FROM EMPTINESS – Sinai, Ha Negev, Midbar Yehuda: Looking for what cannot be seen, seeing what cannot be know, knowing what cannot be.

There cannot be very many words in a desert. There were just a few whose cogency finally prompted me to get myself there. A couple more, joining me en route, further fueled that original impetus. This then is a small—compressed—but charged vocabulary. Here is my list: emptiness, clarity; epiphany, holy land; exile, pilgrimage, homecoming; numinous, homiletic; horizon. Their expositions are, essentially, the questions I went out to ask, and, the new ones I carried home.

In my century there has been extensive exile. In a life and in our traditions and history there are exiles of lesser and greater moment and definition. Circles need to be completed. Wanderers need to make a return. I, again, needed to effect a homecoming. After over forty years in the “wilderness” I felt it now needed to be the one a Jew makes when visiting Israel for the first time.

In life, memory leads us to contemplate many "homecomings.  One other, I've learned, is amongst the transcendencies artists aspire towards when they do their work. The path is always risky; I've trod it over and over again. No destination is ever certain. As an artist and as a Jew coming to Israel and the ancient desert I would be compounding my homecomings. I hoped 1 could find a sweet congruency between them. They needed to be woven into the web of my work.

The quiet desire to return doesn't necessarily insist upon gaining the harsh depths of the desert. For me, though, there
wasn't an alternative. The desert is elemental. It is clear there. It is an empty place.

It was from that emptiness, the Sinai, that a singular event happened: the emergence of One God. Here, for the one time in human history, the ultimate God appeared: invisible and inconceivable, everlasting and immeasurable, eternal, omnipresent and omnipotent. Here Humanity confronts, most directly, the imageless inchoate nature of Being. A God, with name unspoken, as blank as the desert air. I wanted to get into that desert world; to photograph in that air.*

I had been out in other deserts; our American Southwest. I stood at the edges of the Hopi mesas; there I stared out across space and was transfixed by the place—an open air epiphany. For the peoples of that land, the Hopi and the Navajo, all its aspects are spiritually interconnected. Their place is the center oft he world. It is sacred terrain. It is their holy land and they stand graceful in its midst. This became as lucid to me as the air around: I came to make an equation of holy lands.

I have devoted much time to being at the worlds edges and horizon-its polar and peripheral places. I now saw fit to look at centrality. I headed to the spot that for millennia, and to millions of the earths inhabitants, had been and remains archetypically Central: the Holy Land. That equation, a subsuming connection, made me want to bring my newly gained clarities—fresh in perspective, free in perception—into the Holy Land of the Bible.

Going to this special place (another of the earth’s poles?) is never purely a solo undertaking. You can never go there by yourself; making the trip is always a shared endeavor. The Land of Israel has been, for hundreds and hundreds of years, a theological abstraction for most Jews. But it is an actual place, and you can actually tread the real real estate of biblical events. You can trip over biblical rocks, breathe biblical air and eat biblical sand in your falafel. You can be in that same place. You can be where the stories happened.

Thus, I soon saw that to come into this country was implicitly to make a pilgrimage, whether or not one intended to do so at the outset.  This goes for all of us, Jews, Christians, and Muslims.  Standing in Bethlehem at the site of Jesus’ birth is almost dauntingly comprehensible: I don’t know how a Christian could not want to be at this hallowed spot.  Or, a Muslim, at the venerate rock from which the Prophet took flight.

I got there, and knowingly or not, I had, inherently, unequivocally and indelibly, gone on a pilgrimage.  This reality, this realization, was poignantly intensified by knowing I'd be the only member of my family to make a visit to Israel, and to stand by the Western Wall.

I went out into the desert to ask my questions. I went with certain ideas and predispositions. 1 went knowing I needed to, and would, meander. Hoped-for discoveries eventually greeted me; others too. Epistemology is where you find it; revelation can be looked for everywhere. What I found, and took home, borders on the ineffable. I feel that the work I did is suffused with a sense of this "wordlesslessness.”  But, we all know, people need to talk things over, as you see here, myself well included.

I had guides to help with the way. We talked. They taught me a lot. Mostly, as all were good naturalists, about the specifics of some of the planet’s most energetic geology: the Syrian-African Rift Valley. Everything we encountered was so damnedly tectonic: raw processes; a world rent and wracked; brute and brash, gnawed, naked and new. My guides were eloquent, or, perhaps, this world has its own eloquence. I had other intentions: a paramount need to frame the phenomena of these places in the context of my theological questions. In these rocks there was a conundrum.

I left wondering if, after all I'd seen and done, my work was more about geology than it was about theology. When home I talked about this with a wise friend; we pursued my quandary. We came to see that the truth was dual: geology and theology can be one and the same. The physical world-these arid mountains and sandy expanses can be numenous and homiletic.

The nature of a place can imbue us with its spirit. It can guide us towards epiphany. It can point immanence at us. These places have an in-dwelling that we can "know.”

They also hold a record. They can be made to account for themselves. Once encountered they bear the weight of their history; they show traces and speak messages; and, they are layered with the tales of their being. Stones can be heard, and revelations gotten, from just about any terrain you can manage to stumble over—especially in retrospect when all that sand and dust is washed out of your ears.

My guides were all Israelis; young men, all more or less secular Jews cut from a fabric not too dissimilar from my own. My last guide, like the others, knew nature well. Occasionally though, when walking out on the limestones of the Judean wilderness, our conversations would stray from the ostensibly physical world. Once, walking long and hard under a lowering sun, we hazarded into a discourse about the enigma of one another’s Jewish identity and bearing. It was an apt
place to engage such matters but, given the conditions, the conversation trailed off.

We picked it up again later on with another puzzle. This guide was not alone amongst others who have accompanied me in wondering what I was doing when l stopped to make a photograph. When I did so, he would often stand behind me in a position to reckon at how I was looking at what I saw.  Usually there'd be nothing in particular to be seen, except the horizon. He was perplexed, then pensive, and finally he spoke about what this could mean.

He had circled us back to where we started out. The paths of two understandings were no longer forked.  This is what he now had to tell me: I was doing what I was doing, no matter the guise, for but one purpose: I was striving to grasp some awareness of where heaven and earth meet. And, I needed to put myself, as best I could, near to where that was.

That was good to hear.  It came at a good time, too:  I’d come up from Egypt, crossed the desert, and in a day or so would be entering Jerusalem.  His words, that welcome voice, still echo.

STUART KLIPPER

*This paragraph paraphrases influential notions set forth by George Steiner in his essay “A Season in Hell”; he in turn has quoted from Schoenberg’s “Moses and Aaron.”

