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Inspiration from the Nations 

If Rosh Hashanna is the universal festival of the Jewish calendar, celebrating God’s kingship of 

the world and praying for the nations of the world, then it cannot hurt to have some inspiration 

from non-Jewish sources. Here are three of my favourite poems. 

Rabindranath Tagore was one of the greatest Indian poets and thinkers of the 20th Century. He 

captures most beautifully, through the image of the violin string, the idea that freedom without 

purpose, without dedication to some higher calling is meaningless. This period of the Jewish 

calendar focuses our attention on what our true goals and priorities are – allowing us to use our 

freedom to sing our own beautiful and unique tune. 

Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941), My Violin String 

“I have on my table a violin string.  
It is free to move in any direction I like. 
 If I twist one end, it responds; it is free. 

But it is not free to sing.  
So I take it and fix it into my violin.  

I bind it and when it is bound, it is free for the first time to sing.” 
 

Stevie Smith, one of Britain’s favourite poets, had an interesting strategy for getting ideas. She 

would scour newspaper reports for the small stories which appeared to capture larger truths. 

One of her most famous poems was written after she read an article about a man who had 

drowned not far from a beach where many people were bathing. No one had helped the victim 

as they had all mistaken his difficulties for waving. Rosh HaShanna is a good time to consider 

how many people we know who may actually be drowning (metaphorically) even though we find 

it easier to think of them as waving? Perhaps we ourselves pretend we are waving, when in fact 

we are in distress? 

Stevie Smith (1902-1971), Not Waving But Drowning 

Nobody heard him, the dead man, 

But still he lay moaning: 

I was much further out than you thought 

And not waving but drowning. 

 

Poor chap, he always loved larking 

And now he's dead 

It must have been too cold for him his heart gave way, 

They said. 

 

Oh, no no no, it was too cold always 

(Still the dead one lay moaning) 

I was much too far out all my life 

And not waving but drowning. 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/36913.Rabindranath_Tagore
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Arthur Hugh Clough was a Victorian poet. Originally written to inspire soldiers to carry on 

fighting, his poem ‘Say Not The Struggle’, has become a source of comfort and inspiration to all 

of those who feel that the end is not in sight – be it in emotional, romantic, professional, or 

spiritual endeavours (President Reagan quoted it in a 1988 speech envisioning the end of the 

Cold War). The prayer books of Rosh HaShanna and Yom Kippur, despite its seriousness and at 

times terrifying images, nevertheless is suffused with a confidence that we will live up to our 

potential and lead lives of joy and meaningfulness. 

 
Arthur Hugh Clough. (1819–1861), Say Not The Struggle 

Vasily Grossman (1905-1964) was a Jewish Russian journalist during WWII covering the Soviet 
war effort against the Nazis. After the war he wrote Life and Fate, which was banned by the KGB 
for its equation of Communism with Nazism in its tyranny and deprivation of human freedom. 
He died in poverty and unknown, but his work – which was smuggled out of the USSR on 
microfilm – survived, along with its vision of the enduring power of kindness and humanity. 

 
Vasily Grossman, Life and Fate 

SAY not the struggle naught availeth, 
The labor and the wounds are vain, 

The enemy faints not, nor faileth, 
And as things have been they remain. 

 
If hopes were dupes, fears may be liars; 

It may be, in yon smoke concealed, 
Your comrades chase e'en now the fliers, 

And, but for you, possess the field. 
 

For while the tired waves, vainly breaking, 
Seem here, no painful inch to gain, 

Far back, through creeks and inlets making, 
Comes silent, flooding in, the main. 

 
And not by eastern windows only, 
When daylight comes, comes in the light, 

In front, the sun climbs slow, how slowly, 
But westward, look, the land is bright 

 
  
 

“I have seen that it is not man who is impotent in the struggle against evil, but the power of evil that is 

impotent in the struggle against man. The powerlessness of kindness, of senseless kindness, is the secret of 

its immortality. It can never be conquered. The more stupid, the more senseless, the more helpless it may 

seem, the vaster it is. Evil is impotent before it… Human history is not the battle of good struggling to 

overcome evil. It is a battle fought by a great evil, struggling to crush a small kernel of human kindness. 

But if what is human in human beings has not been destroyed even now, then evil will never conquer.”  

 

 


