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TRANSLATED BY ISIDORE GOLDSTICK
WAS a rabbiner at one time. That's an unpleasant page
],[ in my life. A rabbiner, you must bear in mind, is not
the same ‘as a rabbi. To be exact, he is a rabbi, but
something besides—a “crown rabbi”.

I hardly need explain to my own countrymen the functions
of a “crown rabbi” in Czarist Russia. They know perfectly
well what kind of animal he is. Registries of births, circum-
cisions, weddings and divorces—these are his stock-in-trade.
And he collects a tax from all and sundry. As a rabbi, he is
accorded the most prominent seat in the synagogue; he is the
first to rise at the prayer for royalty; if a holiday is celebrated
or some other festive occasion, then on goes the topper and out
comes a speech, and always in Russian: “Gospoda prikhozhane,
ladies and gentlemen of the parish”, or “Blagochestivye bratyu,
devout brethren.”

In short, it wouldn’t be accurate to say that our people
are especially fond of a rabbiner. In fact, they just tolerate
him, pretty much as they do a police commissioner or some
other confounded red-tapist. And yet he is chosen every three
years by means of a vybor—a kind of election—in much the
same way as the Americans choose their president, if you
will pardon the comparison. Mind you, he is elected by none
other than the people themselves. To be precise, the com-
munity receives an official letter, which freely translated into
our vernacular, amounts to this: “His Excellency the Governor
enjoins you, damned Jews, to assemble in the synagogue and
elect your rabbiner.” ‘

Then come the elections: candidates, quarrels, brandy and
bribery. This is followed by a stream of denunciations to the
Governor. The elections are annulled and new ones are ordered.
And then the same old story of candidates, clashes, parties,
brandy and bribery—all in all, a very merry time!

As T've said—I make mention of my faults this day”’—1I
was a rabbiner in a small town. It’s no secret, I don’t even
mind giving you this detail: it was in a small town in the
government of Poltava. Now I tried to be modern. So I doffed
my “cockade” and poked my nose into the community pot: busied
myself with communal institutions, such as the Hebrew school
and the free loan society; and acted as arbitrator, as rabbinieal
judge, or just as counsellor,

I have inherited from my father and my uncles of blessed
memory a predisposition to arbitration and counsel. They, too,
were fond of being worried by other people’s affairs.

Well, that’s the kind of rabbiner 1 was and, if I might
indulge in a bit of self-praise, I had a host of followers, devoted
zealots, who did not hesitate to visit me daily, hang around
well on into the small hours and fill my head full of all sorts
of things. It goes without saying that they didn’t refuse a
glass of tea; nor did they disdain my cigarettes; to say nothing
of journals and books. In short, it was a case of “thou art our
brother”—our flesh and blood and that’s al] there is to it.

One fine day, my door opened and in trooped a galaxy of
citizens, the pink of the community, its very flower—four notable
citizens and men of substance.

“Good morning, rabbiner,” they greeted me,

Let me tell you who they were. Three of them were known
as “the threesome”, because they always did business in part-
nership. This despite the fact that they constantly quarrelled,

forever distrusted and kept a sharp eye on one another. They
stuck together, however, on the principle of “safe alternative”:
either it’s a profitable transaction, and so I want to come in
on it; or it's a losing game, in which ecase I won't be the only
one to break my neck.

Well, the three partners combined with a fourth man, did
business with him for nearly a year and then came to blows.
What was it all about? “Ever since thieves, swindlers, and
rogues have come into this world, there has never been a
thief, swindler and rogue like him!”  So the three partners
accused the fourth one, while the latter laid an identical charge
against them: “Since the ereation of thieves, swindlers, and
rogues, there have never been any thieves, swindlers, and rogues
like them.”
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But I must tell you the kind of man the fourth one was.
He was a quiet sort, humble, neatly dressed, of pleasing
appearance, with heavy black eyebrows, under which peered
out a pair of roguishly smiling eyes. He was called “Reb

Nachman Lokach”.

To be sure, his name was really Nachman Nosan. He was
called Nachman “Lokach”, however, for the reason that lokach
is the Hebrew for “he took” and mosan for ‘“he gave”. And
this Nachman Nosan never gave anything away; he always
took. I shouldn’t omit to mention that Nachman Nosan had
the habit of interspersing everything he said, in and out of

season, with the expression “inasmuch as”.

The four of them had come to the rabbiner to square certain

differences in their business dealings—a case of arbitration,

was to listen to their several claims in the hope that 1 might

find a way to straighten out their hopeless tangle.

“«Whatever your findings, rabbiner, whatever your judgment
may be—whatever you say, we'll abide by your verdict.” That
was the decision of “the threesome”. Their man Reb Nachman
Lokach, looking woebegone, re-echoed their words, saying that
he too would accept my verdict unconditionally: “inasmuch as”
he knew that he was as innocent as a child. Then he sat
down in a corner, put his hands over his heart, like a woman,
contracted his heavy eyebrows and looked at me with his
roguishly smiling eyes, waiting to hear his partners’ conten-
tions. When they had set forth all their claims and arguments,
he rose, straightened out his heavy eyebrows, and without
looking at the plaintiffs but fixating me all the while with his
roguishly smiling eyes, he refuted all their assertions so
skilfully, as to make it appear that it was his three partners
that were schemers, swindlers, thieves, and rogues; whereas
he, Nachman Lokach, was an upright and saintly man, their
victim, a veritable scapegoat, “ipasmuch as” everything they
had said was baseless and false, withsut foundation in fact,
just a figment of their imagination. And he cited endless
proofs as to show that everything he had stated was the

unadorned truth, as unimpeachable as the Law of Moses.

All the while he was pleading, ‘“the threesome” couldn’t
sit still. Every now and then one of them would jump up,

swing his hand to his head or his heart and exclaim:

“That's the limit! Did you ever? How can a man invent

such preposterous lies?”

I had all I could do to quieten them, to keep them from
laying hands on him. All in all, it was pretty hard for me

to di‘sentangle this unholy skein of deception and trickery.
For it was only too clear that I was confronted by a bad lt;t.
The ff)ur of them were swindlers, thieves, rogues, .and inform-
ants into the bargain, all deserving to be equally punished.
What was I to do? I thought of an idea and cal];’d to them:

“.Look here, my good men, I have all but formulated the
verdict in. my head. But I shan’t pronounce it until each of
you deposits with me twenty-five roubles, as a guarantee that
you will abide by my decision.”

“With the greatest of pleasure,” “the threesome” flashed
back. Nachman Lokach followed suit. And the four of them
put t}.leir hands in their pockets and each of them counted
out his twenty-five roubles on my table. I gathered up the

money, put it in the drawer and locked it. Then 1 gave the
following verdict:

“Having heard the claims and contentions of both sides
apd having pondered on your business dealings, accounts, and
differences, I am forced to conclude, to the best of my jutlg;111ent
and conviction, that all the four of you are in .the wrong.
_What’s more, it’s a downright shame that men should indulge
in s.,uch dealings with one another, stoop to trickery, commit
perjury and even inform against one another. Her;ce 1 find
that since we have a Hebrew school in town attended by a
lot of poor children who are out at heels and elbows and wit};out
money to pay their tuition fees—for it is no easy matter to
extract a few pennies from the likes of you——henAce 1 ﬁﬁd it
(_)_n]y fair that your hundred roubles should go toward the
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Hebrew school. Gentlemen, you may now go home in peace. I
want to thank you for your handsome contribution. The voor
kiddies will now have pants and boots and ritual arba-kanfos
garments, and will pray for you and your children—amen.”

On hearing the verdict, the three partners, “the threesome”,
just looked at one another, speechless and sweating. Ap-
‘\parently they hadn’t counted on such a judgment. Their
;-/defendant, Reb Nachman Lokach, however, soon found his
; tongue. He rose, straightened his heavy eyebrows, stretched
| out his hand and looking at me with his roguishly smiling eyes,
| he said:

“I want to thank you, rabbiner, on behalf of all of us for
| the wise judgment that you have pronounced, inasmuch as
only King Solomon could have judged as wisely. There is just
one thing that you’'ve forgotten to tell us: how much we owe
you for your sagacious and just decision.”
“Pardon me,” 1 replied, “you’re on the wrong track. I'm
not that kind of »«bbiner. I want nothing.”

The other retorted: “In that case, you're not only a man
of wisdom, but clean-handed into the bargain. Maybe you'd do
us the kindness to listen to a story, so that we can repay you
for your trouble at least with this narrative?”

“By all means, I'll even listen to two stories.”

“Then please be seated, rabbi, and be good enough to pass
us some cigarettes. I'm going to tell you a nice story, some-
thing that happened to myself, inasmuch as I hate fictitious
tales.”

We lit our cigarettes, took our seats around the table, and
Reb Nachman Lokach smoothed his heavy eyebrows and viewing
me with his roguishly smiling eyes, he launched on his true
story—a personal episode, as he said. I shall try and reproduce
it as nearly verbally as possible:

That happened—now let me see, I wish I could recall the
exact year—a lot of water has run over the dam since then—
_’,inyway, I was a young married man at the time and was
living not far from here, in a village near a railway station.
I drove a variety of trades, kept a bit of a hotel, and all in
all I managed quite well. To be sure, I was no Rothschild,
but I earned a good living. In addition to myself—as is usual
in such cases—there were ten other Jews pottering around the

station, inasmuch as when a man makes a living, there are
those that envy him. They imagine he is amassing a fortune,

But that isn’t the point of the story. What I wanted to
tell you is that at the height of the season, when trade was
brisk — with the train doing a roaring business and prices
soaring even higher — my good wife had the idea to be confined
and to present me with a boy. Well, mazcl tov, congratulations.
I'nasmuch as it was a boy, it goes without saying that a
circumcision ceremony had to be arranged for.

So I brushed aside all my business transactions and took
a trip to town, bought a lot of good things for the circum-
cision feast and brought back with me the mohel to perform
the circumcision, along with all his paraphernalia; as well
as the beadle, inasmuch as I reckoned that these two clergymen
along with myself would be more than enough to make up the
quorum of ten men needed for the ceremony. But what do
you suppose happened? One of my fellow-villagers had the
queer notion of becoming bedridden; so he wasn’t able to attend
the ceremony—nothing short of being carried to my house, bed
and all. Another man all of a sudden upped and went off to
town-—did you ever?—inasmuch as, according to his story, he
had to say his memorial prayers in the synagogue. To make
a long story short, I just couldn’t round up a ten-man quorum,
?wot if my life depended on it. To make matters still worse,
it happened to be Friday, with the Sabbath coming on fast.
(The idea of my wife taking a notion to be delivered on a
Thursday and having the circumecision ceremony on a Friday
—of all days!). The mohel was more dead than alive; the
beadle shed bitter tears.

“Why in the world did you bring us here?” he lamented.
Here was a pretty kettle of fish, indeed!

Then I hit on an idea—I ran off to the railway station,
inasmuch as there are so many people passing through. Well,
you never can tell—it might be the will of God ... When I
got to the station, the train had just pulled in and wouldn’t
be long in pulling out. I looked around and surely enough I
spotted a man with a paunch—I should say a portly gentleman
—all in a sweat, rushing along with a big suitcase and making
straight for the lunch counter, evidently looking for something




