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(A grand tale from the the Holy Land, may it be rebuilt and strengthened). 

 

1. 

 

 As the writings say: “A thread of grace goes forth and is pulled through the deeds 

of Israel, and the Holy One Blessed Be He himself in all his glory sits and weaves from it 

tapestries upon tapestries — a precious tallit spun wholly of grace and lovingkindness, 

for the congregation of Israel to wrap herself in during that time of the joy and the 

delight of the Commandments, and so it is that she glows with the radiance of her 

beauty even on the Sabbaths and Holy Days in Exile, as she did in her youth in her 

Father’s house, in the kingly sanctuary and kingly city. And at that time, when He may-

He-be-blessed sees that she has not wasted away G-d forbid and not been corrupted 

even in the lands of her enemies, he nods to her, as it were, with his head and lauds her: 

‘Ah, you are fair, my beloved, ah, you are fair.’ And this is the secret of the grandeur and the 

might and the transcendence and lovers’ ardor that every man and every woman and 

every child of Israel then feels. 

 But yet there is a sort of obstruction, G-d forbid, that draws nigh and cuts off a 

thread within the tapestry, and the tallit is damaged and evil spirits whirl about and 

penetrate within and rip through it tears upon tears, and immediately a feeling of great 

shame seizes everyone, ‘and they knew they were naked’...their Sabbaths cease, their Holy 



Days are horror, ash in place of exaltation, and the congregation of Israel wanders lost 

in her grief and wails: ‘They struck me, they hurt me, they tore my shawl away from me.’ Her 

love has slipped away and she seeks him, sighing, “if you should find my love, what should 

you tell him? That I am sick with love...” And this sickness of love brings her nothing but a 

black bile and sours her towards all creation like a wanton woman, G-d forbid...until 

from on high a spirit cleaves to us, that we might repent and set out to perform good 

deeds that bring pride upon their doers, and once again stretch out that same thread of 

grace and lovingkindness before the Omnipresent.” 

 And this very thing the author means to invoke in the tale that follows: a tale 

grand and dreadful from the Holy Land, of one stupendously wealthy man, the 

honorable dignitary Reb Achiezer, who gave his heart that he might rise up from the 

Exile towards the Holy City Jerusalem, may it be rebuilt and strengthened, to decree 

there great decrees within the community, to restore the dignity of his people that they 

might honorably earn their living, to magnify Torah and exalt it throughout Israel, and 

to prepare ever so slightly the anteroom of our ruins, until we should merit that it once 

again be as a grand hall, when the Holy One Blessed Be He returns his Presence to Zion 

speedily and in our days. 

 G-d kept him favorably in mind and gave him due credit, this lord and 

benefactor, for all he did for his brothers, the sons of his people dwelling before Hashem 

in the Lands of the Living, even though success slipped from his grasp! 



 Sons Reb Achiezer did not have, but seven times each day he praised His name 

may-it-be-blessed for the single daughter given to him, the single daughter he kept like 

the pupil of his eye. He would surround her with serving girls and maids to wait upon 

her, and her mouth’s every utterance was attended to immediately as befits a monarch. 

And indeed, the girl was worthy of all this honor, for truly all the good virtues were 

joined within her as one. The radiance of her face was that of a daughter of kings, 

righteous and true as one of the Matriarchs, the sound of her voice at ease — David’s 

lyre itself, and her every step was taken with poise and modesty. Modest she was, and 

all her glory was kept within, in the innermost chambers, and it was only sometimes 

those coming and going from the lord’s court would encounter her as the sun was 

yielding to evening, as she went out to amble through the garden of her villa. There 

between the spice-fragrant trees and beds of lilies this noble girl would stroll and a flock 

of doves would flutter around her in the sun’s final gleaming, cooing to her their 

affection, and enfolding her with their wings like the cherubs on the Holy Ark. 

 And when the time of love arrived, her father dispatched a great many 

emissaries to all corners of Israel’s dispersion to seek after “a boy befitting the Law,” a 

jewel whose like could not be found in all the world. And here the Satan interfered, and 

not without cause did all begin to gossip and intimate that the man had affronted all the 

houses of study and yeshivot in the Holy Land by seeking a groom for his daughter from 

among the children of the Exile, of all things, outside the Land...but who would dare 



say to such a noble and luminary, “What are you doing?” 

 So all began to wait expectantly for the match the Holy One Blessed Be He would 

summon for this hidden treasure, this single splendid daughter, this daughter of exalted 

Jerusalem, and looked forward as well to the great works of charity and great 

restorations that would surely be carried out in Jerusalem along with the girl’s wedding, 

on the day when that pious and beneficent Reb Achiezer, may G-d preserve and 

strengthen him, would know his heart’s greatest joy. 

 And so it was after several months that a letter was received from the emissaries, 

in which it was written: “We hereby gladly count ourselves among those able to report 

that with G-d’s help we have found in the land of Poland a splendid vessel, fair and of 

goodly fruit, et cetera, his Torah in his bones, surpassing all his fellows, et cetera, and 

with piousness and pedigree and humility, wisdom has hewn her seven pillars, et 

cetera, a boy befitting the Law, worthy of song and exaltation, the Sages of the 

Generation there bestow on him their splendor, and affirm the good of all his words 

with all their souls and all their might, et cetera, et cetera.” 

 The dignitary saw that his plans had been realized with all success, and said in 

his heart: “Now it’s only fitting that this groom should teach in my grand yeshiva in the 

Holy City Jerusalem, may it be rebuilt and strengthened, and from all the world 

students will flow to it to hear Torah and tradition from Zion.” What did he do? He sent 

for and gathered all sorts of the greatest craftsmen and built a stately palace, plastered it 



and painted it and frescoed it and brought wagonfuls of precious holy books, not a 

word lacking among them for the study of Hashem. He designated too a small 

sanctuary for prayer and decorated it with all types of finery, and summoned the 

worthiest scribes to write a Torah scroll, and silversmiths to craft adornments for the 

holy books and scrolls. And what was the point of all this? So that the prayer of that 

young scholar would be near to his teaching, and in a place in which one would find it 

proper to say: “This is my G-d, and I shall enshrine him.” 

 And furthermore the dignitary gave his thoughts over to improving and 

beautifying  the house of Hashem with all manner of lovely decorations, and set his 

heart towards building a Holy Ark that would exceed all others in beauty, the sort of 

splendorous work the like of which “no eye had seen.” 

 To that end, he began casting about for a most talented craftsman, yet found not a 

single one. 

 He saw then among the hired craftsman one exceedingly talented in fine works, 

by the name of Ben-Uri. This man working in restoration was modest by nature, 

seemingly no more than a simple laborer, yet what abundant spirit would shine from 

his eyes, peering out as if from a dream. And black curls he had like wing of a raven, 

which he left wholly unkempt and whirled wild upon him, as if his head were 

spreading its wings and yearning to fly ever higher. His fingers too were long and 

straight, the work of an artist, and he sits, this peculiar man, and labors on his 



sculptures in silence, as if the true essence of his work was carried out within him...Reb 

Achiezer saw him and stood over him and chose him to carry out the construction of 

the Holy Ark. 

  



2. 

  

 Reb Achiezer took this Ben-Uri and set aside a place for him in his home, on the 

ground floor. Ben-Uri began preparing himself for his task, and it seemed a strange 

spirit leapt upon him there in his designated room. Some spirit of joy and gladness 

began to quicken him, like one who waits for the revelation of Elijah. Seemingly he had 

set nothing more than a simple wooden ark before him, so why is that he stands before 

it and gazes upon it the whole day long? He gazes at it and secretly sings to himself 

meanwhile some melody, as if he sees in his ark a vision of all things...he began to 

arrange the tools and effects for his task, the song never ceasing from his lips. He began 

the work itself — and his song went floating ever higher each day until it held a sort of 

strange magnetic force... 

 And Dina, the dignitary’s only daughter, heard it — and her soul was tightly 

coupled to the melody. At the window stood the beautiful Dina, bowing her head and 

bending an ear to soak in every sound and syllable rising from below. And her heart 

was drawn ever closer, as if by sorcery, G-d forbid... 

 Dina began to come down to him to see the artist’s works and to gaze upon them, 

and her serving girls would accompany her. She hears his song and her soul yearns for 

him wholly...and he too, it seems, means to draw her ever nearer with his melody, that 

she’d stand there more and more and never be parted from him...and both their hearts 



tremble and quaver and exult all at once, like one who stands before the light of a great 

conflagration — and to part was difficult, but finally he drew himself away from her. 

 It wasn’t that he rethought the matter and saw that this maiden was not intended 

for him and not about to stand with him beneath the huppah. Rather it was the task, the 

holy task, that saved him from thoughts of sin and straying after his heart; for as he 

began to engross himself in his work, the work itself became dearer to him than 

anything else, and he sunk into it all his soul, and his heart and his thoughts and his 

melody were given wholly over as one to the Holy Ark alone, night and day. 

 All his spirit’s vitality became compressed inside this ark, which seemed to him 

the heavens above and the earth below, and there was nothing else beside it in the 

world at all... 

 Bit by bit his songs too stopped flowing from his mouth. They began to pass into 

the works of his hands until the ark was wholly filled with them and became a sort of 

song in itself... 

 And Ben-Uri continuously beautifies it, and continuously glorifies it. He forms 

figures upon its walls and casts into them a living soul. These lions and panthers that 

grip the Holy Ark seemed almost as if their mouths were filled with joy to declare the 

greatness of the Holy One Blessed Be He. And these eagles, whose wings spread out 

towards the heavens, seem as if they mean to fly far, far away from the place, to ascend 

unto the Throne of Glory and holy angels above — but because they hear the tinkle of 



the golden bells on the ark’s curtain, at the time it opens, they stay in their places, and 

indeed hang frozen between heaven and earth and never move at all.... 

 Another day, another day, and he completed his task, the holy splendorous task. 

 And the prominent citizens of Jerusalem invite themselves to the festival day of 

the dedication of the ark, when they would bring it into the house of Hashem which 

had been established by the lofty dignitary for honor and for glory — and place inside it 

Torah scrolls ringed with crowns of gold and silver, and all holy jewels, as befits a king. 

 And Ben-Uri works with a kind of intense consciousness he’d never before 

experienced. In no country, in no city and in no work he had ever done had he felt a 

feeling like the one he felt now here in the place where the Shekhina was both revealed 

and exiled, for all our many sins...and the task was complete! 

 Ben-Uri stands facing the ark and gazes at the work of his hands. Could it be just 

an ark? Why, it was a heart, it was a soul. A great soul trembles within. And this soul is 

none other than his own, of the artist himself, which he’d placed in his hands and cast 

into his work. How could others understand that?...and whether they did or not, the 

matter no longer concerned him. He had done his part with all that was in his strength 

and the recesses of his heart. The inner reaches of his soul drew him up and cast him 

back into the world — and there he stands like a vessel poured out... 

 He stands here gazing at it and refuses to be parted from it. He seems like a limb 

torn from his own body. It seemed to him that with this had come the end of his spirit’s 



life. His soul already lay inside the ark... 

 And now Ben-Uri grows sad, like a mother who marries off her beloved 

daughter and sends her away to a different house in a different city far, far away. His 

soul grew mournful and without knowing he began to cry... he wants to pray, to spill 

out his words before Hashem — but a prayer more fitting than that in the ark his mouth 

could not find and his meager lips could not bear... 

 And with a somber heart and sorrowful soul Ben-Uri went out to the air of the 

world to breathe in the pure wind in a garden he had neither seen nor paid attention to 

before — to restore his body a bit. 

 And there the sun was setting, the firmament’s face set ablaze, clouds coming 

and igniting and becoming inflamed as well. The day sunk down, the ruby ribbon in the 

west dwindling away and the firmament’s clouds thickening — and there the stars burst 

forth ascending. 

 His soul sunk down too, and coming and going over it went the clouds — but the 

stars, where were they?... 

 His thoughts burst forth ascending, but without the strength needed to refill an 

emptied-out heart. On the contrary, they come as if to blow away the last spark of his 

conscience — and how hard it was, and how sorrowful, and how he yearned...if only he 

might at least see that fair maiden, that Dina, and spill out his words before her. 

 She, only she could rejuvenate his soul and restore to him the joyful spirit of old. 



But she had already disappeared from him.  He realizes that several days had passed 

without her appearing before him and until now he had not even felt her absence... 

 The world emptied before him as his heart did within. 

 Ben-Uri sat there until sleep overcame him, and so comes the angel appointed 

over dreams with his many concerns and shows him great lights in the heavens, which 

seem like a kind of torch whose fabric head had been taken away. They blaze briefly 

and go out, blaze and go out, blaze and go out, and there was nothing that would 

sustain their light and keep it burning for all time...where had it gone, where had it 

disappeared, that light and that heart that went out? 

 And at that same time Dina went out from her room, nightclothes upon her body. 

She went into Ben-Uri’s workroom. She feels a great need within her to say something 

to him, that she can’t act towards him in anger anymore, or go without seeing him 

anymore, as she had been. Many days had passed without her hearing a single word 

from him. And how she longs for his visage, how her soul yearns for his melodies, her 

heart leapt out pining for his lips and for he himself as well... 

 She came and did not find him. 

 And so she was alone in the room. Only the Holy Ark before her eyes. 

 There it stands beside the open window, where Ben-Uri had been working on it 

in the light of day. Dina looked at the ark — and a great wrath welled within her. It was 

the ark that had caused the rift between them, the ark that had pulled him away from 



her and distracted him from her!...And notions seethe in her mind, softening and re-

hardening and bursting forth and wearing the raiment of fury — and her heart was like 

a potion...the Satan came and poured an elixir of vengeance into her heart, and 

whispers to her saying: “This is your foe”...and the notions fly into her hands which 

spread out of their own accord — and suddenly they heaved a great shove at the Holy 

Ark — and it tipped over and fell through the open window!——— 

 It fell, G-d forbid, but not one limb, not one little piece of it was broken, and 

neither did it come open, G-d forbid, and there it lay among the shoots of the garden 

behind the window, and beds of lilies and flowers swaying and mourning over it as if 

over a dead man’s tomb... 

 The night’s dark spreads over it a parokhet of black silk and embroiders from the 

moonbeams peeking through breaks in the clouds lines upon lines of silver — and the 

mirror image of a Star of David it seems to be making on the parokhet of the forlorn ark. 



3. 

  

 By night on her bed Dina lies and her heart is awake — and it mercilessly flogs her 

with lashes of conscience. Hellfire comes from within her and consumes her. Great is her 

offense, and her sin — who might bear it?...She covers her face with her pillow overcome with 

pain and shame — and cannot cry. Her sin stands before her eyes seeming an angel, its sword 

drawn, and rakes over her evil. Who knows what could do more to her? — To whom might 

she flee for aid? Where might she run, where might she turn? She is afraid, afraid and 

ashamed, too much even to think of prayer, and how might she raise an eye towards heaven 

to beg mercy from the G-d of all Mercies? She is abandoned, alone, solitary, and given over to 

an enemy and foe who rakes over her an evil so great she cannot even begin to assess it. 

 Dina leapt from off her bed, lit a candle in the candelabrum — and there was the great 

mirror, hanging on the wall of her room, before her eyes. It had been her mother’s mirror, and 

there remained in it not a trace of the light of her beautiful face. And Dina knows that if she 

stands before it, it will show her only her own face, the face of a sinner and transgressor: 

“Mama, mama!” her heart cries within her, and she yearns for the nearness of a loving soul 

that might come down to her and spill out drops of speech before her — and she finds it 

not.... As for her father, there were once days when he would caress her and kiss her on the 

forehead and she too would kiss his face, his hands, each and every finger individually. Then, 

it was possible, he could understand her, could comfort her; but now, their mouths had been 

sealed off from one another, for it was improper for a grown girl to act like a little one...she is 



reminded of her father’s last kiss, that kiss as he informed her that she was to be married, 

such mazal tov...and this mazal, its beginning is flame, a strange fire, and its end — black 

smoke that chokes off and darkens her world for all time... 

 Silent she sits in front of the window and her face is buried in her hands. Jerusalem, 

mountains around her, and from the mountains at night blows a wind of Gan Eden, the wind 

comes and blows into her room, blowing out the candle as if to let a sick man sleep, tangles 

itself in her hair and curls around her scalp, and seems to carry with it songs — could it be 

the songs of Ben-Uri it carries?... 

 The dejected Ben-Uri! Night after night, at the time people sleep, he goes forth 

becoming joined to the night’s soul, upon the mountains he sets his feet and between the stars 

he lets his eyes wander.  They say he was seen once climbing among the graves on the Mount 

of Olives, for he seeks out the dead.... The dead — who rest themselves in peace upon their 

beds — “Shall the dust praise you? Shall it declare your truth?” — the living, the living, why do 

they worthless fade away without a hope? For what reason are they buried and choked off 

while they yet sing?... 

 Where is he, where is Ben-Uri now? 

 And he, between the garden’s trees still sleeps away the artist, dreaming. A dream and 

its pain, a dream and its deep sorrow. He dreams of a lute whose strings had been severed, 

whose melodies had ceased and been scattered to another place, and down the lute is lain as 

if a thing undesired, while its melodies flutter through the world beseeching and beseeching 

— and they find not for themselves a home in any heart or soul upon the earth.... And at this 



time there’s but one soul, a pure and holy soul that desires and longs for these melodies — 

but she is caged. And her cage seals away this beloved soul, that he, Ben-Uri, desires and 

yearns for, calling to it, praying to it with abundant mercy: “Dina, Dina, Dina!”... 

 And there in the courtyard lay the ark. The prince of night spread out wings of 

darkness, and the lions and panthers upon the ark are covered in his shadows. A pure moon 

from the highest heavens comes out from between the clouds, and a second moon blooms 

from the clear pond in the flowery garden. And there these two moons stand, one against the 

other, like two Shabbat candles, and the ark looks like a young woman spreading out her 

hands, a secret prayer upon her lips; she’s yet ashamed to even speak her husband’s name, 

but her two breasts, that is the two tablets of the Covenant, ascend and are borne with her 

heart unto G-d in heaven in supplication: “Master of the World! This soul into which you 

breathed life I have drawn out from within him, and now he lays before you as a body with 

no soul. And there is righteous Dina, that soul worn-out and stripped — why do you not fill 

this body with that soul? Until when shall souls within your world be moored to one another, 

and how long shall your temple’s song lament completely stricken?”... 

 And a bat kol comes forth and replies———— 

 But her reply was cut off by the voices of the Jews who had come in gladness to take 

the Holy Ark from the craftsman’s room and bring it to the synagogue. And when they came 

in, they saw its place was empty — and the ark of G-d was missing...all trembled with alarm 

and began shouting: to where had the ark been secreted?...and there it appeared to them, the 

ark fallen through the window and lying in the courtyard like a dead man... 



 Was this not the hand of G-d? 

 All the assembled began to denigrate its maker. This imbecile, see how wicked he is, 

how unfitting it was that holy work should be carried out by his hands, and now that it had 

been — by heaven itself it was shoved aside... And the artist was now beset by vigorous 

cursing from the mouths of all the zealots. And as for the ark, instead of love — they despised 

it. As a reminder of sin they saw it, that came only to defame G-d forbid the Congregation of 

Jacob.... 

 The rabbi decreed the ark should be put in the genizah. And at once two Arabs came, 

lifted up the ark and cast it into a corner of the wooden house — and a weighty despair 

overcame every heart. Dejected they left and headed for home, each one with his head 

covered. 

 At the edges of the East fringes of purple appear. The purple steadily spreads and 

ignites. And lo, it pours like a stream of gold into the pale bodies of nighttime’s clouds. And 

when the sun came out with all its strength the people of Jerusalem awoke and were 

reminded of some bad dream that had tormented their souls the whole night... 

 The ark was stored away and the wedding banquet prepared. The artist disappeared 

and no man knew to where. 

 And in the house of the dignitary, worry ruled and a spirit of mourning came to rest on 

all. 

 Through the window Dina gazed by day and night. Her faced paled, and her eyes 

seemed as if they wanted to ask for something but were too ashamed, she hauls her eyes 



heavenward and at once casts them down like a sinner and transgressor. And the dignitary 

Reb Achiezer becomes worried and morose. An ill omen he sees in this deed. And the 

synagogue he had built remained empty without an ark and Torah scrolls and without 

prayer. 

 The noble hurried to order another ark made in the place of Ben-Uri’s, and he stood it 

in the synagogue — and it seemed only like a reminder of the Destruction.  In this house, 

touched by the hands of Ben-Uri and his art, this ark seemed like a stranger who set foot on 

sacred ground, and that sacred ground mourns like one humiliated and falls silent in its 

shame. They come there to pray and a kind of black bile comes to rest over the congregation. 

It seems the ceiling and the rafters are raining sadness, G-d forbid. And whoever knows the 

fear of Hashem in his heart slips away in secret and goes to some poor, tiny sanctuary to spill 

out his speech before Hashem. 



4. 

  

 And the days come and go, the time of pruning had arrived, the wedding’s days 

draw ever nearer, and in the house of Reb Achiezer great was the tumult. Kneading and 

baking and cooking, all for that great day on which the honorable lad, the certified 

prodigy Master Yechezkel, and that girl of his age, the extolled virgin, the bride Mistress 

Dina — may she live! — would come together beneath the huppah. 

 And all stands ready for the huppah — and awaits the coming of the groom. 

 And there were the footsteps of a herald upon the mountains — a special 

emissary comes with a short letter in hand: “Be prepared for the third day after 

Shabbat.” And everyone, it seemed, invited themselves to exult in the great joy of the 

Commandments, heartily rousing one another and saying: the emissaries are coming, 

and with them that precious pearl they drew from the sea of Talmud in Poland. And the 

wedding was set to be an affair the like of which Jerusalem had never seen since the day 

her children went into Exile. 

 And so it arrived! All the people of Jerusalem greeted and received the groom 

with great respect. With drums and dancing and cymbals and lutes they went out to 

meet him — and all are joyous and making merry with their fellows, and yet feel that 

their joy was nothing more than two-faced... 

 The Great Sages of Jerusalem wondered over the mortal vessel of this lad — from 



his mouth drop pearls, his form was as the form of a king, gentle he was and sensitive 

— yet nevertheless, all feel in his presence as if they were visiting the sickbed of one 

unlikely to rise, G-d forbid.  

 Every single person feels it — but the heart reveals naught to the mouth, and 

they make themselves merry. 

 The day of the huppah arrived. They led the bride, as was customary, to receive a 

blessing from the rabbi.  

 The rabbi wants to begin with the blessings he’s used to, which come easily to his 

lips, yet here instead the bride gives voice to sobbing and the house is seized with fear 

of G-d. But she quickly regained her composure and asked that all present excuse 

themselves. She needed to reveal something to the rabbi. Everyone left, and the bride 

recounted the entire matter of the ark before the rabbi, that she herself with her own 

hands had shoved it out. She told him and omitted from him no detail, even her 

transgression of “and you shall not stray after your hearts.”  

 The rabbi stood stunned and astonished, his notions and minds’ thoughts 

confused. Finally he regained his composure and replied to her, and because of the 

honor of the bride, on her day of pardon and forgiveness, he began to speak to her heart 

words of encouragement. He told her the gates of repentance remained unlocked, and 

on this day the Holy One Blessed Be He would forgive her all her sins. He spoke to her 

words of musar and enlightenment, that she needed to know that it was not given to the 



daughters of Israel to follow their hearts, but rather to carry out the will of their fathers 

and afterwards their husbands, and concluded by consoling her that even though the 

daughters of Israel were seemingly ignorant of the Law and merited only honor, 

Hashem, may he be blessed, had passed down to them a great task, the raising of 

worthy children for the Omnipresent. And he described to her the greatness in Torah of 

he who had been designated her husband so that he might become dear to her and 

draw her heart after him. And regarding the matter of the ark, he said there was no 

need to reveal it to anyone, since he, the rabbi himself, would make sure the ark was 

restored to its proper place in the synagogue — and G-d in his goodness would pardon 

her. 

 And as soon as the bride left the rabbi sent for the dignitary to tell him to restore 

Ben-Uri’s ark to the synagogue. 

 But when they went to retrieve it, they looked for it and found it not...stolen or 

hidden, or risen to the heavens — who could say and who could tell? — — — — 

 The day turned away, the sun disappeared and the night began to make its touch 

known. All the great men of Jerusalem assembled at the palace of Reb Achiezer to 

celebrate the marriage of his daughter, leading the bridge and groom beneath the 

huppah.  The light is scattered all around. The musicians take out their instruments and 

play together songs and melodies, yet the music lacks the power to put sadness from 

the heart and make it pure, for despair had carved out a place amongst them and stands 



with them under the huppah, and it wants nothing more than to tear the veil of the 

huppah from over their heads... 

 Many people sit around the table of the dignitary Reb Achiezer, and it seems they 

enjoy the wedding feast he conducts. The mouths of the wise students are filled with all 

sorts of delicacies and mulled wine, together with songs and gladness. And yet they do 

it all as if they’d been hired for the purpose...they go out to dance the requisite dances, 

to gladden the bride and groom; but this lovely couple, despair tangles itself between 

them and moves not from among them, making a partition and keeping them at arm’s 

length from one another. 

 And they did not draw near each other the entire night, even when they brought 

them into the yihud room...each was occupied and unable to set aside their musings and 

release them from their hearts. On eagles’ wings their thoughts are borne to the far 

reaches of the world. Him, two eyes piercing the abyss of night flare before him — he 

ruminates over some Freydl, faraway from him now, a great distance and many days 

and rivers separating them...and Dina, she sees the delicate fingers of Ben-Uri, and his 

voice cuts like a chisel into her soul and rings in her ears, and her thoughts hover after 

him, seeking and searching — where has he gone, where has he turned, this poor 

wretch?... 

 During morning prayers, the young scholar stands wrapped in a tallit and 

crowned with tefillin, and struggles to understand his purpose here. A groom he is 



amidst his seven days of wedding celebration, and nobody leaves him alone so that 

they might guard him from the demons; but it seems the demons, G-d forbid, are the 

ones within his heart, not parting from him even for a moment. And now of all times, 

when he wants to focus on the Shema and cover his face with his hands so he might 

properly draw out “ehad,” without his thoughts striking away at some matter — here he 

is and all he sees is her, Freydl, who is thrust into his hand and stands before his eyes... 

And once her presence has been compressed into this place, it refuses to depart again 

until he unwinds his tefillin and lays them in their pouch. The pouch comes into his 

hands and tears begin to choke off his throat like boiling lead. This little tefillin bag had 

always been dear to him. How beautiful were the letters delicately stitched onto it, the 

glorious work of Freydl’s hands. And now comes the great tallit bag and covers up this 

beloved little pouch and conceals it from the eyes of all creation...from the eyes of all 

creation, but not from his own! … He lays the little pouch in his hands and kisses it 

with an urgent passion like a man who had never kissed his youngest son, who comes 

now to settle his affairs. 

 Freydl, Freydl, this maiden, the poor widow’s daughter, who lived in their 

courtyard, what is she doing now? 

 Feasting and celebration, and the groom conjures wonders beyond wonders! He 

kisses lips. Hearts rise up together and he casts over them golden clouds, clouds made 

of Torah and Gemara, Sifrei and Sifra and Tosefta, casting and scattering handfuls of 



precious stones, squandering the treasures of wisdom open-handed — but suddenly his 

voice cuts off and he stands there dumbfounded and stricken like a man who came to 

request mercy for a sick man before the Holy Ark and found it empty... 

 His father the rabbi looks at him with anger and concern and sees a sort of 

strangeness in him. What does his son lack here? Hashem’s blessing he has, wealth and 

prestige he has, a proper and modest wife he has, and fitting chambers like the palace of 

a king he has — and yet where is his contentment? But Yechezkel doesn’t feel at all his 

father’s eyes. Other eyes stare at him ceaselessly, and so sad they are, and he himself 

sinks and drowns within them — and he lowers his head out of shame... 

 The Seven Blessings bring the bride and groom again to one another’s side — 

their bodies adjoin, but their hearts are given to others. 



5. 

 

 And never were they coupled! 

 Days come and days go. Students gather to hear Torah from Reb Yechezkel. The yeshiva 

fills with the study of Hashem. The sound of Torah is continuously poured forth. And when 

Reb Yechezkel expounds, it seems myrrh flows from his mouth, and for every pshat, drash and 

remez his lips produce, angels stand at his side and illuminate his words with the light of 

Torah. But suddenly he shrinks inward in his despair and seems then like a woman mourning 

over the deceased husband of her youth, and suddenly he appears walking towards her with 

beautiful countenance, until she remembers he is lost, lost forever and never to return... 

 And lonesome Dina sits within her room. Sometimes she steals away for a time to the 

corner in which Ben-Uri would sit and labor at his art. And when the day turns away and the 

evening shadows come forth, she repeats to herself his pleasing melodies. And in hidden 

reaches her soul weeps, weeps and pours itself into the melodies. If only her mother still lived 

to speak to her with the touch of her heart. But she’s isolated, poor, lonely and wretched, 

more wretched than any woman in the world... 

 Once Reb Yechezkel passed by that same place and absentmindedly heard a voice 

coming from within. He wanted to stand there and listen, but was instantly reminded that he 

had been told that such a voice was not of flesh and blood, but rather the spirits that had been 

created from the breath of Ben-Uri, when he would sit and sing songs to Azazel — blowing 

through and sounding in this empty room, and whoever valued his soul would stay away. 



And since he had no choice but to pass by this place, he would back away and turn aside so 

his ears would not take in G-d forbid these spirits’ melodies... 

 He came to be alone in his room and was immediately reminded of his small town, of 

the low houses: the sun sinking towards evening, row after row of houses and over them a 

sky-blue firmament forming a high and endless roof. And so too behind the old synagogue 

small children rolling somersaults on the grassy hills, and a compassionate sun holding them 

dear, coming between them and speaking to them in tongues of light and saying: “Dear 

children! Here I stretch beneath you these sheets of warmth, I spread over you a cloak of light, 

lay your heads upon me, sit here and enjoy yourselves! Taste a bit of light! And know you all 

a little warmth.” And not only that, she would come into the study of his father the rabbi with 

all sorts of gambols and enticements until finally she happily stirred even the rabbi from his 

strictness, and he would give his little son Yechezkel an hour of freedom, to go out and 

play...he would go out and there would be Freydl gazing out the window, her head all finest 

gold, her face immersed in G-dly musings... 

 Great and magnificent is the sunset here in Jerusalem, crowning the Holy City with a 

wall of fire and mountains of flame, and Reb Yechezkel goes out to wander amongst the 

mountains. But the twilight before him is different — meager and pale, and students leave 

their houses of study to walk about in the fields, to take in the pure air, engaging in pleasant 

chatter — and there he is among them...and down the mountain lightly step the beautiful and 

pleasant girls of the city, walking amidst the grasses, their heads at home in the high heavens. 

One breaks out in song, and her voice seemed to him like Freydl’s: 



 

They’ll take him off so far away — 

They say the dowry’s best — 

That’s what his lordly father wills, 

And that none can protest — — — 

 

He returns to the palace of his father-in-law, and the more he wants to immerse himself in the 

depths of Torah, the more he goes astray with longing for Freydl...he opens the Gemara and 

begins to read, and yet the tremble in his voice reminds him of a beautiful summer day, the 

drowsy hours of a Shabbat afternoon, and he reads out his lessons before his father and 

knows that Freydl sits at the window and it seems the every word from his mouth as he 

studies is a word of greeting to her, and here she brings fruit to him and to the rabbi prepared 

by her mother, who had served them ever since his mother had passed away, may she rest in 

peace. And the cherries are red and both their faces, his own and Freydl’s, are reflected in and 

play through each and every one... 

 Those soul-restoring cherries are long since eaten, the voice of Torah is cut off — and 

Freydl isn’t here... 

 And one day an emissary returns from the lands of the Exile to the Holy City 

Jerusalem with a letter in hand for the son-in-law of the lofty dignitary. And passingly his 

father informs him that with the help of Hashem may-He-be-blessed Freydl had found a 

match, at a good and auspicious time, and had left to live with her mother in another city, and 

now the gabbai’s wife cooks for him and oversees the house, and moved with her husband 

into the apartment in the courtyard — that same apartment where Freydl had lived with her 

mother all those years... 



 He turns the letter over and over and stares at it. He reads it right side up and upside 

down and sees nothing. The letters become blurry and in their place are left stains upon stains 

of tears. Whose eyes had these tears fallen from? Could they be the tears of Freydele? 

 G-d forbid! This modest girl, the day she married and became another man’s wife, she 

had no further business with him. The connection between them was severed and she was as 

one in thrall to her husband. And before his eyes arises a Freydl with her head wrapped in a 

scarf of white silk — Freydl, another man’s wife... 

 And where was his own spouse? Sometimes a pale young girl passes by, passes quickly 

and quietly, turning her face to the side — who is it? But is it the custom of Reb Yechezkel to 

ask after women?  

 And these drops of tears upon the letter are so many. Could they be his own tears? — 

For many a day he hasn’t cried, despair has overwhelmed his heart, his pain is pressed 

within, and not a tear has fallen. 

 Destroyed and darkened were the eyes that had lit up the Torah. And the yeshiva 

constantly empties out day by day — and he sees it not...everyone sees that the spirit of Reb 

Yechezkel is damaged, G-d forbid. 

 Reb Achiezer saw that nothing had come of all his labors. No blessings were strewn 

through his deeds. Even the match had not turned out well — his daughter was no longer 

who she had once been, abashed and ashamed she was, withdrawing from all creation — and 

he realized that this was no match at all. 

 Silent the couple stands before he rabbi, their eyes cast downward — a get Reb 



Yechezkel serves to his wife. And just as he never saw her as she was brought in, so he fails to 

gaze upon her at the moment of divorce. And just as she never heard his voice when they 

stood under the huppah telling her: “Behold, you are consecrated,” so she fails to hear now the 

words coming from his mouth: “Behold, you are divorced” — — — 

 “Whomever divorces his first wife, the Altar pours its tears upon him.” But here the 

Altar had already poured out its tears, when it had consecrated her as wife... 

 And on that very day the dignitary Reb Achiezer and his daughter left Jerusalem.  

 His yeshiva had failed, his restorations had failed. He left ashamed and broken-spirited. 

The palace was closed, the yeshiva abandoned, and so too the synagogue, and the minyan that 

had, until now, gathered there out of respect for the dignitary never returned there, even for a 

single minhah... 



6. 

 

 And that same night, as the rabbi sat and studied, he nodded off in the midst of his 

repetition over his Gemara. Suddenly he awoke and shuddered deeply. He had seen in his 

dream that from the heavens it had been decreed that he would wander in search of a great 

many errant souls — and his spirit quickened in fear... 

 In the morning the rabbi interpreted his dream as best he could and sat fasting the 

entire day.  

 But on the second night too he saw the same thing. And not merely that, but this time 

there appears in addition a vision most terrifying and dreadful: it seems to him he sees the 

Shekhina, as it were, in the form of a beautiful woman, wrapped in black garments with no 

jewelry upon her, her finery stripped from her, her eyes flowing with tears, and she shakes 

her head at him... 

 The rabbi awoke dazed and once again interpreted his dream as best he could and 

again sat fasting until nightfall, and after he’d eaten a bit and returned to his studies, 

immediately a deep sleep fell upon him — and behold, the gates of heaven are open before 

him. All the chambers of the firmament were filled with souls upon souls. There are those 

among them floating among pure mists, and those sitting in corners as black clouds loom 

over them. There are souls twinkling between the stars, immersing themselves in 

moonbeams. And amongst all these are moored and wondering souls, groping their way 

onward, some here and some there, as if pursuing their mates and pointing each other out 



with surpassing anguish... and suddenly the rabbi feels fire searing his face — two eyes, fixed 

on him, fire consuming fire... Ben-Uri stands before him, staring at him, his voice boring into 

his very heart: “Why did you banish me as I took my place in Hashem’s domain?”  

 And his voice continued: “My work I shall not lay aside until you restore me and my 

ark unto our place, to Jerusalem, the place of my heavenly abode”...the rabbi awoke in great 

distress and knew it had been decreed. He collected himself, donned his clothes and took up 

his walking stick, slung his bundle over his back and, on the doorstep of the house, called out 

to the rebbetzin:  

 “My daughter, do not look for me, I have incurred the penalty of Exile in order to 

restore moored souls....” 

 He kissed the mezuzah and quickly slipped away. 

 They sought him and found him not... 

 

                            

 

 And it’s said he wanders still! 

 Once an emissary returned from the lands of the Exile and recounted that he had seen 

him with his own eyes, that very rabbi. How? There was a time the emissary had lingered 

awake long into the night in some holy place in Lithuania and nodded off during his studies. 

Suddenly he heard a great scream, and when his eyes opened, behold, he saw the rabbi 

standing over a young man and pulling him away. The emissary trembled and let out a cry: 



“Rabbi, are you here?!” He hadn’t managed to finish speaking before the rabbi disappeared. 

The young man immediately informed him of his transgression. For now, at the hour when 

no man could be found in the house of study, he had been occupying himself with painting a 

mizrach: “This mizrach,” explained the emissary, “was truly a glorious work of craftsmanship” 

— and when the young man was deeply immersed in his painting — behold, suddenly there 

stood before him an old man who began to pull him away, whispering into his ear: “Come, 

come, and let us go up to Jerusalem!”... 

 And ever since many say that the rabbi wanders to and fro throughout the empty 

world, G-d forbid. And many emissaries testify that they themselves have seen him. And they 

would often tell of his many dreadful and miraculous deeds. Reb Nissim, may his memory be 

for a blessing, who was dispatched from a kollel in Holland and traveled a few years through 

the lands of Germany, would say: “By the holy service! With my own eyes I saw him sailing 

on the great sea upon a red cloth holding an infant to his breast....and even though it was 

dusk then I could swear on the Torah that I saw him, it was him — him, and none other. But 

who the infant was I don’t know...” 

 And nowadays it’s said that the same old man wanders to and fro through the Holy 

Land itself. The great sages doubt the matter, and there are even those who mock it. But the 

schoolchildren say that sometimes an old man meets them in the evenings, approaches them 

and peers into their eyes then goes his way.... 

 And whoever knows the tale that we’ve told above says: that old man is none other 

than the same rabbi...and G-d has his explanations. 
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