Kaddish For A Synagogue

(Shaarei Tzedek, St. John, N.B.)




I

The synagogue in Saint John, New Brunswick,

Canada is for sale, the big sanctuary closed like 

A barn door, the community center next door

Now a museum of past glory, only twenty families 

Remain and only a few show at the chapel to carry 

On the tradition of the fathers.




II

Jewish ghosts flicker through the empty 

Sanctuary like Sabbath candles. Shadows 

On walls, memories scratched like the benches 

Where three hundred might have sat for the 

High Holy Days, the Cantor’s voice wailing prayers

Of hope and repentance, or remembering the

Dead – Kaddish – now fading echoes, like

Pictures of  bygone days, like abandoned soup 

Going cold, not to be savored again, 

The sanctuary cold in the summer and ready 

To be sold As a relic, perhaps to become apartments 

Or torn down, or the name to be scraped from

The brick façade, the altar removed to a

Museum or burned for warmth, the chandelier

Sold for scrap, the name plates of the founders,

Supporters and the dead melted down for reuse,

Pews taken to antique stores or broken up and 

Carted away to the dump. Hear O Israel, 

Memories of their lives fade, new lives move on 

Yet the legacy remains in the tiny Museum next door. 

But what of the future?




III

The congregation is small and doesn’t have a

Permanent rabbi. He comes from Halifax, 

Probably drives to Digby and takes the ferry 

Across, unless he gets seasick and drives all the 

Way to arrive before the Sabbath. His bed is 

In the museum with ghosts of the past, the wind 

Howls a Holocaust tune and he cannot sleep.




IV

The first Jew in Saint John, Mr. Gables, had

Children who married Christians because there 

Were no other Jews. They assimilated like the 

Lost tribe and the English at Roanoke, Virginia 

In 1605 who created blue-eyed Indians. 

And in Saint John, circumcised Christians?




V

There were once over two hundred and fifty

Jewish families in Saint John: fourteen hundred

Souls for God to watch and who prayed for His

Justice and mercy. Where have they gone, those 

Who prayed for justice and mercy? Will there be 

A last Jew in Saint John?

