
LIGHTS & PERFECTIONS 
 

You are to make garments of holiness for Aaron… and you are to put in the 
breast piece of Judgment the Urim and Tummim, so they may be over his 
heart...  

 
 
Lucid and clear comes tomorrow, the exalted dreams and slip-ups of luck. But so 
much goes wrong in our human handling that the truth forgets it had ever been. 
This is what Hannah would have said if you asked her, sitting outside the Temple 
gates pleading for a son. 
 
As our Sages tell us, she wore the future on her sleeve. As they also tell us, every fig 
leaf is open to interpretation, naked guesses too much for anyone.  
 
These, then, are the rules for prophecy: the question must be brief, the words 
uttered in the silenced heart. A glint of topaz, a hint from Above – and the future 
might be glimpsed in the sibylline light. But in the muffled confusion of early 
morning, with a weeping woman on his doorstep and priestly arts more practiced 
at battles and sinners, Eli misread the crystals’ nod. Accused Hannah of 
drunkenness, was answered with transparent reproach. 
 
Her plea was granted – Samuel, son of her aging. Each year, we read of this easy 
mistake, the mishandling of lapis and jasper – and of the risk that all may be 
foreseen, all may be given.  
 
n 

 
There are few who willingly open a letter sent from the world to come, even fewer 
who studiously read the pages penned in its broad expanse. This is what the gypsy 
would have said if you asked her. 
 
The cards (ram’s head, scepter) slapped down for a bit of silver hinted at what my 
grandmother already knew – an arduous journey across the ocean. And something 
else (a tower on a rocky coast): the could-be found and lost. For it came to pass –
how could it not? – that a handsome man fed her oranges through the crossing. 
Promised delight with his grey cat-eyes, confessed at journey’s end to a wife and 
children left behind in the Old Country. Thus, she sat solitary, a woman once full. 
 
Just keep walking, my mother says, whenever I’m pulled toward my sapphire fate. 
Don’t, she says, in front of a palm reader’s shop, intoning the story of my great-
uncle, done in by lightning and a tumbled tree.  
 
Done in by the arc and wave foretold in his outstretched hand. Better not to know. 
Too much can go wrong. 
 
n 

 
I don’t fault my mother her reticence. God drives this train without conscience. The 
seats are narrow and filled with regret. Better to return the letters unopened. So 
proclaimed King Josiah, when we Jews were little more than gypsies ourselves, 
wandering in treacherous times with barbarians parked outside at the gates.  
 



All is not well. The rocks must go. So proclaimed all who came after him, and 
closed we remain, filling up every unknown with the sureness of law and regret. 
With who did what to us when.  We prefer our world-to-come as impossibly 
distant. As just plain impossible.  
 
Even time itself would not take up the challenge of life among such a people. 
 
n 

 
I’m tired of such practiced abstinence. I want to see how the story ends. How 
trouble finds us. That is what I would say if you asked. 
 
Which is why, next chance I get, I’m tossing salt over my shoulder, getting drunk 
on words I don’t yet know. I’m going to sit at the gate, illiterate. Stare at this page, 
desolate, until the whole luminous spectrum is laid bare, the letters glisten and 
sparkle. 
 
Until God’s palm is upturned. And like thunderbolts issued from the brilliance of 
mountains… 
 
I will hold out the imperfect future to you. 
 


