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Judah's Bones

"A Picture held us captive.  And we could not get outside it for it lay in our language and language seemed to repeat it to us inexorably."  

(Ludwig Wittgenstein Philosophical Investigations)

1.

Have I been a man of mere bone?

Not flesh at all?

Sarcophagi in the desert

Return from exile--

Twelve skeletons integral,

Each bone jointed into its socket,

Carried on hunched backs as bone-mobiles

Upright in their stone coffins.

Have I been a man of mere bone?

Not flesh at all?

I have come apart--my frame

A puzzle rattling in its box.

A man of bone-clutter,

I try to rise but find my body shattered.

Engraved on each limb--my words,

My words pin me apart.

2.

I remember the broken sheaves

Scattered over the threshing floor,

Your fingers grasping the pit's edge,

Knuckle white, your voice bleating.

They wanted to bury you alive.

I thought my words would save you:

"What do we gain by killing him

And covering over his blood."

We took a kid, slit its throat,

Stripped you of the cloak and dipped it in blood.

And sold you for twenty pieces of silver instead.

Yet my words remain etched in marrow:

"Know this to be your son's or not?"

The cloak lay stiff in Jacob's hands,

The pattern of faces in the cloth

Clogged with blood.

3.  Tamar's Voice

I am widowed and waiting

To raise seed like fallow land--

Clumps of soil, rock and weed.

Judah's forgotten.

I shed the widow's shroud.

Take the blue scarf.

Cover shafts of skin.

Wrapped in blue gauze like a Geisha,

I stand at the place where he passes.

He wants to unravel me.

Promised a goat--

Cord, staff and signet my guarantee.

I am left with tumult of child,

And can no longer hide 

The petulant belly.

They call me, "slut."

He says, "Burn her alive."

I bring out the signs, "Know these?

"They belong to the man who seeded me."

Judah stands stone still--

Bone-pallor engraved in his face.

4.

I stood before my father staining the silence,

The bloody cloak stiff in his arms--

"A wild animal tore, tore him apart."

I wove that image into his memory

Like a woman weaving herself into her loom--

Blood-thread by blood-thread--unraveling.

Now I am pinned inside the image

Like a picture within its frame,

Held captive by the words, "torn, torn apart."

Bound by language, inexorably,

Repeated to me.  I thrash like a webbed

Fly between lines, "my words pin me apart."

5.

I am poured out--my bones scattered.

Like wax, my flesh melts into the pelvic frame.

Strength crumbles as a potshard.

Tongue--dry--cleaves to my palate.

Yet in my skull, my lips murmur, 

"Hear, O God, the voice of Judah…"

A seraph touches me with a burning coal,

And my bones assemble like dominoes,

White aligned on the black shroud.

I am threaded together in the woof and weave

Of all five senses as a shuttle shinnies through a loom.

And when I arise woven whole again,

The two grains of this tapestry, inside and out,

Maintain their asymmetry.
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