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This final Shabbat of 2007 finds us reading the opening portion of the Book of Exodus.  It is named this in English based upon the story of the Israelites liberation from bondage and departure from Egypt.  Upon leaving Egypt, the Israelites begin a forty-year period of wandering that will be described in the remainder of the Torah.  


In Hebrew this second book of the Torah is called Sefer Shemot, the Book of Names.  It bears this title because it begins with a listing of the names of Jacob’s sons that went down to Egypt during the famine.  This listing of names (12 sons in total, though Joseph was already in Egypt as a result of his brothers having sold him to a passing caravan) and the Hebrew title of the book always reminds me of the wonderful poem, Each Man Has A Name, by the great Hebrew poet, usually known only by her first name, Zelda.  


Zelda Mishkovsky was born in the Ukraine in 1914 and emigrated to Palestine in 1925.  Throughout her adult life she taught in Orthodox schools for girls.  Her first volume of poetry was not published until 1967.


As you read the poem, please bear in mind that Hebrew is a gender specific language, thus the use of the masculine throughout the poem.  I suspect that Zelda understood this poem to be about both men and women and one could rewrite it using the feminine without any difficulty or loss of poetic impact.  
Each Man Has A Name
Each man has a name, given him by God
And given him by his father and mother.

Each man has a name given him by his stature

And his way of smiling,

And given him by his clothes.

Each man has a name given him by the mountains

And given him by his walls.

Each man has a name given him by the planets

And given him by his neighbours.

Each man has a name given him by his sins

And given him by his longing.

Each man has a name given him by his enemies

And given him by his love.

Each man has a name given him by his feast days

And given him by his craft.

Each man has a name given him by the seasons of the year

And given him by his blindness.

Each man has a name given by the sea

And given him by his death.
(Translation by T. Carmi, The Penguin Book of Hebrew Verse)


Surely, each of us has a name.  There are many ways in which we see ourselves as well as how we are seen by others.  Perhaps on this Shabbat as we begin reading Sefer Shemot, the Book of Names, and as we close-out 2007, we might take the opportunity to ponder what names we are known by.

Best wishes for a 
Shabbat Shalom.  I hope that 2008 will be a year of health and happiness for all of us.  May it also be a year of blessing and peace for us, for Israel and for all the world. 
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