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A humble rabbi lived in the Prague Ghetto. He was not one of the charismatic rabbis like the esteemed Rabbi Loew of the Old-New Synagogue. He was unkempt and his general appearance was anything but attractive. Short of stature, he had small, beady eyes and the large hooked nose caricatured by anti-Semites. His sermons were simple and spoken slowly due to a speech defect that made him difficult to understand.
This little-known rabbi, however, did not care if congregants came to his shul for his eloquence or outward attractiveness. He believed that piety was between him and God, and refused to make a show of himself with witty aphorisms and memorable commentaries. When influential Jews would deign to visit his shop-front synagogue out of curiosity, they would not only come away unimpressed, but often returned home laughing at him.
The Jewish community agreed that this rabbi, who will remain unnamed, was perfectly placed in the smallest synagogue in the poorest corner of the ghetto. Whereas the educated and affluent would never have tolerated such a shabby rabbi, the indigent and crippled felt comfortable in this holy man’s presence. In his tiny synagogue, which had previously been a rug shop, the dispossessed had a place to call their own in the presence of God.
Unlike other holy men who wanted to enhance their social position with a wife and children, for many years this rabbi remained a bachelor. When he finally did marry, he chose a widow whom nobody else would have wed. Not only was she well into spinsterish years, she did not have one koruna for a dowry. Her lowly position in the community never concerned this rabbi. He had so little concept of social status, he did not realize that he was no prize, either. Yet in time, it is said, his wife came to love him because she saw beyond his exterior, beyond even his good heart, into his soul, where she claimed to have glimpsed the Divine Light, as pure and beautiful as anything to behold.
After several years passed and his wife did not get pregnant, she went to see the wisest doctors and most notable midwives in the ghetto. They all agreed that she was past the age of fertility and the rabbi and his wife would never have children. Perhaps by coincidence or fate, the day she conceived, the great Rabbi Loew’s golem first visited our lowly rabbi’s synagogue, clothed in a robe with a hood to conceal his real identity. The golem had heard that the dispossessed, crippled and disfigured could find solace in this unassuming rabbi’s presence. Some have said the golem visited our rabbi out of pity for his small congregation that often did not even make up a minyan. This could not have been the reason for the golems attendance, though, since it is against Jewish law for a golem to be counted as part of the minyan. Yet the golem must have found something that comforted him, because he continued for many years to attend the rabbi’s services.
The ghetto proclaimed it a miracle when the rabbi’s wife became pregnant, and for the first time the rabbi's name was spoken in all quarters. Yet the rabbi told all his new well-wishers that he did not want any celebration around the miracle of his son's birth. He desired only that the boy be pious like him. Thus the child was born quietly in the rabbi’s small house. And when the midwife held the rabbi’s long-awaited son in the air, she said, “Truly this is a miracle! A healthy baby girl!”
The girl was named Rahel, after her mother’s grandmother, and she grew up a loving daughter, especially toward her father. Like her mother she saw beyond his ugly exterior into his soul and glimpsed a purity she said was inexplicable. After adjusting to the fact that God had chosen for him a daughter and not a son, the rabbi knew in his heart that she would be a modest girl who would marry a humble, but honest rabbi like himself. And Rahel did everything within her power to be as her father wished. In this regard, truly, the girl had but one problem: she was astoundingly beautiful! Everyone in the ghetto thought, given the homeliness of her parents, her beauty was even more miraculous than the fact of her birth.
Rahel and her mother did everything they could to hide the girl’s physical attributes, knowing that her father thought that outward beauty could entice people into sin. Her mother dressed Rahel in heavy drab cloth, and after the girl reached her first niddah, they kept her chestnut hair covered. But to conceal her beauty entirely was impossible. It was said that just one glimpse of a lock of her fiery hair, or a peek at a corner of one of her sea-green eyes, and men fell mute at her feet.
The rabbi told his wife that Rahel must not leave the house until she became wed, except of course to attend his services. As she matured and grew more beautiful, much to the humble rabbi’s chagrin his shul filled beyond capacity. The new congregants were not only single young men. Husbands brought their wives who would leave the services comparing themselves to Rahel. These women would say things like, “My feet are smaller than hers” or “My bosom is more ample.” Always trying to find at least one attribute they possessed that surpassed the girl. But, as everybody knows, unlike the devil, beauty is not found in the details but in an harmonious assemblage of features.
The synagogue swelled with more and more congregants except for one. Since the golem had first come to the rabbi's services on the day Rahel was conceived, he had become one of its regular congregants, but on the day Rahel became a woman he ceased to attend. Some said that Joseph the Mute (that is what he was called because it was not widely known that he was a golem) had become uncomfortable among all the prosperous Jews coming to the synagogue to catch a glimpse of Rahel.
Word of Rahel’s beauty grew beyond the Prague Ghetto into the surrounding world of the Christians. They heard that amongst the broken cart wheels, rusted stove pipes and other detritus in the poorest section of the ghetto, a jewel was hidden. A girl that was not only dazzling, but modest, obedient, and pious in all ways. Her renown even spread to the chambers of the priest Thaddeus, a fanatical Jew-hater who was untiring in his attempts to rile the peace and harmony between the Jews and Christians, and turn it into hatred and discord.
This devious priest would stop at nothing, including attempts to raise the ire of the Christian community against the Jews by concocting stories of blood libel—the supposed Jewish lust for the blood of Christian children during Passover. He was even known to have paid disreputable men to dig up dead Christian children and plant them in synagogues and Jewish cellars during the holidays. Yet the golem always sniffed out Thaddeus’s plots. Protecting Jews against accusations of blood libel was the golem’s chief purpose on earth and the reason Rabbi Loew had created him from a lump of clay. Although Rabbi Loew and his golem had successfully thwarted all of Thaddeus's schemes, the priest had been cunning enough to remain beyond the reach of state law.
After hearing about Rahel’s beauty and piety, Thaddeus conceived of perhaps his most despicable plan against the Jews. If he could lure Rahel, the jewel of the ghetto, away from the Jews, he would claim that God could not condone such a pure creature living among the killers of Christ. Thaddeus knew exactly who he could use to attract the beautiful young girl away from her wretched tribe. The priest had a young student named Thomas who, like Rahel, was gifted in every way. Said to be the most handsome young man in all of Prague, Thomas was also pious and devoted to becoming a man of God. Yet Thaddeus believed that rather than Thomas joining the priesthood, he would better serve the Christian community by wooing Rahel away from the Jews.
The problem for Thaddeus was how to get Thomas and Rahel together, since Rahel was not allowed to leave her house except to go to shul, and a young Christian man walking into a Jewish synagogue would immediately raise suspicions. Then a brilliant idea occurred to Thaddeus. Years before, when he had almost succeeded in turning the Kaiser against the Jews, Rabbi Loew had requested the chance to write a rebuttal to each of Thaddeus’s accusations against the Jewish community. The rabbi’s defense of the Jews was so erudite and convincing, not only the Kaiser, but all of the Christian ecclesiastics except Thaddeus had been convinced that Christians could live in harmony with the peaceful Jews.
With malicious intent, Thaddeus told the Jewish leaders that he was finally prepared to be convinced that the Jews meant the Christians no harm and could be considered good and worthy neighbors. He said, however, that he would not be swayed by an orator with the skills of Rabbi Loew, whose well-known powers of persuasion might obfuscate the truth. He instead requested that the Jews choose their most humble and least assuming rabbi, a leader of the poor and dispossessed, to present the Jewish case. The treacherous priest said that in order to prove that the Jews were not trying to trick him by sneaking in an erudite scholar, he wanted to hold this debate in the chosen rabbi’s synagogue. Thaddeus could only be assured by the rabbi's lowly surroundings that he was indeed facing a humble Jew. Thaddeus also insisted that both Christians and Jews be invited to hear the proceedings. Rabbi Loew responded immediately, saying that the Jews would welcome such a public airing and he already had in mind the appropriate rabbi and synagogue.
Thaddeus did not yet tell the gentle and innocent Thomas of his plan to have him seduce Rahel away from the Jewish community. Instead he made sure that seats for his best students were reserved, and that those seats faced the women’s side of the shul, hoping that Thomas would glimpse Rahel through the lattice separating the women from the men. Thaddeus also offered to provide refreshments afterwards so that Christians and Jews would mingle socially.
During the disputation Thaddeus was surprisingly courteous and asked Rahel’s father only questions that had already been well explicated by Rabbi Loew years before. Thaddeus did not bring up the subject of Jewish guilt, blood libel, or anything else controversial. He wanted the discussion to be as boring as possible, so that Thomas’s eye would wander.
"Why do the Jews forbid holy images?" Thaddeus asked.
"Our Lord transcends anything we can imagine," the rabbi said. "He cannot be captured or expressed in an image. Quite the contrary, any such depiction mistakenly suggests that He can be reduced to the physical realm."
Thaddeus smiled and nodded, glancing toward Thomas who sat with his hands on his lap and his eyes forward, looking at the women's side of the shul. Unlike other men, however, the young man was not trying to catch a glimpse of Rahel. Thaddeus had not yet told the sheltered boy about the beautiful girl.
"And yet you concede that man was made in God's image?" Thaddeus asked.
"The Christians borrowed that concept from us Jews," the rabbi said.
"Of course," Thaddeus said, again glancing toward Thomas. "Why would God create intelligent beings in his image if not for the purpose of expressing the beauty he bestowed upon them?"
Thomas could not see the entire face of any woman through the wooden lattice. His eyes passed over Rahel as she turned to her mother, said something and laughed. He only glimpsed a wisp of her hair straying across her eye and the upturned corner of her mouth. Yet his heart quickened in a way it never had before.
"The Lord has forbidden us from making images of Him," the rabbi said. "He is free to do as He pleases in regards to His Creation. We, however, are not free to create whatever we wish."
Rahel rarely looked toward the men's section, and when she did, never allowed her gaze to rest on any man other than her father. It was as if she felt Thomas's eyes on her, though, and she looked at him and saw his face flush. She quickly looked away, angry with herself for allowing a man to catch her eye.
Thaddeus watched the interchange between Rahel and Thomas. Pride swelled his heart and inflated his words:
"You have mistaken my intent for carnality. I am talking about an expression of our human longing for Holy Beauty. What could capture our agonized yearning for the Divine more poignantly than the image of our Messiah dying for our sins upon the cross?"
"He is your Messiah, not ours," the rabbi said. "Therefore we cannot accept his image as a reflection of our Lord."
After the religious discussion, all the Jews hailed the humble rabbi for holding his own against the famously eloquent Thaddeus. People gathered for refreshments on the street in front of the shul. Rahel was behind one of the tables that served challah to the gathering. Thomas passed her, pretending to look at the table next to hers with apple slices dipped in honey. She purposely looked away from him, not only because she was well brought up to keep her gaze down in the presence of men, especially those young and single, but she also remembered Thomas's burning gaze in the shul.
"What type of bread is that?" he asked, still assessing the apple slices.
She handed him a piece of challah without speaking or looking at him.
His hand trembled as he took it.
Rabbi Loew, suspecting Thaddeus’s motives, had ordered Joseph the golem to become invisible and keep an eye out for any untoward activities among the Christians. The golem noticed Thomas’s interest in Rahel and whispered this fact to Rabbi Loew who communicated it to Rahel’s father. The rabbi immediately told his wife to send the girl home.
Thomas was so smitten with Rahel, afterwards he could think of nothing else. He went to Thaddeus to confess that he could not study or eat. Thaddeus told Thomas that God worked in mysterious ways, and if he felt so strongly about the girl, it must be a sign from heaven. Thaddeus released Thomas from his vows and sent him forth to court the girl with the same vigor he had pursued the priesthood. He warned the boy, however, that he could not marry Rahel unless she converted to Christianity.
From that day forward Thomas went to the rabbi’s house every day to call on Rahel, and each time he was turned away without being allowed to see her. Thomas came from a wealthy family and sent gifts of flowers, food and jewelry, all of which were duly returned to the boy’s parents with notes urging them to stop their son's foolhardy quest. But Thomas would not be deterred, not even by his mother and father. Fearing that Thomas might fail in his suit, Thaddeus urged the boy to sit on the street in front of the rabbi’s house and refuse to eat until Rahel agreed to at least speak to him.
Rahel’s father thought that Thomas would eventually leave rather than die of hunger. But his wife believed the young man would allow himself to expire if Rahel did not speak to him. She told her husband that they should grant Thomas a half hour with Rahel, if he would give his word to leave her alone after that. The rabbi said that even if he agreed with his wife, there would be no one to chaperon Thomas and Rahel, even for a short half hour walk. It would be impious for either he or his wife to look upon their daughter talking with a young Christian man.
After nearly a week of Thomas’s vigil, word got to Rabbi Loew that the boy would die of hunger on the streets of the ghetto, and surely that would become a scandal that could sour the recently improved relations between the Jewish and Christian communities. Rabbi Loew went to visit the home of Rahel’s father to convince him that it would be better to allow his daughter to talk to Thomas, rather than have the boy die on the street in front of the rabbi’s house. When Rahel’s father brought up the problem that any Jew would be compromised in the eyes of the Lord to spend time in the presence of an ardent Christian suitor for the hand of a Jewish girl, Rabbi Loew suggested Joseph the Mute as Rahel's chaperone.
Rahel's father argued that it would be too risky to trust his precious Rahel with Joseph who had made costly mistakes in the past. He reminded Rabbi Loew of the time Joseph had been requested to bring buckets of water from the river to help his wife clean, and he had flooded the house because he was not commanded to stop.
Rabbi Loew said it had been his mistake, not Joseph's. Having Joseph do secular, household tasks was an experiment gone awry. However, certainly watching over Rahel would be part of Joseph's intended duties. After all, protecting Jews from Christians was the task for which Rabbi Loew had created the “watcher.” Rahel's father was no match in a debate with the erudite Rabbi Loew and he finally relented.
But when Rabbi Loew asked the golem to watch over Rahel and Thomas, it was the first time that Joseph had ever shaken his head and refused one of the rabbi’s requests. Rabbi Loew did not believe this possible from the golem, whom he had created to always do as commanded. The rabbi said more emphatically, “I am commanding you to protect the honor of a pious young Jewish girl from the unwanted advances of a Christian man.”
With this command, the golem made strange gestures the rabbi had never seen before. Joseph fell to his knees and pounded his chest, slapped his face and put his hands over his eyes. The rabbi paced the floor, trying to understand what was bothering him. Rabbi Loew remembered how the golem used to attend services at Rahel’s father small synagogue but had stopped when Rahel became a woman. This was curious, since Rabbi Loew had heard from others that Joseph had seemed positively illuminated when he was in Rahel's presence. Then it struck the rabbi that Joseph had never before seemed illuminated; he was not supposed to feel any emotion.
When Rabbi Loew brought to life a lump of clay that became the golem, he gave it Nefesh—eyes to see, ears to hear and tongue to taste. And Ruach—the breath of life. But he purposely withheld Neshamah—the Light of God that infused mankind with human emotions. Before creating the golem, Rabbi Loew had long discussions with his pupil, Jacob ben Chayim Sasson who had participated in the secret Kabalistic ritual of bringing the golem to life. They had discussed at length how it would be possible to withhold the Light of God from a lump of clay that could only be animated by receiving that very Light of God.
Rabbi Loew reminded Jacob that God's Light is carried by his Word, and it is only through His Divine Grace that the universe continues to exist. If God no longer spoke that Word, or even ceased to think the thought behind that Word, all would disappear in an instant. Rabbi Loew said that the Sabbath is the symbol of God’s Word infusing its radiance through the entire creation, animate and inanimate, pervading everything, including stone and clay. He speculated that if they created the golem on the Sabbath, their creation would no more retain God's Light than any other inanimate objects brought into existence through God's Grace.
Jacob argued that it was forbidden to do any kind of work on the Sabbath. Rabbi Loew rebutted that they would not be doing the work, God would. Besides, the Sabbath would be the only safe day to give life to clay without also imbuing it with emotions. Only on the Sabbath could the golem become animated by the Light of God without also retaining that light.
Yet now, as Rabbi Loew looked down upon the golem’s strangely elongated face with its high cheekbones and slanted eyes, he saw something he found puzzling and perplexing. The golem would not look back at him, and the rabbi felt certain that he saw shame in the golem’s slumped shoulders and averted gaze. How was that possible, Rabbi Loew wondered, since the golem was not supposed to feel anything? It was said that when the golem’s hands encircled a Jew-hater’s throat, Joseph could not even feel the warm flesh of the miscreant's neck. To the golem it was as if his hands existed in a time and space entirely separate from his mind, which was devised to mechanically follow Rabbi Loew's orders. So how could it be possible, Rabbi Loew wondered further, that Joseph could feel shame?
Had Joseph quit attending the small synagogue because Rahel had become a woman? Could it be, Rabbi Loew speculated, that the golem was illuminated by Rahel’s beauty the way that humans were illuminated by God's Light? Since God was responsible for the entire creation, in a certain way her radiance could be considered no more than a reflection of His Divine Light. Yet, if that were so, why had the golem quit attending her father’s synagogue when Rahel had become a woman? Surely as she matured, her radiance had become more intense. Why wouldn’t Joseph have wanted to partake in her light as it became even brighter?
Looking down upon the bald crown of Joseph the Mute who had thrown off his concealing hood, the rabbi surmised that in the presence of Rahel’s beauty, for the first time the golem had experienced self-awareness. Rahel was like the moon reflecting the sun's light, only in this case it was God's Light she reflected. In that Light the golem saw himself for what he was, not a warm passionate man, but a cold lump of clay.
The golem sat with his head upon his knees, and Rabbi Loew was moved by Joseph’s apparent despair. Yet, whether the golem's longings were real or not, the rabbi told himself that Joseph was created to protect all Jews, whether old and feeble or young and beautiful. It was imperative that the golem accepted such tasks, or else he had no purpose. However, to ease Joseph's burden, Rabbi Loew told him to follow behind the young couple so he would not have to look upon Rahel’s face. He also told Rahel’s father to make sure her hair was covered at all times.
Before the appointed day for Rahel to have her talk with Thomas, her mother asked, “Don’t you find him comely? Come now, Rahel, be honest. It is no sin to find even a Christian boy handsome.”
“He is fair enough of flesh,” said Rahel, “but his inner light is pale. I could never accept a husband with a weaker spirit than father's.”
When Rahel’s mother told her husband what Rahel had said, they both ceased to worry about their daughter's upcoming meeting with Thomas the Christian.
It was a delightful summer day, and white and yellow daisies bloomed around the path that led to the river. Rahel wanted more than anything to take off the coarse hood that covered her hair and scratched her cheeks, but she had promised her father that she would leave it on. If she kept her head down, she could not even see Thomas walking next to her. And it was impossible for her to see Joseph the golem who followed at a discreet distance. If Joseph had not been told it was Rahel, she was so well concealed in her heavy brown cloak he would not have known it was her.
Rahel did not understand why Thomas was so silent. He had insisted on this meeting and now it seemed he had nothing to say, even though they only had such a short time together. She was about to tell him that their meeting was a waste of time and they should turn back before they got to the river.
“I have a confession to make,” Thomas said. “Something I can no longer keep from you, and I must tell you before I get to the main reason I wanted to see you today.”
Rahel turned to him, and even though her lips and eyes were all that were not concealed by her hood, he felt overwhelmed with longing for her.
“Thaddeus arranged for me to meet you. That is why he scheduled the debate with your father at his synagogue. Worse yet, I promised him that I would talk you into converting to Christianity after we were married.”
Rahel did not get angry. She simply laughed at Thomas and said, “I would not marry you if you were the most respected Jew. You do not appeal to me.”
Thomas, who could have had his pick of any Christian girl in the kingdom, was dumbstruck by her reaction. Falling to one knee in front of Rahel, he grabbed her hands with such force that her head covering fell down about her shoulders. The sun's reflection off the water washed her face and hair with a brilliant light.
"Please promise that you will at least regard me as a friend," Thomas said.
The dazzling light off Rahel’s face and hair confused the poor Joseph so badly, he imagined that Thomas was stealing away the prized girl. Before Rahel could say a word to stop him, the golem had lifted Thomas by his ankles and smashed his head upon a large rock that sat half submerged in water. On the third blow, Thomas’s skull split open, and Rahel saw the same pure light emanating out of the wound in his head that she had seen in her father’s soul. She laid her hand upon the golem’s arm and Joseph froze as if he’d turned to stone.
At Rahel’s bidding, the golem carried Thomas back to her father’s house, where her parents laid the bloody boy upon their bed. The rabbi and his wife felt devastated by what the golem had done to this beautiful boy. His face was unrecognizable, his nose broken, one eye socket pushed above the other, his chin shoved over to one side. He was uglier than the rabbi or even the golem.
Rahel remained by Thomas’s bedside for two weeks, nursing him. She did not even go to shul on the Sabbath. It was not until after those two weeks that the doctor said it was a miracle that Thomas would live, but there was nothing that could be done to restore the boy’s handsome face. Thomas would forever be uglier than the most disfigured congregants that came to Rahel’s father’s synagogue.
Thaddeus was delighted by this tragic turn of events. What good fortune! He now had a concrete case against his nemesis, Joseph the golem, who for years had foiled his plans to bring down the Jews. However, when the police came to arrest the golem, young Thomas stopped them. He said that Joseph had not harmed him. Quite the contrary, because of Joseph’s actions, Thomas now felt whole. He had won Rahel’s love, since she'd seen that Thomas was as pure and beautiful of spirit as her father.
Once again Thaddeus had been thwarted in his evil plans to bring down the Jews of Prague. Instead of Rahel converting to Christianity, Thomas converted to Judaism, married Rahel and became a rabbi. When Rahel’s father retired, Thomas was the perfect choice to take over the humble synagogue that welcomed the destitute, crippled and maimed. Even Joseph the golem returned to the congregation, although he would never again allow himself to look through the lattice at Rahel, despite the fact that she had become the plump mother of three children and was no longer the most beautiful girl in the Prague Ghetto.