplied in the daughter of Judah mourning and 
moaning.

ל- ע כָּ לַּ רָאֵל--בִּ ע יִשְׂ לַּ אוֹיֵב, בִּ ה  הָיָה אֲדנָֹי כְּ
בַת-יְהוּדָה,  חֵת מִבְצָרָיו; וַיֶּרֶב, בְּ אַרְמְנוֹתֶיהָ, שִׁ

אֲנִיָּה, וַאֲנִיָּה: תַּ

6 And He hath stripped His tabernacle, as if it were a 
garden, He hath destroyed His place of assembly; the 
LORD hath caused to be forgotten in Zion appointed 
season and sabbath, and hath rejected in the 
indignation of His anger the king and the priest.

צִיּוֹן  ח יקוק בְּ כַּ חֵת מעֲֹדוֹ; שִׁ כּוֹ, שִׁ ן שֻׂ גַּ ו  וַיַּחְמסֹ כַּ
זַעַם-אַפּוֹ מֶלֶךְ וְכֹהֵן: ת, וַיִּנְאַץ בְּ בָּ מוֹעֵד וְשַׁ

7 The Lord hath cast off His altar, He hath abhorred 
His sanctuary, He hath given up into the hand of the 
enemy the walls of her palaces; they have made a 
noise in the house of the LORD, as in the day of a 
solemn assembly.

יַד-אוֹיֵב,  יר בְּ שׁוֹ--הִסְגִּ חוֹ, נִאֵר מִקְדָּ ז  זָנַח אֲדנָֹי מִזְבְּ
יוֹם  בֵית-יקוק, כְּ חוֹמתֹ אַרְמְנוֹתֶיהָ; קוֹל נָתְנוּ בְּ

מוֹעֵד:

8 The LORD hath purposed to destroy the wall of the 
daughter of Zion; He hath stretched out the line, He 
hath not withdrawn His hand from destroying; but 
He hath made the rampart and wall to mourn, they 
languish together.

ת-צִיּוֹן--נָטָה  חִית, חוֹמַת בַּ ב יקוק לְהַשְׁ ח  חָשַׁ
ו  עַ; וַיַּאֲבֶל-חֵל וְחוֹמָה, יַחְדָּ לֵּ יב יָדוֹ מִבַּ קָו, לאֹ-הֵשִׁ

אֻמְלָלוּ:

9 Her gates are sunk into the ground; He hath 
destroyed and broken her bars; her king and her 
princes are among the nations, instruction is no more; 
yea, her prophets find no vision from the LORD.

הּ  רִיחֶיהָ; מַלְכָּ ר בְּ בַּ ד וְשִׁ עָרֶיהָ, אִבַּ ט  טָבְעוּ בָאָרֶץ שְׁ
ם-נְבִיאֶיהָ, לאֹ-מָצְאוּ  רֶיהָ בַגּוֹיִם, אֵין תּוֹרָה--גַּ וְשָׂ

חָזוֹן מֵיקוק:

10 They sit upon the ground, and keep silence, the 
elders of the daughter of Zion; they have cast up dust 
upon their heads, they have girded themselves with 
sackcloth; the virgins of Jerusalem hang down their 
heads to the ground.

מוּ, זִקְנֵי בַת-צִיּוֹן--הֶעֱלוּ עָפָר עַל- בוּ לָאָרֶץ יִדְּ י  יֵשְׁ
תוּלתֹ  ן, בְּ ים; הוֹרִידוּ לָאָרֶץ רֹאשָׁ קִּ ם, חָגְרוּ שַׂ רֹאשָׁ

לִָם: יְרוּשָׁ

11 Mine eyes do fail with tears, mine inwards burn, my 
liver is poured upon the earth, for the breach of the 
daughter of my people; because the young children 
and the sucklings swoon in the broad places of the 
city.

ךְ לָאָרֶץ  פַּ מָעוֹת עֵינַי, חֳמַרְמְרוּ מֵעַי--נִשְׁ לוּ בַדְּ יא  כָּ
עָטֵף עוֹלֵל וְיוֹנֵק,  י:  בֵּ ת-עַמִּ בֶר בַּ בֵדִי, עַל-שֶׁ כְּ

רְחבֹוֹת קִרְיָה: בִּ

12 They say to their mothers: ‘Where is corn and 
wine?’ when they swoon as the wounded in the broad 
places of the city, when their soul is poured out into 
their mothers’ bosom.

פָם  הִתְעַטְּ גָן וָיָיִן:  בְּ תָם, יֹאמְרוּ, אַיֵּה, דָּ יב  לְאִמֹּ
ם, אֶל-חֵיק  ךְ נַפְשָׁ פֵּ תַּ הִשְׁ רְחבֹוֹת עִיר--בְּ חָלָל, בִּ כֶּ

תָם: אִמֹּ

13 What shall I take to witness for thee? What shall 
I liken to thee, O daughter of Jerusalem? What shall 
I equal to thee, that I may comfort thee, O virgin 
daughter of Zion? For thy breach is great like the sea; 
who can heal thee?

לִַם--מָה  ת יְרוּשָׁ ךְ, הַבַּ ה-לָּ יג  מָה-אֲעִידֵךְ מָה אֲדַמֶּ
יָּם  י-גָדוֹל כַּ ת-צִיּוֹן:  כִּ תוּלַת בַּ ךְ וַאֲנַחֲמֵךְ, בְּ וֶה-לָּ אַשְׁ

א-לָךְ: בְרֵךְ, מִי יִרְפָּ שִׁ

14 Thy prophets have seen visions for thee of 
vanity and delusion; and they have not uncovered 
thine iniquity, to bring back thy captivity; but have 
prophesied for thee burdens of vanity and seduction.

וְא וְתָפֵל, וְלאֹ-גִלּוּ עַל-עֲוֹנֵךְ,  יד  נְבִיאַיִךְ, חָזוּ לָךְ שָׁ
וְא  בוּתֵךְ(; וַיֶּחֱזוּ לָךְ, מַשְׂאוֹת שָׁ יב שביתך )שְׁ לְהָשִׁ

וּמַדּוּחִים:

15 All that pass by clap their hands at thee; they hiss 
and wag their head at the daughter of Jerusalem: ‘Is 
this the city that men called the perfection of beauty, 
the joy of the whole earth?’

רְקוּ וַיָּנִעוּ  ל-עבְֹרֵי דֶרֶךְ--שָׁ יִם, כָּ פַּ טו  סָפְקוּ עָלַיִךְ כַּ
יֹּאמְרוּ  לִָם:  הֲזֹאת הָעִיר, שֶׁ ת יְרוּשָׁ ם, עַל-בַּ רֹאשָׁ

לִילַת יפִֹי--מָשׂוֹשׂ, לְכָל-הָאָרֶץ: כְּ

16 All thine enemies have opened their mouth wide 
against thee; they hiss and gnash the teeth; they say: 
‘We have swallowed her up; certainly this is the day 
that we looked for; we have found, we have seen it.’

ן,  רְקוּ וַיַּחַרְקוּ-שֵׁ ל-איְֹבַיִךְ--שָׁ יהֶם, כָּ צוּ עָלַיִךְ פִּ טז  פָּ
ינֻהוּ, מָצָאנוּ רָאִינוּ: וִּ קִּ עְנוּ; אַךְ זֶה הַיּוֹם שֶׁ לָּ אָמְרוּ בִּ

17 The LORD hath done that which He devised; He 
hath performed His word that He commanded in the 
days of old; He hath thrown down unsparingly; and He 
hath caused the enemy to rejoice over thee, He hath 
exalted the horn of thine adversaries.

ר צִוָּה  ע אֶמְרָתוֹ אֲשֶׁ צַּ ר זָמָם, בִּ יז  עָשָׂה יקוק אֲשֶׁ
ח עָלַיִךְ אוֹיֵב,  מַּ מִימֵי-קֶדֶם--הָרַס, וְלאֹ חָמָל; וַיְשַׂ

הֵרִים קֶרֶן צָרָיִךְ:
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between the verse numbers. But not in chapter 3. There are two or three verses 
in every line. Verse tumbles upon verse. Chapter 3 is an experience in verbal 
claustrophobia.

I went back to look at this phenomenon more carefully. None of the verses in the 
chapter I had just read were longer than seven words. Some were as short as 
five. 

So Chapter 3 was strange, in some way. But that only began to explain its 
strangeness. There was more. The difficulty I had vocalizing the notes came from 
one more fact as well: There weren’t any natural pauses in any of the sentences. 

If you know anything about trop, the system of musical notation that traditionally 
accompanies the Torah’s text – you know that any given verse is likely to contain 
a variety of notes, but there is one note it almost certainly contains: An etnachta. 

The etnachta is probably the most 
ubiquitous note in all of Biblical text. Go 
through the entire Five Books of Moses 
and you’ll be hard pressed to find a 
single verse without one. The etnachta 
signifies a pause. It is the natural break 
between two parts of a verse, basically 
the Biblical equivalent of a semicolon. 

So there I am, reading chapter 3, and 
it dawns on me: There is not a single 
etnachta to be found in this entire chapter. That’s what was making it so hard to 
sing. The structure of each sentence was convoluted by the forced absence of the 
etnachta. Trop just wasn’t constructed to be sung this way. Each and every verse 
in Eicha chapter 3 had a convoluted musical feel to it. Once you started a verse, 

there was absolutely no pause: Just a breathless race to the finish line.

Mourning in Triplicate
Finally, one last thing struck me about chapter 3. Each of the first four chapters 
of Eicha are arranged in the form of an alphabetical acrostic. But chapter 3 is 
different, here too. In the third chapter, each letter of the alphabet gets not just 
one, but three consecutive verses assigned to it. Three verses start with aleph, 
followed by three that start with beit, and so on, until the end of the alphabet. 

BASELESS HATRED:THE GREAT TISHA B’AV CRIME
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18 Their heart cried unto the Lord: ‘O wall of the 
daughter of Zion, let tears run down like a river day 
and night; give thyself no respite; let not the apple of 
thine eye cease.

ת-צִיּוֹן הוֹרִידִי  ם, אֶל-אֲדנָֹי; חוֹמַת בַּ יח  צָעַק לִבָּ
נִי פוּגַת לָךְ, אַל- תְּ מְעָה, יוֹמָם וָלַיְלָה--אַל-תִּ חַל דִּ כַנַּ

ת-עֵינֵךְ: ם בַּ דֹּ תִּ

19 Arise, cry out in the night, at the beginning of the 
watches; pour out thy heart like water before the face 
of the Lord; lift up thy hands toward Him for the life of 
thy young children, that faint for hunger at the head 
of every street.’

פְכִי  מֻרוֹת--שִׁ יְלָה(, לְרֹאשׁ אַשְׁ י בליל )בַלַּ יט  קוּמִי רנִֹּ
יִךְ, עַל-נֶפֶשׁ  פַּ אִי אֵלָיו כַּ נֵי אֲדנָֹי; שְׂ ךְ, נֹכַח פְּ יִם לִבֵּ כַמַּ

ל-חוּצוֹת: רֹאשׁ כָּ רָעָב, בְּ עוֹלָלַיִךְ--הָעֲטוּפִים בְּ

20 ‘See, O LORD, and consider, to whom Thou hast 
done thus! Shall the women eat their fruit, the children 
that are dandled in the hands? Shall the priest and the 
prophet be slain in the sanctuary of the Lord?

ה:  אִם- יטָה, לְמִי עוֹלַלְתָּ כֹּ כ  רְאֵה יקוק וְהַבִּ
חִים, אִם-יֵהָרֵג  רְיָם עלְֹלֵי טִפֻּ ים פִּ אכַלְנָה נָשִׁ תֹּ

הֵן וְנָבִיא: שׁ אֲדנָֹי כֹּ מִקְדַּ בְּ

21 The youth and the old man lie on the ground in the 
streets; my virgins and my young men are fallen by 
the sword; Thou hast slain them in the day of Thine 
anger; Thou hast slaughtered unsparingly.

תוּלתַֹי וּבַחוּרַי  כְבוּ לָאָרֶץ חוּצוֹת נַעַר וְזָקֵן, בְּ כא  שָׁ
: ךָ, טָבַחְתָּ לאֹ חָמָלְתָּ יוֹם אַפֶּ נָפְלוּ בֶחָרֶב; הָרַגְתָּ בְּ

22 Thou hast called, as in the day of a solemn 
assembly, my terrors on every side, and there was 
none in the day of the LORD’S anger that escaped or 
remained; those that I have dandled and brought up 
hath mine enemy consumed.’

יוֹם  בִיב, וְלאֹ הָיָה בְּ קְרָא כְיוֹם מוֹעֵד מְגוּרַי מִסָּ כב  תִּ
יתִי, איְֹבִי  י וְרִבִּ חְתִּ ר-טִפַּ רִיד:  אֲשֶׁ לִיט וְשָׂ אַף-יקוק פָּ

ם: כִלָּ

1 I am the man that hath seen affliction by the rod of 
His wrath. בֶט עֶבְרָתוֹ: שֵׁ בֶר רָאָה עֳנִי, בְּ א  אֲנִי הַגֶּ

2 He hath led me and caused me to walk in darkness 
and not in light. ךְ וְלאֹ-אוֹר: לַךְ, חֹשֶׁ ב  אוֹתִי נָהַג וַיֹּ

3 Surely against me He turneth His hand again and 
again all the day. ל-הַיּוֹם: ב יַהֲפֹךְ יָדוֹ, כָּ י יָשֻׁ ג  אַךְ בִּ

4 My flesh and my skin hath He worn out; He hath 
broken my bones. ר עַצְמוֹתָי: בַּ רִי וְעוֹרִי, שִׁ ה בְשָׂ לָּ ד  בִּ

5 He hath builded against me, and compassed me 
with gall and travail. ף, רֹאשׁ וּתְלָאָה: קַּ נָה עָלַי וַיַּ ה  בָּ

6 He hath made me to dwell in dark places, as those 
that have been long dead. מֵתֵי עוֹלָם: יבַנִי, כְּ ים הוֹשִׁ כִּ מַחֲשַׁ ו  בְּ

7 He hath hedged me about, that I cannot go forth; He 
hath made my chain heavy. י: תִּ יד נְחָשְׁ עֲדִי וְלאֹ אֵצֵא, הִכְבִּ דַר בַּ ז  גָּ

8 Yea, when I cry and call for help, He shutteth out my 
prayer. תִי: פִלָּ תַם תְּ עַ, שָׂ וֵּ י אֶזְעַק וַאֲשַׁ ם כִּ ח  גַּ

9 He hath enclosed my ways with hewn stone, He hath 
made my paths crooked. גָזִית, נְתִיבתַֹי עִוָּה: רָכַי בְּ דַר דְּ ט  גָּ

10 He is unto me as a bear lying in wait, as a lion in 
secret places. רִים: מִסְתָּ ב ארֵֹב הוּא לִי, אריה )אֲרִי( בְּ י  דֹּ

11 He hath turned aside my ways, and pulled me in 
pieces; He hath made me desolate. מֵם: מַנִי שֹׁ חֵנִי, שָׂ רָכַי סוֹרֵר וַיְפַשְּׁ יא  דְּ

12 He hath bent His bow, and set me as a mark for 
the arrow. רָא לַחֵץ: טָּ מַּ יבֵנִי, כַּ צִּ תּוֹ וַיַּ רַךְ קַשְׁ יב  דָּ

13 He hath caused the arrows of His quiver to enter 
into my reins. תוֹ: פָּ נֵי, אַשְׁ כִלְיתָֹי, בְּ יג  הֵבִיא, בְּ

LAMENTATIONS CHAPTER 3
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So not only are the verses short, and shorn of pauses. There are a lot of them. 
The verses just keep tumbling out; a torrent of Hebrew that is relentless and 
unyielding.

And so, I wondered to myself: Why did Jeremiah do things this way? What 
accounts for chapter 3’s unique structure within Eicha? Clearly, this chapter is 

built differently than the other chapters. But why is it built differently?

This Time, its Personal
Here’s the theory I want to propose to you: Chapter 3 is Jeremiah’s moment 
standing by that river in Cambodia. Chapter 3 is where Eicha stops telling a story 
and starts getting personal. 

The first two chapters of Eicha lament the destruction of Jerusalem, but more 
or less from the outside. Jeremiah speaks as an onlooker, describing tragedy as 
it befalls someone else. The city of Jerusalem is anthropomorphized as a young 
maiden, making the tragedy of the city’s downfall more poignant than the mere 
destruction of bricks and stone – but it is still a tragedy that is happening to 
someone over there. In chapter three, all that changes. The perspective shifts to 
first-person. Jeremiah begins to describe his own experience.

The shift is brought home, jarringly, with the chapter’s very first words: 

בֶט עֶבְרָתוֹ שֵׁ בֶר רָאָה עֳנִי, בְּ  אֲנִי הַגֶּ

I am the man who has seen affliction, with the rod of His wrath.

All of a sudden, it’s personal. 

Jeremiah speaks, for the first time, from his own perspective. This is no longer 
a lament for someone else’s pain, 
however empathetically felt; this is 
the raw voice of someone living the 
suffering of which he tells. The voice 
we hear is short and breathless, like 
someone panting. Gone is the pretense 
of elegantly crafted lament, or even 
basic dignity. All that remains is the 
disjointed, stumbling, first-person 

EICHA:
HOW DO WE 

RESPOND TO 

TRAGEDY?
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14 I am become a derision to all my people, and their 
song all the day.

ל-הַיּוֹם: י, נְגִינָתָם כָּ ׂחֹק לְכָל-עַמִּ יד  הָיִיתִי שְּ

15 He hath filled me with bitterness, He hath sated me 
with wormwood.

רוֹרִים, הִרְוַנִי לַעֲנָה: יעַנִי בַמְּ בִּ טו  הִשְׂ

16 He hath also broken my teeth with gravel stones, 
He hath made me to wallow in ashes.

אֵפֶר: נִי בָּ ישַׁ י, הִכְפִּ נָּ חָצָץ שִׁ טז  וַיַּגְרֵס בֶּ

17 And my soul is removed far off from peace, I forgot 
prosperity.

יתִי טוֹבָה: י, נָשִׁ לוֹם נַפְשִׁ זְנַח מִשָּׁ יז  וַתִּ

18 And I said: ‘My strength is perished, and mine 
expectation from the LORD.’

י מֵיקוק: יח  וָאמַֹר אָבַד נִצְחִי, וְתוֹחַלְתִּ

19 Remember mine affliction and mine anguish, the 
wormwood and the gall.

יט  זְכָר-עָנְיִי וּמְרוּדִי, לַעֲנָה וָרֹאשׁ:

20 My soul hath them still in remembrance, and is 
bowed down within me.

י: זְכּוֹר, ותשיח )וְתָשׁוֹחַ( עָלַי נַפְשִׁ כ  זָכוֹר תִּ

21 This I recall to my mind, therefore have I hope. ן אוֹחִיל: י, עַל-כֵּ יב אֶל-לִבִּ כא  זֹאת אָשִׁ

22 Surely the LORD’S mercies are not consumed, 
surely His compassions fail not.

י לאֹ-כָלוּ רַחֲמָיו: י לאֹ-תָמְנוּ, כִּ כב  חַסְדֵי יקוק כִּ

23 They are new every morning; great is Thy 
faithfulness.

ה, אֱמוּנָתֶךָ: קָרִים, רַבָּ ים, לַבְּ כג  חֲדָשִׁ

24 ‘The LORD is my portion’, saith my soul; ‘Therefore 
will I hope in Him.’

ן אוֹחִיל לוֹ: י, עַל-כֵּ כד  חֶלְקִי יקוק אָמְרָה נַפְשִׁ

25 The LORD is good unto them that wait for Him, to 
the soul that seeketh Him.

נּוּ: דְרְשֶׁ כה  טוֹב יקוק לְקֹוָו, לְנֶפֶשׁ תִּ

26 It is good that a man should quietly wait for the 
salvation of the LORD.

כו  טוֹב וְיָחִיל וְדוּמָם, לִתְשׁוּעַת יקוק:

27 It is good for a man that he bear the yoke in his 
youth.

נְעוּרָיו: ׂא עלֹ בִּ י-יִשָּ בֶר, כִּ כז  טוֹב לַגֶּ

28 Let him sit alone and keep silence, because He hath 
laid it upon him.

י נָטַל עָלָיו: ם, כִּ דָד וְיִדֹּ ב בָּ כח  יֵשֵׁ

29 Let him put his mouth in the dust, if so be there 
may be hope.

קְוָה: יהוּ, אוּלַי יֵשׁ תִּ עָפָר פִּ ן בֶּ כט  יִתֵּ

30 Let him give his cheek to him that smiteth him, let 
him be filled full with reproach.

ה: חֶרְפָּ ע בְּ בַּ הוּ לֶחִי, יִשְׂ ן לְמַכֵּ ל  יִתֵּ

31 For the Lord will not cast off for ever. י לאֹ יִזְנַח לְעוֹלָם, אֲדנָֹי: לא  כִּ

32 For though He cause grief, yet will He have 
compassion according to the multitude of His mercies.

רבֹ חֲסָדָיו: י אִם-הוֹגָה, וְרִחַם כְּ לב  כִּ

33 For He doth not afflict willingly, nor grieve the 
children of men.

נֵי-אִישׁ: ה בְּ בּוֹ, וַיַּגֶּ ה מִלִּ י לאֹ עִנָּ לג  כִּ

34 To crush under foot all the prisoners of the earth, ל אֲסִירֵי אָרֶץ: חַת רַגְלָיו, כֹּ א תַּ לד  לְדַכֵּ

35 To turn aside the right of a man before the face of 
the Most High,

נֵי עֶלְיוֹן: בֶר, נֶגֶד, פְּ ט-גָּ פַּ לה  לְהַטּוֹת, מִשְׁ

36 To subvert a man in his cause, the Lord approveth 
not.

רִיבוֹ, אֲדנָֹי לאֹ רָאָה: לו  לְעַוֵּת אָדָם בְּ

37 Who is he that saith, and it cometh to pass, when 
the Lord commandeth it not?

הִי, אֲדנָֹי לאֹ צִוָּה: לז  מִי זֶה אָמַר וַתֶּ
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account of anguish and horror. 

From Judge to Enemy
But Chapter 3 is different in another 
way as well. It is not just that Jeremiah’s 
involvement in the story, his own point 
of view, has become more direct and 
personal; his perception of God’s 
involvement in the story is becoming 
more direct and personal, too. 

Chapter One begins with Jeremiah lamenting 
the fall of Jerusalem. He observes the solitude of the city, its desolation; how 
no one is available to comfort it. The focus is on Jerusalem, on how the enemy 
callously debased her. But God remains safely out of the frame of the camera. 

Gradually, towards the middle of the chapter, this changes. Jeremiah’s focus 
moves away from the victim, Jerusalem, and towards the perpetrator. Who did all 
this? The obvious answer is Babylonia. But Jeremiah looks beyond this. He looks 
to God: 

עַצְמתַֹי לַח-אֵשׁ בְּ רוֹם שָׁ מִמָּ

From on high, He sends fire in my bones…

ת לְרַגְלַי רַשׂ רֶשֶׁ פָּ

He spreads a net for my legs…

For the first time, Jeremiah brings God into the frame. He identifies the Almighty 
as the source from which all this pain derives. God has allowed this to happen, 
and therefore -- if I am feeling fire in my bones, it is God who has done that; if I 

am feeling trapped as if in a net, it is God who has done that, too.

So where does that leave Jeremiah in his relationship with God? A few verses 
later, Jeremiah considers whether God is to be condemned for His role in all this, 
and he gives this answer:  

י פִיהוּ מָרִיתִי יק הוּא יקוק, כִּ צַדִּ

The Lord is righteous, for I have rebelled against Him.
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38 Out of the mouth of the Most High proceedeth not 
evil and good?

י עֶלְיוֹן לאֹ תֵצֵא, הָרָעוֹת וְהַטּוֹב: לח  מִפִּ

39 Wherefore doth a living man complain, a strong 
man because of his sins?

בֶר עַל-חֲטָאָו: לט  מַה-יִּתְאוֹנֵן אָדָם חָי, גֶּ

40 Let us search and try our ways, and return to the 
LORD.

שָׂה דְרָכֵינוּ וְנַחְקֹרָה, וְנָשׁוּבָה עַד-יקוק: מ  נַחְפְּ

41 Let us lift up our heart with our hands unto God in 
the heavens.

מָיִם: שָּׁ יִם, אֶל-אֵל בַּ פָּ א לְבָבֵנוּ אֶל-כַּ ׂ מא  נִשָּ

42 We have transgressed and have rebelled; Thou hast 
not pardoned.

: ה לאֹ סָלָחְתָּ עְנוּ וּמָרִינוּ, אַתָּ מב  נַחְנוּ פָשַׁ

43 Thou hast covered with anger and pursued us; 
Thou hast slain unsparingly.

: פֵנוּ, הָרַגְתָּ לאֹ חָמָלְתָּ רְדְּ מג  סַכּוֹתָה בָאַף וַתִּ

44 Thou hast covered Thyself with a cloud, so that no 
prayer can pass through.

ה: פִלָּ מד  סַכּוֹתָה בֶעָנָן לָךְ, מֵעֲבוֹר תְּ

45 Thou hast made us as the offscouring and refuse in 
the midst of the peoples.

ים: קֶרֶב הָעַמִּ ימֵנוּ, בְּ שִׂ מה  סְחִי וּמָאוֹס תְּ

46 All our enemies have opened their mouth wide 
against us.

ל-איְֹבֵינוּ: יהֶם, כָּ צוּ עָלֵינוּ פִּ מו  פָּ

47 Terror and the pit are come upon us, desolation 
and destruction.

בֶר: את וְהַשָּׁ חַד וָפַחַת הָיָה לָנוּ, הַשֵּׁ מז  פַּ

48 Mine eye runneth down with rivers of water, for the 
breach of the daughter of my people.

י: ת-עַמִּ בֶר בַּ רַד עֵינִי, עַל-שֶׁ לְגֵי-מַיִם תֵּ מח  פַּ

49 Mine eye is poured out, and ceaseth not, without 
any intermission,

רָה וְלאֹ תִדְמֶה, מֵאֵין הֲפֻגוֹת: מט  עֵינִי נִגְּ

50 Till the LORD look forth, and behold from heaven. מָיִם: קִיף וְיֵרֶא, יקוק מִשָּׁ נ  עַד-יַשְׁ

51 Mine eye affected my soul, because of all the 
daughters of my city.

נוֹת עִירִי: ל בְּ י, מִכֹּ נא  עֵינִי עוֹלְלָה לְנַפְשִׁ

52 They have chased me sore like a bird, that are mine 
enemies without cause.

ם: פּוֹר, איְֹבַי חִנָּ צִּ נב  צוֹד צָדוּנִי כַּ

53 They have cut off my life in the dungeon, and have 
cast stones upon me.

י: דּוּ-אֶבֶן בִּ י, וַיַּ נג  צָמְתוּ בַבּוֹר חַיָּ

54 Waters flowed over my head; I said: ‘I am cut off.’ י: י נִגְזָרְתִּ י, אָמַרְתִּ נד  צָפוּ-מַיִם עַל-רֹאשִׁ

55 I called upon Thy name, O LORD, Out of the lowest 
dungeon.

יּוֹת: חְתִּ מְךָ יקוק, מִבּוֹר תַּ נה  קָרָאתִי שִׁ

56 Thou heardest my voice; hide not Thine ear at my 
sighing, at my cry.

עְלֵם אָזְנְךָ לְרַוְחָתִי,  :  אַל-תַּ מָעְתָּ נו  קוֹלִי, שָׁ
וְעָתִי: לְשַׁ

57 Thou drewest near in the day that I called upon 
Thee; Thou saidst: ‘Fear not.’

ירָא: , אָמַרְתָּ אַל-תִּ יוֹם אֶקְרָאֶךָּ נז  קָרַבְתָּ בְּ

58 O Lord, Thou hast pleaded the causes of my soul; 
Thou hast redeemed my life.

י: אַלְתָּ חַיָּ י, גָּ נח  רַבְתָּ אֲדנָֹי רִיבֵי נַפְשִׁ

59 O LORD, Thou hast seen my wrong; judge Thou my 
cause.

טִי: פָּ פְטָה מִשְׁ תָתִי, שָׁ נט  רָאִיתָה יקוק עַוָּ

60 Thou hast seen all their vengeance and all their 
devices against me.

בתָֹם, לִי: ל-מַחְשְׁ ל-נִקְמָתָם--כָּ ס  רָאִיתָה, כָּ

61 Thou hast heard their taunt, O LORD, and all their 
devices against me;

בתָֹם עָלָי: ל-מַחְשְׁ תָם יקוק, כָּ מַעְתָּ חֶרְפָּ סא  שָׁ
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The mere fact that God stands behind the curtain as architect, in some way, of 
the destruction, does not imply that an injustice has been done. God, Jeremiah 
tells us, is not to be condemned: Humans rebelled against God, and God is to be 
seen as just. What has happened is harsh, yes -- but not wrong. 

Several verses later, though, Jeremiah returns to the theme of God’s role in 
the calamity, and this time, his view of things is more complicated. God is once 
again the source of misfortune, but gone is Jeremiah’s earlier protestation that 
the Almighty is nothing but the recalcitrant dispatcher of justice.  Here is what 
Jeremiah tells us towards the beginning of Chapter Two:

אוֹיֵב תּוֹ כְּ רַךְ קַשְׁ דָּ

He has bent his bow like an enemy…

צָר ב יְמִינוֹ כְּ נִצָּ

He has established His right hand as an adversary.

רָאֵל ע יִשְׂ לַּ אוֹיֵב, בִּ הָיָה ה׳ כְּ

The Lord has become like an enemy, swallowing up Israel…

This is new, and darker, territory for Jeremiah. God is no longer portrayed as 
judge of Israel. Now, he is seen as acting ‘like an enemy’. A judge is dispassionate, 
objective. An enemy is decidedly not. A judge dispatches justice; an enemy, 
revenge. To be clear, in these verses, Jeremiah does not go so far as to recant 
his earlier declaration that God is just. But he certainly edges closer to that 

theological cliff. 

Truth to be told, the space between 
Jeremiah and the edge of that cliff, is 
no larger than the breadth of a single 
Hebrew letter, a kaf. If you peruse 
the above verses carefully, you’ll 
find that God is portrayed as ‘like’ an 
enemy – in Hebrew, k’oyev (there’s 
the kaf). There’s at least a wee bit of 
difference between being ‘like’ an 
enemy and actually being an enemy. 
The kaf leaves room for doubt, for a 

WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE?
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62 The lips of those that rose up against me, and their 
muttering against me all the day.

ל-הַיּוֹם: פְתֵי קָמַי וְהֶגְיוֹנָם, עָלַי כָּ סב  שִׂ

63 Behold Thou their sitting down, and their rising up; 
I am their song.

ינָתָם: יטָה, אֲנִי מַנְגִּ ם וְקִימָתָם הַבִּ בְתָּ סג  שִׁ

64 Thou wilt render unto them a recompense, O 
LORD, according to the work of their hands.

מַעֲשֵׂה יְדֵיהֶם: מוּל יקוק, כְּ יב לָהֶם גְּ שִׁ סד  תָּ

65 Thou wilt give them hardness of heart, Thy curse 
unto them.

אֲלָתְךָ לָהֶם: ת-לֵב, תַּ ן לָהֶם מְגִנַּ תֵּ סה  תִּ

66 Thou wilt pursue them in anger, and destroy them 
from under the heavens of the LORD.

מֵי יקוק: חַת שְׁ מִידֵם, מִתַּ אַף וְתַשְׁ ף בְּ רְדֹּ סו  תִּ

1 How is the gold become dim! How is the most fine 
gold changed! The hallowed stones are poured out at 
the head of every street.

כְנָה,  פֵּ תַּ שְׁ תֶם הַטּוֹב; תִּ נֶא הַכֶּ א  אֵיכָה יוּעַם זָהָב, יִשְׁ
ל-חוּצוֹת: רֹאשׁ, כָּ אַבְנֵי-קדֶֹשׁ, בְּ

2 The precious sons of Zion, comparable to fine gold, 
how are they esteemed as earthen pitchers, the work 
of the hands of the potter!

בוּ  ז--אֵיכָה נֶחְשְׁ פָּ אִים בַּ נֵי צִיּוֹן הַיְקָרִים, הַמְסֻלָּ ב  בְּ
לְנִבְלֵי-חֶרֶשׂ, מַעֲשֵׂה יְדֵי יוֹצֵר:

3 Even the jackals draw out the breast, they give suck 
to their young ones; the daughter of my people is 
become cruel, like the ostriches in the wilderness.

ת- ד, הֵינִיקוּ גּוּרֵיהֶן; בַּ ים( חָלְצוּ שַׁ נִּ ם-תנין )תַּ ג  גַּ
ר: דְבָּ מִּ יְעֵנִים( בַּ י לְאַכְזָר, כי ענים )כַּ עַמִּ

4 The tongue of the sucking child cleaveth to the roof 
of his mouth for thirst; the young children ask bread, 
and none breaketh it unto them.

אֲלוּ  מָא; עוֹלָלִים שָׁ צָּ בַק לְשׁוֹן יוֹנֵק אֶל-חִכּוֹ, בַּ ד  דָּ
רֵשׂ אֵין לָהֶם: לֶחֶם, פֹּ

5 They that did feed on dainties are desolate in the 
streets; they that were brought up in scarlet embrace 
dunghills.

חוּצוֹת; הָאֱמֻנִים  מּוּ, בַּ ים, נָשַׁ ה  הָאכְֹלִים, לְמַעֲדַנִּ
תּוֹת: פַּ קוּ אַשְׁ עֲלֵי תוֹלָע, חִבְּ

6 For the iniquity of the daughter of my people is 
greater than the sin of Sodom, that was overthrown as 
in a moment, and no hands fell upon her.

את סְדםֹ:  הַהֲפוּכָה  י, מֵחַטַּ ת-עַמִּ ל עֲוֹן בַּ ו  וַיִּגְדַּ
כְמוֹ-רָגַע, וְלאֹ-חָלוּ בָהּ יָדָיִם:

7 Her princes were purer than snow, they were whiter 
than milk, they were more ruddy in body than rubies, 
their polishing was as of sapphire;

לֶג, צַחוּ מֵחָלָב; אָדְמוּ עֶצֶם  ז  זַכּוּ נְזִירֶיהָ מִשֶּׁ
זְרָתָם: יר גִּ נִינִים, סַפִּ מִפְּ

8 Their visage is blacker than coal; they are not known 
in the streets; their skin is shrivelled upon their bones; 
it is withered, it is become like a stick.

חוּצוֹת; צָפַד  רוּ בַּ אֳרָם, לאֹ נִכְּ חוֹר תָּ ךְ מִשְּׁ ח  חָשַׁ
עוֹרָם עַל-עַצְמָם, יָבֵשׁ הָיָה כָעֵץ:

9 They that are slain with the sword are better than 
they that are slain with hunger; for these pine away, 
stricken through, for want of the fruits of the field.

הֵם יָזֻבוּ  ט  טוֹבִים הָיוּ חַלְלֵי-חֶרֶב, מֵחַלְלֵי רָעָב:  שֶׁ
דָי: נוּבתֹ שָׂ רִים, מִתְּ מְדֻקָּ

10 The hands of women full of compassion have 
sodden their own children; they were their food in the 
destruction of the daughter of my people.

לוּ, יַלְדֵיהֶן; הָיוּ לְבָרוֹת  שְּׁ ים רַחֲמָנִיּוֹת--בִּ י  יְדֵי, נָשִׁ
י: ת-עַמִּ בֶר בַּ שֶׁ לָמוֹ, בְּ

11 The LORD hath accomplished His fury, He hath 
poured out His fierce anger; and He hath kindled a fire 
in Zion, which hath devoured the foundations thereof.

ת-אֵשׁ  צֶּ פַךְ חֲרוֹן אַפּוֹ; וַיַּ ה יקוק אֶת-חֲמָתוֹ, שָׁ לָּ יא  כִּ
אכַל יְסֹדתֶֹיהָ: צִיּוֹן, וַתֹּ בְּ

12 The kings of the earth believed not, neither all the 
inhabitants of the world, that the adversary and the 
enemy would enter into the gates of Jerusalem.

י  בֵי תֵבֵל:  כִּ ל( יֹשְׁ יב  לאֹ הֶאֱמִינוּ מַלְכֵי-אֶרֶץ, וכל )כֹּ
לִָם: עֲרֵי יְרוּשָׁ שַׁ יָבֹא צַר וְאוֹיֵב, בְּ

13 It is because of the sins of her prophets, and the 
iniquities of her priests, that have shed the blood of 
the just in the midst of her.

פְכִים  הֲנֶיהָ:  הַשֹּׁ אות נְבִיאֶיהָ, עֲוֹנֹת כֹּ יג  מֵחַטֹּ
יקִים: ם צַדִּ הּ, דַּ קִרְבָּ בְּ

14 They wander as blind men in the streets, they are 
polluted with blood, so that men cannot touch their 
garments.

עוּ  לאֹ יוּכְלוּ, יִגְּ ם; בְּ דָּ חוּצוֹת, נְגֹאֲלוּ בַּ יד  נָעוּ עִוְרִים בַּ
יהֶם: לְבֻשֵׁ בִּ

LAMENTATIONS CHAPTER 4
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comforting, if uneasy, dose of ambiguity: It sure feels as if God is taking revenge 
against us, but maybe our feelings aren’t a good arbiter of reality. Maybe all this 
really is Divine justice after all…

But then, just a few short verses later, Jeremiah takes us yet one more step closer 
to the cliff. In achieving the destruction of Jerusalem, He speaks of God having 
“done what he plotted to do”. But ask yourself: Where else in the Bible have we 
heard these words before? Jeremiah didn’t make that expression up; he took it 
from somewhere. 

Take a look at the Hebrew, it may well jog your memory:

ר זָמָם עָשָׂה יקוק אֲשֶׁ

God has done what he plotted to do…

Yes, you guessed it; it is the language of eidim zommemim -- ‘treacherous 

witnesses’ -- lifted straight out of Deuteronomy 19:19. 

ר זָמַם לַעֲשׂוֹת לְאָחִיו אֲשֶׁ יתֶם לוֹ, כַּ וַעֲשִׂ

You shall do to him, as he plotted to do to his brother…

What are witnesses? Witnesses are meant to be objective, a tool of an impartial 
and fair justice system. But sometimes, witnesses are corrupt; sometimes, they 
have a hidden personal stake in the matter they are testifying about; sometimes, 
they are tools not of justice -- but of revenge. If God ‘did what he plotted to do’, 
whose side is he on? Is he a witness or judge – truly impartial – or does God 
Himself have some kind of horse in this race? 

Lest the reader miss the point, keep reading the very next words in Eicha. Just 

after speaking of God having “done what he plotted to do”, Jeremiah states Eicha:

ר צִוָּה מִימֵי-קֶדֶם--הָרַס, וְלאֹ חָמָל ע אֶמְרָתוֹ אֲשֶׁ צַּ ר זָמָם, בִּ עָשָׂה יְהוָה אֲשֶׁ

God has carried out that which he ordained long ago; he has destroyed, 

and left behind compassion. (Eicha2:17)

The Hebrew word for ‘carried out’ – batza – evokes the darkest of antecedents. 
The only time that word is ever used in the Five Books of Moses, it is used to 
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15 ‘Depart ye! unclean!’ men cried unto them, ‘Depart, 
depart, touch not’; yea, they fled away and wandered; 
men said among the nations: ‘They shall no more 
sojourn here.’

י  עוּ--כִּ גָּ טו  סוּרוּ טָמֵא קָרְאוּ לָמוֹ, סוּרוּ סוּרוּ אַל-תִּ
גּוֹיִם, לאֹ יוֹסִפוּ, לָגוּר: ם-נָעוּ; אָמְרוּ, בַּ נָצוּ, גַּ

16 The anger of the LORD hath divided them; He will 
no more regard them; they respected not the persons 
of the priests, they were not gracious unto the elders.

נֵי כֹהֲנִים  יטָם; פְּ קָם, לאֹ יוֹסִיף לְהַבִּ נֵי יקוק חִלְּ טז  פְּ
אוּ, זקנים )וּזְקֵנִים( לאֹ חָנָנוּ: לאֹ נָשָׂ

17 As for us, our eyes do yet fail for our vain help; in 
our watching we have watched for a nation that could 
not save.

כְלֶינָה עֵינֵינוּ, אֶל-עֶזְרָתֵנוּ  יז  עודינה )עוֹדֵינוּ( תִּ
עַ: ינוּ, אֶל-גּוֹי לאֹ יוֹשִׁ יָּתֵנוּ צִפִּ צִפִּ הָבֶל; בְּ

18 They hunt our steps, that we cannot go in our 
broad places; our end is near, our days are fulfilled; 
for our end is come.

נוּ מָלְאוּ  רְחבֹתֵֹינוּ; קָרַב קִצֵּ כֶת בִּ יח  צָדוּ צְעָדֵינוּ, מִלֶּ
נוּ: י-בָא קִצֵּ יָמֵינוּ, כִּ

19 Our pursuers were swifter than the eagles of the 
heaven; they chased us upon the mountains, they lay 
in wait for us in the wilderness.

מָיִם; עַל-הֶהָרִים  רֵי שָׁ שְׁ ים הָיוּ רֹדְפֵינוּ, מִנִּ יט  קַלִּ
ר אָרְבוּ לָנוּ: דְבָּ מִּ לָקֻנוּ, בַּ דְּ

20 The breath of our nostrils, the anointed of the 
LORD, was taken in their pits; of whom we said: ‘Under 
his shadow we shall live among the nations.’

ר  חִיתוֹתָם:  אֲשֶׁ שְׁ ד בִּ יחַ יקוק, נִלְכַּ ינוּ מְשִׁ כ  רוּחַ אַפֵּ
צִלּוֹ נִחְיֶה בַגּוֹיִם: אָמַרְנוּ, בְּ

21 Rejoice and be glad, O daughter of Edom, that 
dwellest in the land of Uz: the cup shall pass over 
unto thee also; thou shalt be drunken, and shalt make 
thyself naked.

אֶרֶץ  בֶת( בְּ ת-אֱדוֹם, יושבתי )יוֹשֶׁ מְחִי בַּ י וְשִׂ ישִׂ כא  שִׂ
רִי, וְתִתְעָרִי: כְּ שְׁ עֲבָר-כּוֹס--תִּ ם-עָלַיִךְ, תַּ עוּץ; גַּ

22 The punishment of thine iniquity is accomplished, 
O daughter of Zion, He will no more carry thee away 
into captivity; He will punish thine iniquity, O daughter 
of Edom, He will uncover thy sins.

קַד  ת-צִיּוֹן--לאֹ יוֹסִיף, לְהַגְלוֹתֵךְ; פָּ ם-עֲוֹנֵךְ, בַּ כב  תַּ
אתָיִךְ: ה עַל-חַטֹּ לָּ ת-אֱדוֹם, גִּ עֲוֹנֵךְ בַּ

1 Remember, O LORD, what is come upon us; behold, 
and see our reproach.

יטָה( וּרְאֵה  א  זְכֹר יקוק מֶה-הָיָה לָנוּ, הביט )הַבִּ
תֵנוּ: אֶת-חֶרְפָּ

2 Our inheritance is turned unto strangers, or houses 
unto aliens.

ינוּ לְנָכְרִים: תֵּ ב  נַחֲלָתֵנוּ נֶהֶפְכָה לְזָרִים, בָּ

3 We are become orphans and fatherless, our mothers 
are as widows.

אַלְמָנוֹת: תֵינוּ כְּ ג  יְתוֹמִים הָיִינוּ אין )וְאֵין( אָב, אִמֹּ

4 We have drunk our water for money; our wood 
cometh to us for price.

מְחִיר יָבֹאוּ: תִינוּ, עֵצֵינוּ בִּ כֶסֶף שָׁ ד  מֵימֵינוּ בְּ

5 To our very necks we are pursued; we labour, and 
have no rest.

פְנוּ, יָגַעְנוּ לא )וְלאֹ( הוּנַח-לָנוּ: ארֵנוּ נִרְדָּ ה  עַל צַוָּ

6 We have given the hand to Egypt, and to Assyria, to 
have bread enough;

עַ לָחֶם: בֹּ וּר לִשְׂ ו  מִצְרַיִם נָתַנּוּ יָד, אַשּׁ

7 Our fathers have sinned, and are not; and we have 
borne their iniquities.

ז  אֲבתֵֹינוּ חָטְאוּ אינם )וְאֵינָם(, אנחנו )וַאֲנַחְנוּ( 
עֲוֹנֹתֵיהֶם סָבָלְנוּ:

8 Servants rule over us; there is none to deliver us out 
of their hand.

דָם: רֵק אֵין מִיָּ לוּ בָנוּ, פֹּ ח  עֲבָדִים מָשְׁ

9 We get our bread with the peril of our lives because 
of the sword of the wilderness.

ר: דְבָּ נֵי חֶרֶב הַמִּ נוּ נָבִיא לַחְמֵנוּ, מִפְּ נַפְשֵׁ ט  בְּ

10 Our skin is hot like an oven because of the burning 
heat of famine.

נֵי זַלְעֲפוֹת רָעָב: תַנּוּר נִכְמָרוּ, מִפְּ י  עוֹרֵנוּ כְּ

11 They have ravished the women in Zion, the 
maidens in the cities of Judah.

עָרֵי יְהוּדָה: תֻלתֹ בְּ צִיּוֹן עִנּוּ, בְּ ים בְּ יא  נָשִׁ

LAMENTATIONS CHAPTER 5
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characterize perhaps the greatest act of treachery of all: the Sale of Joseph. Judah, 
speaking to his brothers, convinces them to sell Joseph as a slave rather than kill 
him – and in so doing, states: mah betza ki na’harog et achinu vechisinu et damo; 
or, ‘what do we gain by killing our brother and covering his blood?’. The Sale of 
Joseph may have seemed like a bitter but necessary act of justice to the brothers 
who carried it out. But was it really as ‘just’ as it seemed to them, or was their 

perspective tainted by the fact that Joseph had sinned against them?

The Jews had sinned against God, too. Jeremiah seems to be inching closer to 
lodging a veiled grievance against the God who wrought all this devastation: God, 
are you apart from this story or are you part of it? If you were the target of Israel’s 
sin, how can you also be the judge of it? 

When It’s Personal For You, It Feels Like It’s 
Personal for God, Too
All of this brings us to the doorstep of Eicha, Chapter 3. In Chapter 3, all pretense 
of staying on this side of the cliff dissipates. Again, we hear of God as enemy – but 
this time, gone is the dissimulating kaf:

רִים מִסְתָּ ב ארֵֹב הוּא לִי, אריה )אֲרִי( בְּ דֹּ

He is for me a bear lying in wait, a lion in secret places…

רָא לַחֵץ טָּ מַּ יבֵנִי כַּ צִּ תּוֹ וַיַּ רַךְ קַשְׁ  דָּ

He has bent His bow, and set me as a target for the arrow.

In these verses, God is unambiguously the adversary. There is no judge here; only 
a foe. 

Standing back and looking at the progression of these three chapters, we might 
ask: What changed? The journey Jeremiah makes here, from Chapter 1 to Chapter 
3 – does it represent a change in Jeremiah’s philosophical attitude towards the 
legitimacy of Divine actions? Have Jeremiah’s ideas about God’s culpability in the 

destruction of Jerusalem undergone some sort of logical restructuring? 

My suspicion is that this is not the case. The logic of the situation is not what 
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changed; Jeremiah’s point of view is what changed. 

As we discussed before, Jeremiah began Eicha having assumed a third-person 
point of view. When you recount the destruction of something else, no matter 
how empathetic you are, you do so as a reporter. A reporter can pretend to some 
level of objectivity. And when you are objective, well, it is easier, then, to see 
God as being objective, too. God’s actions can be ascribed to a hard and painful 
justice. 

But as Jeremiah continues his lament, he is drawn into Jerusalem’s suffering. 
He can’t just be a reporter. He is part of the people. The third-person viewpoint 
crumbles. Suddenly, it is all personal and breathless. Elegant prose is brushed 
aside. The pain is raw and it is visceral and it is happening to us and this is what it 

12 Princes are hanged up by their hand; the faces of 
elders are not honoured.

רוּ: נֵי זְקֵנִים לאֹ נֶהְדָּ יָדָם נִתְלוּ, פְּ רִים בְּ יב  שָׂ

13 The young men have borne the mill, and the 
children have stumbled under the wood.

לוּ: שָׁ עֵץ כָּ אוּ, וּנְעָרִים בָּ חוּרִים טְחוֹן נָשָׂ יג  בַּ

14 The elders have ceased from the gate, the young 
men from their music.

גִינָתָם: חוּרִים מִנְּ בָתוּ, בַּ עַר שָׁ יד  זְקֵנִים מִשַּׁ

15 The joy of our heart is ceased; our dance is turned 
into mourning.

ךְ לְאֵבֶל מְחֹלֵנוּ: נוּ, נֶהְפַּ בַת מְשׂוֹשׂ לִבֵּ טו  שָׁ

16 The crown is fallen from our head; woe unto us! for 
we have sinned.

י חָטָאנוּ: נוּ, אוֹי-נָא לָנוּ כִּ טז  נָפְלָה עֲטֶרֶת רֹאשֵׁ

17 For this our heart is faint, for these things our eyes 
are dim;

כוּ עֵינֵינוּ: ה, חָשְׁ נוּ--עַל-אֵלֶּ יז  עַל-זֶה, הָיָה דָוֶה לִבֵּ

18 For the mountain of Zion, which is desolate, the 
foxes walk upon it.

כוּ-בוֹ: מֵם, שׁוּעָלִים הִלְּ שָּׁ יח  עַל הַר-צִיּוֹן שֶׁ

19 Thou, O LORD, art enthroned for ever, Thy throne is 
from generation to generation.

סְאֲךָ לְדוֹר וָדוֹר: ב, כִּ שֵׁ ה יקוק לְעוֹלָם תֵּ יט  אַתָּ

20 Wherefore dost Thou forget us for ever, and 
forsake us so long time?

עַזְבֵנוּ לְארֶֹךְ יָמִים: חֵנוּ, תַּ כָּ שְׁ ה לָנֶצַח תִּ כ  לָמָּ

21 Turn Thou us unto Thee, O LORD, and we shall be 
turned; renew our days as of old.

שׁ יָמֵינוּ  יבֵנוּ יקוק אֵלֶיךָ ונשוב )וְנָשׁוּבָה(, חַדֵּ כא  הֲשִׁ
קֶדֶם: כְּ

22 Thou canst not have utterly rejected us, and be 
exceeding wroth against us!

נוּ, קָצַפְתָּ עָלֵינוּ עַד-מְאדֹ: י אִם-מָאסֹ מְאַסְתָּ כב  כִּ

Lamentations. A Hebrew - English Bible According to the Masoretic Text 
and the JPS 1917 Edition. Mechon Mamre, n.d. Web. <http://www.mechon-
mamre.org/p/pt/pt3201.htm>.
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feels like. From this perspective, the ultimate subjective perspective -- God seems 
“subjective”, too. It doesn’t feel like He is the dispassionate dispenser of justice 
anymore. It feels like He hates us. The suffering of which Jeremiah tells, now has 
the acrid aftertaste of revenge.

It is interesting that Chapter Three -- the breathless first-person account of 
suffering -- is anything but sure of itself as to the meaning of this suffering. Yes, 
it suggests the possibility of God as enemy – but just a few short verses later, it 
suggests the opposite possibility, too. It expresses the fleeting sense of hope that 
somewhere in the ashes of Jerusalem, God’s kindness is out there, just waiting to 

be discovered:

י לאֹ-כָלוּ רַחֲמָיו י לאֹ-תָמְנוּ, כִּ חַסְדֵי יקוק כִּ

Surely, God’s kindness is not consumed; surely, His mercy is not 

exhausted.

From there, Jeremiah goes on to speak of why, after all this, he still trusts in God. 
The victim of an enemy’s ruthless revenge would be unlikely to profess faith or 
trust in that very enemy’s kindness. But when one’s perceived adversary is God, 
things are more complicated. And when Jeremiah changes point of view; when he 
leaves the relative comfort of the reporter’s microphone and stands, vulnerable 
and alone, at one with his devastated city and its exiled inhabitants – well, 

contradictions in how you see things are just the order of the day. 

Do I contradict myself? Very well, then; I contradict myself…

-- Walt Whitman

The Twinned Ending of Eicha: Bitterness and 
Hope
Two chapters later, the contradictions expressed in Chapter 3 come back to 
form a kind of twinned end to Eicha. A long time ago, I remember reading Great 
Expectations by Charles Dickens. It had a poignant but terribly bitter ending, 
and I recall finding out later that Dickens, hounded by disenchanted readers, 
had finally assented to compose an alternative ending. It was sweeter, and 
professed a sense of hope for the future – a hope that was entirely absent from 
the first ending. Some publishers chose to print both endings. The reader, in 

Page 21



effect, was left to choose: Which ending is more genuine? Or: Do I even care 
which is more genuine?  I remember reading the second, newer ending, and 
leaping, emotionally to accept it – despite whatever misgivings I had about 
its provenance. Sometimes, an authors’ truest feelings are just too bitter to 
swallow. 

In Eicha, too, we have a twinned ending. One verse expresses a hope and a 

prayer for the future: 

‘Bring us back, O Lord, and we will return; renew our days as of old’. 

The other verse looks to the past, and pronounces its harsh conclusion: 

‘Even if You have utterly discarded us, your anger against us was very 

great.’

The Hebrew, as we might expect, leaves room to wonder. My translation, 
above, is perhaps too charitable. The words for ‘utterly discarded us’, in 
the original, are ‘ma’os m’astanu’, which could probably just as easily be 
translated as: ‘Even if you are thoroughly disgusted with us’. As for the last 
part of the verse, ‘your anger against us was very great’ -- the Hebrew there 
is ‘katzafta aleinu ad me’od’.  Does that mean ‘your anger was very great’ or 

‘your anger was too much’? 

What, in the end, was Jeremiah really saying here? The reader is left to piece 
it together for himself. Hope on the one hand. But on the other hand, a 
shattering truth-telling, if not of the way things really are, then at least of the 
way things seem when you are part of the terrible destruction of which you 
tell: Even if you were thoroughly disgusted with us, still, look at all this pain; 
God, what are we to make of this? Don’t you think that perhaps you might 
have overdone it?

Jeremiah started his book as an observer, but ends it as a participant. 
As participant, he closes it with both hope for a brighter tomorrow and 
with bitterness at what he’s witnessed today. These, after all, are the twin 
step-children of overwhelming suffering: suffering that is not merely 
dispassionately reported, but experienced first-hand, in all its terror and 
ambiguity. We, seventy years after the Holocaust, are no strangers to these 
feelings. Yes, they contradict one another. But perhaps Jeremiah teaches us 
that we are not meant to reconcile them.
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Because this book contains verses from the Torah, as 
well as the name of God, please refrain from throwing it 
in the trash. It should be buried with other holy writings.
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