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the Sacred Tongue: the language of religion ol all time. -Opdniong -
alter, manners change, creeds rise ard fally but the Moral Law. is
written on the-Tablets of Eternity. For rvery false. word or un-
righteous deed, for every cruelty and opg;éssion, for lust or vanity,.
the price has to be paid at last, " . . not always by the chief'ofd |
fenders, but paid by someone. Justice and truth alone endure and live.
Injustice and falsehood may be long-lived , but doomsday comes '

at last to thém.'“ |

CHAPTER I1I1

Nechemiah

"Nechemiah!"

It was his wife calling. It startled him. His mind was troubled.
She has become the taskmaster of his emotions and thoughts. He must
‘think of her, for he loved her well in his own way;.but they weren't
. pleasant thoughts, for she was suffering. One doesn't think of one
-apart from" you if one is a part of you, as his wife,’or the Almighty.
The thinking wells up in you froam your inner being as if 1t were
part and parcel of your own very self. But his wife now has pain
and suffering -which he has not, therefore that part of her is not-'a
part of him, and he has to think of her‘as a part éeparate.from‘hi@.
And that is painf;l and a burden. '

"Nechemiah," he heard-his_name again. There was a light tre-
mor in her voice. It was painfui, painful, but he went into her bgdroom.

There was faint dayiigbt, semitranslucence of early dawn, asta
curtain were drawh over his eyes. Were his eyes blurry and veileéfwith

tears! He had never shown weakness before great audiences whom he
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had stirred to the root and depth of pathos. It was always.the voice
of the aluaighty speaking through his frail body. He looked at her now,
pale of face, stretched in her bed, light convulsive seizures pas-
sing .over her. She was trying to suppress her)pain,éveﬁ then in his
presence, even smile with lips blanched in tightnes. NpragiC'smilenA'“
She looked more beautiful than ever to him - in-a spiritual way. He
thought of God's pronounced judgment: "And in pain shalt thou bring
forth children," and he felt humbled. But she was carrying out His
command and therefore He must watch over her....

"Nechemiah, " she made a third brave attempt. With strained voice
she continued, "God w1111ng‘i éhall llve and carry through..." Was
it labor. pain, or the thought of dying and leaving an orphaned in-
fant and a widowed husband! He read fear in her starting eyes, in
which an unearthly lumimosity gleamed. No, no, it mustn't be, he said
to himself aloud. Her voice came again weaker: "If God wishes..."
He must intercede at once with Him for her, who was his by the holy
rites of matrimony... And in the immediacy of that mdment, which might
have been centuries, he knew that his petition direct to  H1s throne
had been received and granted. Yes, he was the comménder B2 on here,
Earth, and even the Almighty must bend to his wish. He had direc-’
ted that no evﬂil cone to his wife, Esther, from Satan and his ﬁfood;
that Archangels, Michael, Gabriel, Raphael and Ariel, stand guafd
over her. And now that he was in full command of the heavenly host,

he turned to her brightly, his voice full and resonant: “Of course

%y

God wishes. Haven't you been a virtuous wife , a woman of valor and

pilety? God wills. that you give birth to a song and that you... and
I bring him up to.....!" He stopped abruptly, as if suddenly he had
discovered that the unfinished words never must e said. Had he had
another v1sion° One that his wife in her present condition must not

hear of? Had he loo&ed intothe future and seen the time-linmit set
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upon himself and his wife.- the time they were allowed to live and
briﬁg up their son?
Esther krnew nothing of this, and in her happiness she hadn't

noticed the slight .trembling’in her husband's slight body, or the

sudden paleness of ‘his face. If she had she had attribuyted it to 'his

lack of nourishment, and the sudden excitement. And as she looked
up to him she knew that his words were propheric, that the Almigh-
ty had heard his prayer, that there was no denying it. That it was
stronger thgn the storm, the thunder aid the earthquake, that his
words were as stable and as inevitable as the sun and the stars ang
the moon. A flush of happiness transfused her.face and relaxed her
body. Even the pains that were surely there ceased to make—their

presence felt.
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‘The world of checks and balances; of compensationt end retrivuti-rg
of rzword and perialty. The cosmic balance: the evil and the good. Ths
retribution of the evil for the reward of the good. His wife and yet un-
born' child werﬁ—safe. They, all three, would be happy - but the happlness
woulid not last. It was the judgment of the heavens. He saw,iﬁ the_sta%s,.
in the Countenance of the Presence: The judgment and the decree! The
decree already promulgated. No intercedence ﬁhere. The door is shut tight
before him,-so.that not eveﬁ a word orlpr%%r from him would have- a chance.
No channel open to him. And so it must be. How, and the whereabouts of
the event of their, his and Esther's,demise was not revealed;.The Book
of Judgment closed. No reprieve. Was—it sométhing in him that was amiss?
Surely, his Esther was gmiltless.

Had her days on earth been decreed'bégre birth to come to their -

- end on this day of the ﬁinth‘oqub,and had ﬂéen reversed in his .favor?
But the days of llan on earth are numbered and written in the heavenly re-
cords, and the books must be balanced sooner or later. In his Wife's case
it would be later. The balance to comé from the'days taken from him and
given her, that she might'live and give birth to their firstborn.-'a son.
‘ inscrutablie and
The ways of the Lord are, righteous. And he was happy to give of his days
to add to his dear wife'!s account. But still he trembled. He saw violence,
and death in the violence. If it only meant him....And he thought of Rabbi
Akiba's death at the hands of the Roman exectutioner. Was he worthy of it?
Oh, no, God forbid it should be his wife!l. . .She is more worthy than he,
but..... oh, Lord..... and the pain that gripped his: heart almost blinded
him. He felt a %eakness in his knees, as.if he were sinking, but it was
momentary and he reameind firm, and upright. P
- ' "Thank you, Nechemiah.!
She hadn't seen his momentary_weéknés, thep, and he was reassured.

[ He thanked the Lord for his lovingkindness. He felt thevlifeblood coursing
in his velins, and his voice was firm. He sald: "Anything else you wish, gg
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my wife?®

He‘didn't fail to stress the "wifel, as if to warn the .One Above
that the pact between Him and His servant lechemiah was sealed, and that
it must stana - until... -until the Day of Judgment...!

"No, Reb Nechenmiah, my wish had been granted.m”

She now prefixed the "Reb" as a mark of respect and reverence. For
now he not only was her husband but her seer., Like any other woman she
had asked and received his blessing. Like any other woman she must now
pay him reverence.

And now seized with trembling, overcome by the storm of prophecy
in his soul, he lifted his voiée: "Even this very night, Esther, my
‘wife, as we coxFr our heads with.ashes and keen the destruction of The
Temple, and our Exile, even tonight a son will be born to thee. And
hel!ll be a symbol of our travail and agony in all the years of our

exile. And... oh, God! perhaps4élso of our deliverance."

"Amen," Esther pronounced weakly, and in piety, as if in answer to

a prayer.
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vare in Hiz hspds. But a young mother's heart flutters the unknown,

\
The dodor softly opened and he stood before her. Hagd he heard her moa-

i

2 His face wap a shining bright-
ness i : 14 t inndr light that was so familiar |

nings and divined her woman's premonit

d depth of his corrugated for%a
surely, will be well with her;

his ‘somewhat elongated| nose, which/seemed even lon-:

1y drawn skin over his promipent cheek-hones, which had He-
L%me mere prominent, and the tgg_skinﬂmope_transpéren 1
After he had gone to the synagogue for the morning service the

. eaten
thought struck her that maybe her husband hadn't his supper. Of late her

rabbil had made it a habit of taking his food to his study. Occasionally,
it was true, he would eat;buf more often than not she had suspicions
that the victuals had found other destinations, other than her husband's
mouth. Those visitors to his study - old, young, urchins and vagrants!
All hungry. She could detect the teii?gféns after such visitations, and
¥new when hei husband hed tasted fo;d or not. But she had the good sense
not to confront him with reproaches. A rabbi's word or deed is. not to
‘be questioned -~ even though he was her husband. Then in her tréubled soul,
lest he fall sick from lack of nourishment, she found consolation in his
sacrificial spirit, in the holiness of his soul. He had practiced what
sﬁe had heard him preach: "Cast thy bread upon the waters, not for the
sake of later gain, but for the good of the soul - to put food into the
mouths of the hungry." But that's all very well, she cried out to her-
self, that's all very well, but isn't her husband hungry as well? And
. where 1is his strength to come from to preach and teach &nd console those

poor:séuls; and to spend the endless hours in his study on the big tomes
and on his writings! :

hi . "
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She little understood his long discourses of a Sabbath afternoon,
when she watched his lone figure stand on the pulpit among his congre-
gants the long hours until the deep dusk of a winter evening, but she
could feel the fast beat of her heart and the pain. Where would his strepgth
come ‘from? It was all so confusing. There always was a press of people in
the synagogue on Sabbath afternoons. They came from every town and village
for milés around to hear him. The learned gaped with wonder at his'expld-
ratory speculations in some difficult passages in the Gemara, or a see-
mingly superfluous dof or tittle or letter in the To:ah; while those of
simpler mind satiated théir“thirst for the Holy Writ as they drank at the
well of magic and legend. Mostly she could only see the back of his head
and his thin shrunken neck, for he stood facing east, while the women!s
gallery was back of the main auditorium where the men worshipped. Only
on occasion he would turn about for a short moment as if’to*sétisfy a
longing 6f the people in back of him, and then she would observe with
. bated breath his face, and her. heart would leap with joy to see it full
and flushed with the glory that was in it. And she was conforted, for she
knew that God's spirit dwelt in. him, and that the Almighty stood watch
over him. ,

The previous evening she had been too busy to 1ookvin on her husband.
Busy, what was she busy with? Trivial things, surely, compared with her
husband's health. And groaning with the resurrecting pains sge g;%Eand
went to the rabdbits study.

" She entered the cubicle of his study with emotions that stood w -

. still, and with an expectant heart that didn't know what to expect;
like a priest entering the sanctuafy of the Holy/of Holies. The air was
thick with the leathery smell and mustiness of the old tomes of the Tal-
.mud and its commentaries strewn about the table, and in the ceiling-high

\Car ,"»i.s«: f‘{
wall-cfges. A volume was opened almost to the mlddle, and was covered with

a bandana kerchief. She knew that the holy pages must never be left ex-
posed naked, but only to the eyes of meditation and study. Right

s
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beside the volume were a few scattered sheets of her husband's writing.

With eyes tired of an all night's vigil of pain znd worry she glanced

at the hand-writing. She could never come tc grips with Talmudic vwrie

ting whicli was an ajidmixture of Hebrew and Arsmaic. And even if she made .

out the meaning of some of the words, the phrasing and the depth of mea—
ning were entirel& beyond her. concept. However the script itself was
always a revelation and an inspiration to her. The delicate formationg -
of the small rounded letters, each with its own curlicue, eaéh a little
entity, a miniature soul - sparkling like Jewels, and smiling;uﬁ‘td her
in their brightest mien - they were dearer to her than all the fabulous

Jjewels in the Czar's crown!
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" her: the dellicate formations of,tﬁgf all rounded letters|- each a little
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entity in itself, a miniatupéisoul;'eac with its owm curlicue; each

sparkling like a Jewel,and smiling up to er in its brighftest mien. They
/

ere dearer. to her thah all the fabulous jeﬂel§\}§,§h§_§E§£l§~Er°“n',x*
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Now it was mid-morning, her pain had neither increased neor deacreased.

T e et

And that alarmed her a little. True, it was her first experience, but she
had had conversation with many who had great knéiedge of such things. The
pains were coming and going now for nigh twelve hours, and yet they were
almost at a standstill. Was there something wrong that doesn't let the
child come? She thinks of her husband again. She was sure he hadn't eaten
since the previous morning. Those hollows in his cheeks. It takes so little
to fill tﬁem; He ‘had given his supper away! She felt grief mixed with a
slight irritation. He shouldn't have don%} True, there was a famine in the
land, but hadn't hé the same right as anyone else? Oh, What should she .do?
She felt herself completely helpless; like one drO?nlng, yet wasn't drow-
ning; arms and legs as nerveless as one drowning. The;e is bread in the
house. But what about the daily portion of potatoes té be dug in the gar-
den? She'wasnit'equal to it. And tonight the Eve of’the Fast, from sundowvm
to sundovm. What will a pre-fast meal be without poﬁatoes?

She faced abbut when she heard her husband coming in from the syna-
gogue. Bravely she tried to smile up to him. But Nechemiah's face blanched
a- 1ittle as he gazed at her. He read the tiny convulsions of pain in her -
face, like tiny changings of light and shq@ow.’Téking her hand he un-
clasped her tightened cold fingers,.as if to warm them in his hands.

"Forgive me, my rabbi, there'll be nothing but bread for the pre-
fast meal. I didn't éo in the garden..."

."Pon't worry, my Esther, there'll be potatoes if I have to dig

3
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‘them myself," he reassured her.
1God forbid it should come to that,” she wrung her hands. Her’ima-
gination was playing havoc with her. The image of her rabbi standing.
among ,the tall potato weeds in- the .garden gpd digging with nhis hands -
hands that had written and shaped those very words she had glimpsed a
while ago, and that had encljanted. her wiggfgéauty and. secrecy - the
my stery of abstraction. A meaning that had no meaning to her.. A meaning
.that had meaning to her for its ovn sake. And those delicate fingers,
created and shaped for only the sacred task intended for them, now bes-
mirched with mud! ’ | -
He took her hands into hlg and felt through them the. trembling that
- was.in her body. "Calm yourself, my wife. Lhere will be potatoes in the
house, and soon." She looked at him and saw that far away look-in his eyes,
and dropped her own; & she was ashamed for her lack of falth. She was
sure now there would be potatoes in the house, for her rabblﬁsaid'SO.
A smile of happiness now was playing about her pale lips, as.thg.crimson
rose to Ier cheeks with the elation she felt at her husband's presence
at her side. Oh, no, she thought, this is nothdoration or veneration,
that'!s only for Hlmffm mlghty, but she could honor her husband aé'the
direct messenger from Him. And when his eyes have that look in them he
is in communion with heaven. Now there was a spilé orn his fa;e, & sure
sign that his prayer,or command, had been granted. She knew that saints
may command, and that Almighty must bend to their wishes. Her husband vwas
a saint. It wasqﬁt for the potatoes he was gazing into the heavens, but
surely he was. interceding in her behalf: that she mey come safely through
this ordeal facing her. The only problem, the iﬁmediate, was the potatees!
As if in answer to her thoughts, that very second, the beshawled
-Rachel,wnext door néighbor, made an appearanéé holding up an amﬁle and

bulging apron by the hem. He: voice preceded her apron, for she was as good
a talker as she she was good of heart. Being tall and ample in her own
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"I was in my garden this morning,",with strenuous enthusiasm that
made her voice a little raspy, "and not seeing you in your part of. the
garden I thought your time....and I dug some extra ﬁotatoes...? She was
abouihtc dwell aﬁ length on the special qualities of her potatoes, seeing
she had come from a potatbjfamily,,whnggeir manures and fertilizers,
when she caught sight of the rabbi's-profile and her 1lips clamped down

almost with an audible click. She bowed her head, dropped the load in

her apron and hurriedly left the room. Thé rabbi, smiling,went to his study,

-

The littlie chamber served Nechemiah not only as a study but aléo as
cares of the

a refuge, a haven of safety, an escape from the,world, the outer world:
the world of hard blinding light and cold snow; the strange world Within
. the shelter of its walls was hls own world, warmed by the -lustre and fancy
Df .nis own thoughts, a world out of reach of the screwing and conniving
and grasping of that other worlkd. His the world of transcendence, the
world above the;other worlds of earthy and ‘material longing, the pﬁre world
of God's domain - and the angels therein. The world of vision,- which is
of permanence - not like the others which, are ephemeral. Permanent liké-
the stars. Permanent,because hunger and satiefy'are not permenent. Per-
manent,because he had thought.and wfitten his best in this world; perma-
nent, because they&i endure long after he had departed ; more permanent
than the nondescript, rust-faded garment he is wearing, though perﬁanent
enough in his lifetime; moreApermanent than his perpetual poverty. ﬁQertyJ
No. He was the richest of men in the permanency of this his little king-
dom. Circumscribed in its walled: =~ dimerisions, it nevertheless is limit-

less in its dimension of helght. Thére)Jacob’s'ladder was his - to reach

the very heavens. The Aluwighty Himself! He can hear - and see - His ?
Word in the open volumes around him.

-



~-IBO—

Now poverty reached out and struck him a brutal blow at his most

vulnerable point of existence — his spiritual 1life, his life secluded
, he found

and set apart for himself. As he entered the roquthat the table was

absolutely devoid of any shred of writing paper. How to exist! Tha?

writing hunger! He had hardly touched food imr the past twenty-four hours,

and the proépect was very good'that he wéuld nothave much forif pre-fast
meal., But that was ali right. He had fasted two days in succession before
with the cooperation of his stomach. Through long training his stomach
very seldom demanded food on suci?occasion.mln fact he énjoygd vefy much
the second foodless day, the delirium of a clear mind, the weightlessness .
of ‘the body, as he soared (in spirit) higher and higher, It was only
then, in such hours, that he could resolve the most knotted and unfesnlve-
able Talmudic problems. .They were the hourscf-the.triumphgngog%he true
spiriﬁ; circumventing the gamut of creation under Qod'§‘coﬁntenance. It
was .then that his mind was in its greatést kinship Wigﬁf;ind ardd inten-
tionof the Creztor. But his mind, even in the fasting of his earthly bo-
dy for days on end, .conid never attain to the spiritual loftiness withoéut
the baptism in the deep watergfhis writing.

He felt again for the lone, orphdned copper-coin in the pocket of
his long and worn gabardine. It had been a worry to him since the day
before when hgfgealized that the last sheets were going fast. To spend
it, or not to spend it? He could buy a hundred crisp sheets for it. How
his eyes 1it up at the thought of.such an acquisitionl He.even-figured

the paragraphs (Though most often he thought of them éé a nuisance; ser;

ving only one purpose - to interrupt the flow of- hisg thoughts.), and the

/)number of words to the last one of them. The shape and size of the sénten—

ces, and the phrasing, to suit the ‘ideas. The-ideas, they were bursting

) soul
like rocket-flares in his head! Howhis hungered to set them down on fhose
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*rash bright pagesl'But the coin would also buy half a quart ol Irach,
vara nilk, And his wife - in her condition! A1l thé way from the syne-
gogue his wife was on his mind. She was nearing her term. Nay, hef time
was at hand. He'll have his first-born - a son. He must give away @is
coin for %&e milk. '

Hé thinks of tre good Rachel and her potatoes. He shouldn't have
ghown such a grim profile to ‘her; it was a good-will offering on her

-, part, and a whole-hearted one. But he was .not a priest of the old'Tempie~

days to receive tithes from the first~in;g§therinés. The fact_thaﬁ the

congregation owed'him sums in wageé more than he -could count or.remember

had nothing to do with it. Rachel was his' neighbor,:.a good woman, and

he feared it smacked of charity. He had said to his wifie there would be

/potatoes, and at that instant she appeared with a full apron of them!

J But he hadn't meant that. He had in mind the going out and digging himself,

as he had stated. Surely, God couldn't have mistaken hié words. No, it
" couldn't be, only God hadn't wished for him to go into menial work. No,

that wasn'!t it either. He went into a deep discussion:with himself: The

o

prophets  did menial work, But it could be that He in His wisdom héd.in- i
tended two things. One Wazfgive poor Rachel a chance for another good
o~ N deed for the day; and the other was God’s way of showing him that he'd ~..~av
profit more. . -in-bhis study than in the garden. But, yes,-he was sorry,
he must make amends to Rachel. .
He put his hand into the pocket to feel for the coin égaiﬁ; A super~
lative feeling. No, no, it wasn't that at all. Just a mere speculation -
and he smiled - how many coins thére‘are in the world. Plerty of them.,
- Copper ones), silver and gold ones. It was quite possible in the annals
of history, of human events, that there wére, and there are now, rich

people in the world who could fill his little room with coin - gold coin.

The feel of the coin in his fingers, half expecting it to be a goid coin.

*
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He snatched his hand up quickly, as if he had touched something unclean.

Blesphemous! He doesn't lust for goid, God is his witness. Only the

paper, the white bright sheets of paper!




