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DIGEST 

While the Maggid of Dubnow, Jacob Kranz, spoke and 

thought in Yiddish, his works were all originally published 

in Hebrew. This by itself is not noteworthy, for scholarly 

work.s all made their appearance in print in Lashon Kodesh. 

But the Maggid was primarily known as a preacher and as a 

teller of wonderf11l tales, most of which were par.ables. 

The Yiddish which he spoke was not simply his mediwn. It 

was part and parcel of his message. 

He became a popular figure in Jewish folk lore but it 

was not until after the beginning of the second half of the 
I 

nineteenth century, some sixty years after his death, that 

his works appeared in Yiddish. It was at that point that 

his parables became even more entrenched in the popular 

imagination . Many of his works which had originally been 

compiled, written and edited in Hebrew by his son Isaac 

and disciple Abraham Plah.rn, were now offered in abridged 

Yiddish editions. One such work is Kol Yaakov, Kranz ' s 

commentary to the five scrolls. His expositions of Shir 

Hashirim is particularly intriguing because Kranz, follow

ing Rabbinic and Midrashic tradition interprets the text 

as an extended poetic dialogue between God and the people 

of Israel. The Maggid uses the text as a springboard for 



some lengthy parables which in their Yiddish version speak 

directly to the hopes, aspirations, and imaginations of his 

listeners and his readers. This thesis is a translation, 

commentary, and analysis of this work. 

It is in the Yiddish that the Maggid's fame and reputa

tion were preserved . His parables have been offered in 

many different Yiddish versions, hence I was able to com

pare them, and their language. Finally, Kranz's stories 

exten~ed through to modern Yiddish literature and such 

writers as Peretz, Sholem Aleichem, and even Bialik who 

wrote primarily in Hebrew. 

This effort has reacquainted me with a language and 

some of its literature. It has been a labor of great re

ward. 



, 
To the memory of my parents 

Rose and Max Goldfarb 

~T~ o~,yJ ,~,n,,~ ~,,~ o~:w o,,J, ,~~ 
o~, :iN ,,J, : Ki~ o~,y~ ,~ nn,p ,,p~, 

(l: 1 rn<!l ) 

These are the things whose fruits a man enjoys 
in this world while the capital is laid up for h im 
in the world to come : 

Honouring his father and mot.her . 

(Peah 1: 1 ) 
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PREFACE 

I complete this work with mixed emotions, the same 

emotions that attend my imminent graduation and ordina

tion from Hebrew Union College . Among the many delights 

that my studies have produced has been the totally unex

pected pleasure of working in Yiddish. For this I must 

express my thanks to Dr. Herbert H. Paper. He reawakened 

in me a long dormant desire to read Yiddish and deepen my 

knowledge of Yiddish literature . Thus i n more ways than 

one he has been the inspiration for this thesis. 

J:' inally a word of praise and thanks to Wanda Reis 

and Ruby Ezekiel, who typeq this manuscript with c <?n

scientious skill, and with fo r bearance. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Missing heretofore f~om extant horniletical literature 

in English translation is the commentary to even one of 

the books of the Tanach by the celebrated 18th century 

preacher, the Maggid of Dubno, Rabbi Jacob Kranz. 

Although a glance at the Bibliography will reveal the 

existence cf English volumes which contain selections of 

the "Dubner's" oarables, his commentaries to the Pentateu

chal ·ieekly Torah portions, to the Haftarot, to Pirkei 

Avot, and to the five scrolls are as yet untranslated. 

This rendition in English of the Maggid's commentary 

to thg..-Song of Songs is on~y a partial offering, for it is 
✓ __ _,.__ I 

my translation cf the Yiddish version, which in turn is an 

abridged translation of the Hebrew. 

Why a translation of a translation? Although my pri

mary purpose is to make available in English the Maggid's 

particular understandir.g of Shir Hashirirn, a secondary aim 

is to study the Yiddish in which they were originally spo

ken, albeit their first appearance in print was in Hebrew. 

A tertiary aim of this work is to compare the two versions 

with a view to determining first how fa i thful the Yiddish 

is to the Hebrew, and second to which audience each ver

sion was directed. 

iii 
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The work is divided into an opening essay (the first 

four chapters) followed by the translations. For compari

son purpose~, I have added the full Yiddish text as Appen

dix A and the corresponding Hebrew text as Appendix B. 

iv 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The "Dubner" -- A Short Biography 

Who was this Maggid? Why and how did he become so 

celebrated? To use contemporary vernacular, he was a 

triple-threat. He composed and retained in his memory a 

veritable library of parables that he could apply instantlyr 

in public from a pulpit , or in private conversation. His 

personality was so magnetic and his oratorical skills so 

g reat that his sermons became community occasions; he was 

a uniquely able preacher of his own material. Finally he 

had the moral authority to be entirely and consistently 
> 

credible. 

This pious, humble, yet charismatic man was born in 

1740 in Zietil, a small town in Lithuania, to Rabbi Ze ' ev 

Wolf Kranz and Hinda , both of whom had rabbinic lineage. 

At an early age, he evidenced outstanding abilities as a 

scholar, and even more as a story-teller. When he was 

eighteen he went off to continue his studies in Meserich, 

a town which had a reputation for its preachers. 1 There 

he married, and for a short time was active in his father

in-law' s business which entailed much travelling. 2 It was 

on these trips that he was able to form first-hand impres

sions of his people in their variQJls activities. He also 

1 
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made the pers~nal contacts which helped him launch a secon

dary career as an itinerant preacher. He remained in 

Meserich for two years, after which he went to Zolkiew, 

and after an undetermined length of time he moved to Dubno. 

Here over the couis~ of eighteen years he established his 

reputation and became known as the Du.bno or Dubner Maggid. 

Re served subsequently in Wlodawa, Kalize, Chelm, and 

Zamosc. In each city his official title was Maggid Mesha

rim, che maggid OL preacher of uprightness. He served in 

his last pulpit, that of Zamosc for 1 5 years and died 

there in 1804. 3 

Although Kranz was an erudite scholar of Talmud and 

Midrash, he made his mark as a consummate popular preacher. 

His pulpit success was based on his knowledge, his ~ratori

cal skill, and the captivating and intriguing meshalim 

(parables) that he used to interpret the Bibl!cal text. 

And he had absolute integrity. He could exhort his con

gregation to repent because he was the first to confess 

his own sins. He could make his people weep, because his 

own piety and the fate of his people, provoked tears in 

him. Re could spin a delightful tale and make his congre

gation laugh, because he laughed easily himself. He could 

encourage even greater levels of piety because he was him

self a "gevaltiker frurner yid" au awesomely pious Jew. 4 • 

He was totally devoted t o his God and to his people . This 

led him to a daily regimen whic h began at midnight ~hen he 

would arise and recite petitionary prayers, study, pray, 

·--
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teach through the day to the afternoon Minchah service , 

and only there did he remove his tefillin. 5 This also 

led him to .. wander anonymously among his people, disguised 

as an impoverished beg~ar. These wanderings appeared to 

have a two- fold purpose: 1 to draw him closer to and help 

him identify with Arocho , his people, especially the poor, 

and to help effect personal atonement . 

One resul t of his self-imposed exile was to provide 

him with greater insights into the lives of his beleaguered 

co- reiigionists. This in turn provided a ringing authen

ticity to his stories and sermons . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

His Literary Works 

Neither the times in which he lived nor his own life 

style permitted Jacob Kranz t o order his own thoughts 

systematically and publish them. While he was an able 

scholar and a Rosh Yeshivah6 during his lifetime he pub

lished nothing. He left notes to various discourses and 

sermons which were collected, amplified, and published 

after his death by his son , Isaac, and his devoted dis

cipl€ , Abraham Berush Plahm. 7 Among the works which were 

published, only one, Sefer ha-Middot was designed by Kranz 

himself as a book. 8 Even this represented the content as 

ordered by the Maggid, but -t,he language and it£ styl,e were 

essentially that of Plahm. 9 The first work to be published, 

in 1819, was Kol Yaakov, a commentary on the Five Scrolls. 

This book was edited and otherwise prepared for publica

tion by the Maggid's son Isaac.
10 

In 1830, a second vol

ume, Ohel Yaakov, appeared. This work, the Dubner's 

conunents on Genesis, was p repared by Isaac Kranz who was 

assisted by Abraham Plahm. Soon after, the younger Kranz 

died, and all the remaining works were published by Plahm. • 

First came the remainder of Ohel Yaakov, Emet L'Yaakov 

(1836) , a commentary on th& Passover Haggadah, and in 1839 

the aforementioned Sefer ha-Middot appeared. One final 

4 
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work, Kochav Mi-Yaakov, a commentary on the weekly Ha£tarot, 

was -begun by Plahm but completed by Rabbi Abraham Maskilei-

11 son. 

These works and their introductions and approbations 

(haskamot) are the only sources we have from which to paint 

a picture of the Maggid and his philosophy. They disclose 

a man who although a confirmed misnaged (a confi dant of 

the Vilna Gaon at that!), had a relationship with his peo

ple not unlike the famous Hasid, Rabbi Yitzhak of Berdit

chev, known as the Berditchever, who incidentally, was a 

contemporary. Both understood the love of one ' s fellow 

man as an essential of Judaism. Accordingly both saw 

themselves as intercessors, protesting Israel ' s lot. 

To Kranz, man was the pinnacle of creation who cou~d 

and should actively use everything in the material world 

• plus his own heart and mind in the service of God . But 

man could and did sink ever lower than the animals. Man 

could confuse his values and standar ds. While not an ad

vocate of withdrawal for others, he did follow a severe 

regimen which bordered on the ascetic. He fasted fre- -• 

quently, slept sparingly, prayed and meditated often, some

times stopping in mid-sermon to cry lusti ly at the fate of 

his~ellow Jews. He believed that good and evil were 

their own reward, and even suffering, although rati onally 

incomprehensibl e, was a manifestation of God ' s attribute 

of mercy. 

The Maggid bel ieved implicitly in the r esponsibilit y 
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and privilege which accrued to the Jewish people as the 

sole possessors of the Torah and its conunandments. As we 

shall se~ later, the seven laws of Noah, attributed by 

the rabbis to the nations of the world, were ~ut meager 

pickings compared to Isr ael's harvest of the 613 mitzvot. 

What Israel , the people, did not possess was Israel 

the land, precisely that land which was uniquely suited to 

the Torah and its mitzvot. The land could cleanse, purify 

and sanctify its inhabitants. The diaspora was insecure, 

and Jews should therefore aspire to return their ancient 

homeland. As Glatt points out, the Dubner was trying to 

respond to the 11ew hopes for a return to Palestine engen

dered by Napoleon's programme to revive the Jewish state. 12 

His love for the land was frequently expressed in nis 

sermons, but mostly he spoke about people, especially the 

• poor. Bialostotsky estimates that one-third of his stories 

are about the needy. The parables which he recited were 

rooted in the daily lives of the people, yet they were 

wonderfully efficacious in illustrating the plain meaning 

of a given verse which required interpretation. His pur

pose was to inspire as well as instruct, and hence , al

though a misnaged, he used almost no halachah , only aggadah. 

His sermons were not obscured by pi l pul or mysticism, nor 

were they warnings of impending suffering and punishment . 

In content, style, and delivery, he was very creative . Be 

combined ethics and morals with aesthetics in almost equal 

measure. To the degree that he used existing folk- tales, 
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even in reworked form, he was perhaps the first collector 

of Jewish folklore, to be followed only one hundred years 

later by Sholem Aleichem. 13 

r 
He spoke of the poor and the rich, of parents and 

children , of parents-in~law, of the righteous and of the 

not so righteous. His stories and parables were laced 

with gentle humor, although he did speak more sharply 

against the wealthy, the Maskilim of Berlin, the Hasidim, 

and es~ecially against "haiden" and "getzendiner , " (hea

thens and pagans), or gentiles. 

His purpose was often not l o rebuke, but reflect back 

to the people their plight. By bemoaning the fate not 

only of the Jews but also of the world, he was able to 

~licit tears , and through the tears a certain comfort . 
... 

The ultimate consolation lay in the next world, something 

in which he believed totally, and was therefore ab\e to 

communicate with conviction and sincerity. 

Except for the occasional Aesop-like story charac-

terized by animals, Kranz relied on humans in believable 

and identifiable predicaments. Not for him the ventures , 

into the mystical worlds created b y the Hasidim. He set 

his course quite consciously in opposition to the descen-

dants of the Baal Shem Tov. He bypassed their explorations 

into the symbolic in favor of traditi~nal midrash and folk- cl 

lore that were more immediate. Hasidic literature, while 

appealing to masses of the common folk , was addressed to 

the divine dimension within man, rather than to mundane 
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aspects of everyday life . The Dubher's appeal was that he 

could realistically portray and demonstrate affection for 

Man as he, is, weaknesses and all . 
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CHAPTER THREE 

His Yiddish 

It is understood that the Dubner spoke in Yiddish. 

What has been less well understood is how integral Yiddish 

was to the self-perceptions of his audiences . The some

what sentimental exaggerations of Yiddish lovers about 

the uniqueness of Mame-loshen, has apparently been taken 

seriously by scholars. Maurice Samuei has wr~tten: 

"The Yiddish masses were strangers to the 
earthly joys that lightened the lives of 
their gent i le neighbours. Theix consola
tions were to a large extent of their 
i maginations, and therefore their language 
besides serving a normal need had an eso
teric function unimagineable to their 
neighbours. "14 

Kranz, the consoling comforting Mag3id, spoke to this imagi

nation, and personified it in act, deed, and especially 

word. Their culture was rabbinic Judaism, for during 

Kranz•s lifetime the haskalah had not yet made a signifi

ca11t impact upon their lives . Their rel~gion was all

embracing : within it they danced, laughed, feasted, 

celebrated, fasted, mourned, and cried. The synagogue 

was their cultural center; a good maggid satisfied their 

thirst not only for instruction, but for entertainment as 

well. In such an undifferentiated existence, language is 

inseparable from the very essence of the people. 

9 
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The critic and authors. Niger wrote: 

"A good Maggid in a traditional (Eastern 
European) synagogue speaks a good, tasty, 
juicy (zaftig) Yiddish. There is colour , 
mode, and style in his speech. Their words 
don't simply hang in the air; they have 
roots in the lives and folklore of the P=O
ple . The same melodies and rhythm are dis
cernable in them; the melody of a generation, 
the rhythm of an entire epoch. " 

Specifically of Krantz, Niger continued: 

"He told them (the parables) in the good, old, 
pious Yiddish of the eighteenth century . He 
told them with a (certain) melody. If you 
want to enjoy them fully and truly, then you 
must imagine that yo u are hearing them from a 
magfid in a shul-- from a good maggid in a 
rea shul." 

So important was the spoken message in Yiddish to the 

Mag.J id, that at least one writer theorizes that to have 

written them down would have constituted setting up an 

intellectual mehitza between Kranz and his congregation of 

. l 16 simp e, common Jews. The Maggid himself explain~d his 

reticence to write by means oi a parable in which the eat

ing habits of the rich'and poor are compared. The former 

can afford to eat slowly one course at a time. The poor 

man having to rely on scraps wolfs his food down, mixing 

everything together. The Dubner anlogizes the rich man 

to the Vilna Gaon who is rich in Torah, and who can there

fo~e order his thoughts systematically, write and publish. 

He however is relying on unordered scraps such as: 

"the peshat of a verse from liabbakuk" or 
"a parable on the words of Balak to Balaam" or 
"a drash on parashat Noach" 

all of which had to be sketched quickly so that he could 
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17 continue on his way. But of co~se his words were re-

corded :irst in Hebrew by h is son Isaac and his disciple 

Plahm. They were also set down in Yiddish in the latter 

half of th~ nineteenth century, approximately one hundred 

years after he spoke them. Trunk infers that even the 
I 

Hebrew is "considerably dry, " that it is "official rabbinic 

Hebrew. 1118 The Yiddish translation woulci of necessity be 

even further removed from the Dubner ' s Yiddish. Niger on 

the other hand contends that despite the prolonged gap 

"There is something in the older (first) Yiddish transla

tions which makes them close, very close to the spirit and 

the mode of the Dubner Maggid. 1119 Niger ' s criteria are 

mos~ unscientific. He continue~: 

"The easiest way to see that this is so [that 
the first translations are closer] is to say 
them with the old melodic [skarbaven] lilt of 
the maggidirn. Try saying them with that same 
lilt and you will see. that it sounds very \ 
authentic [says itself very well] . " 

Although there was an established body of Yidcish

printed material available even in Eastern Europe at the 

time of the Dubner, it is difficult to determine what is 

authentic to that epoch. Very little of what was pub

lished was scholarly. Although His notes which are not 

extant may have been in Yiddish, but if he himself had 

published at all it would surely have been in Hebrew. The 

colloquial language of the masses did not have widespread 

credibility as a medium for scholarl y express i on, and was 

already under general attack by Maskiliro as ,,J)eing repre-
/ 

sentative of the worst aspects of anti-intellectual 
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Hasidism. 

"Uncil the secularization of Jewish life no scholar 

dreamed of producing a learned work in Yiddish." 20 It is 

ironic that the opposition to Yiddish of the Haskalah, com

mitted as it was to the secularization of Jewish life, had 

the effect of stimulating its use by both Hasidim and 

Misnagdim. Marne loshen was a prime weapon in the war 

against assimilation. Even some early Maskilim turned to 

Yiddish when they witnessed increasing nwnbers of young 

Jews ready to convert t o Christianity . Isaac Eichel (1756-

1804) an editor of Hameassaf, himself returned to Yiddish. 21 

Nor was ~e alone. Mendl Lefin (1749- 1826), a Galician 

Maskil , published a transla tion of the book of Proverbs 

in 1814 . 22 Other Haskalah writers, both German~ an~ Russian , 

although not disposed kindly to "jar gon," decided to write 

in Yiddish in their war against the Hasidim. 1 It was, they 

realized, the best way to reach the largest number of peo

ple . 

"Although they despised the language and viewed it 

solely as a temporary means to enlightenment, many of the 

propagandistic and didactic wo rks of the Russian maskilim 

possessed literary merit and became foundations upon which 

modern Yiddish literature was established. As more and 

more people read these works the value of Yiddish, as a 

modern cultural vehicle increased and it became more diffi

c ult to treat it offha.ndedly. n 23 As the doors to Western 

culture were being opened so were the printing presses 
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turning out more and more Yiddish works, and so were the 

beginnings of a broadbased Yiddish literature starting to 

take roo~. A very important figure in this flowering was, 

iro nically enough, ancther maskil, Alexander Zederbaurn, 

who published the Hebre~ newspaper Hamelitz, beginning in 

1860. At f irst Barnelitz was not successful and at the 

urging of s. J. Abrarnovitch (Mendele Mocher Sforim) and 

Y. M. Lifshitz, he issued a Yiddish newspaper Kol Mevaser 

together with Hamelitz . 

"More than any other single factor Kol Mevaser which 

appeared from 1862-1871 contributed to the standardization 

of Yiddish or~hography and the development of modern Yid

d is:i literary diction. It marked the emergence of Yiddish 

as a standard literary tongue. 1124 It is precisely at this 

point beginning in 1862 that the translations of Kranz's 

works begin to appear . The first was Ohel Yaakov \ (Lwow 

1862), followed by Kol Yaakov (Warsaw 1882), Neiimot Yaakov 

(Warsaw, 1882), Sefer ha- Middot second edition (Vilna 1923), 

Sefer ha-Meshalirn Mish le Hok.hmah (Vilna 1883). In addition, 

separate collections of parables were published under the 

names of Kol Yaakov (Koenigsberg 1864) and Mishle Yaakov 

(Lublin 1910). 25 All of these translations were apparently 

offered anonymously. A careful search of all these title

pages fails to credit anyone with this work. Niger states ~ 

f 1 tl th t th t 1 t . 11 • " • 2 6 a y a e rans a ions are anonim, i.e., anonymous . 

The purpose of the translation and the proposed audience 

are revealed in this citation from the title page of Ohel 
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Yaakov v'kol Yaakov, in Yiddish transl ation published in 

Lemberg in 1881. 

"We have translated the precious books Ohel Yaakov and 

Kol Yaakov by the Dubner Maggid from Hebrew (Lashon Kodesh) 

into Yiddish with every parabl e and the corresponding 

(scriptural ) verse. We have translated (the Dubner's para

bles) to all of the Pentateuch, the Five Scrolls, and many 

sections of the prophets and the Writings, in order that 

everyone should understand the sweet parables and the 

handsome words of the Maggid. May his merit and the merit 

of all the righteous be upon us. Amen." (Comments in 

parentheses mipe). 

By the time his works appeared in Yiddish the Maggid's 

homilies and parables had already enjoyed widespread popu

larity. Both Kranz himself and his famous stories had 

penetrated deeply into the folklore of the masses . Publi

cation simply spurred their popularity and various editions 

were issued over the years. In addition, copies of Tsenah 

Ur'enah, Tehinot, Siddurim, Maozorim, Hwnashim, Seli9ot, 

Haggadot and compilations of Pirke Avot continued to carry 

his interpretive gems. 

Did Kranz's works, especially the Yiddish versions , 

have significant impact on the emerging "new" Yiddish 

literature? Probably not directly, but the history of 

publication, first in Hebrew and then in Yiddish is repre 

sentative of routes that the major writers of this litera

ture took. By this I mean that virtually all of them--
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Mendele, Peretz, Linetski, Sholem ~leichem-- wrote first 

in Hebrew and only later i n Yiddish. This was so despite 

the fact that all of them, while perfectly fluent in He

brew, thought and spoke in Yiddish. The new flowering of 

Yiddish literature did not begin until the middle of the 

second half of the nineteenth century even though there 

were earlier Yiddish works extant and a developmental pat

tern can be traced. There seems not to have been an aware

ness or a willingness to recognize a historical continuity. 

Most of its writers were Maskilim and despite the fact 

that they ultimately turned to Yiddish and even embraced 

it enthusiasticall y, its use constituted a literary para

dox. It was the only language that spoke to the masses 

of the Jewish people, but was still in the opinion of many 

corrupt and deformed. It lacked the cultural scope with 

whic h writers could expres~ themselves aesthetica\ lY and 

intellectually. "It symboliz~d the cultural poverty of 

the Jewish people, and yet it was supposed to make them 

culturally richer." 27 Our own work provides a good illus

tration of this. There are no references to abstracts, 

to ideas, to aesthetics, and the vocabulary is spare and 

limited. 

No one writer felt this more than Y. L. Peretz who 

ultimately broke with tradition (such as it was) and forged 

new paths. Yet Peretz recognized the unique expressive

ness of Yiddish as the language of a persecuted and largely 

poverty-stricken minority. This total identification of 
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the language with the people was to .characterize the works 

of Mendel e Mocher Seforim and Sholem Aleichem as well. 

They tried to capture the Jewish ethos of the past and Yid

dish was the folk language of that ethos. But Peretz, al

though he fathered a new Yiddish literature, and although 
I 

he imposed a new set of aesthetic criteria on his writings, 

especially after 1895, was committed to discovering moral 

beauty and grandeur in the lives of his poor, ignorant and 

simple people. In that sense, as Trunk notes , Peretz was 

"the most golden link in the chain that stretched from the 

Dubner Maggid. 1128 Peretz was born in 1852 in Za.mosc, the 

city where Krantz lived the last years of his life and is 

burir?d. Before Peretz set out Qn wider horizous, his pub

lished stories show a fascination for folklore and a strong 

29 inclination to the use of parable. 

The Dubner looked on his people as a collectivf entity 

which found its fullest expres~ion in the Torah: Yisroel 

v'oraita had hu. Peretz identified with that collective 

but sought to understand the individual personalities with

in the collective. Again Trunk: 11 The Dubner tried to 

view (individual) Jewish personality in the shape (gestalt) 

of the Jewish collective. Peretz began to try t e~ see the 

' shape of the Jewish collective in the exalted status of the 

(individual) Jewish personality." 30 (brackets mine). 

Traces of the Dubner's parables and folklore can also 

be found in Bialik. The f o llowing wonderfully ironic para

ble was told by the Dubner to a wealthy man who was resisting 
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the Dubner ' s solicitation of charitable funds , by asking 

for more and more words of Torah from Kranz and then com

menting himself. His aim was to stall as l ong as possible . 

Finally the Maggid told him the following "moshel . " A 

man once came to a remote community. Be became aware that 

no one there knew of (the existence of) onions. Because 

he happened to have brought some onions in his baggage 

he gave them away (to the townspeople) . The people rea

lized how tasty the onions were and how onions made food 

more flavorful, and so they gave the man an equal amount 

of gold. 

After a while t he man returned to the town. By then 

the townspeople already had onions but they had no garlic. 

He took a garlic clove out Gf bis sack and gave it to them, 

anticipating that they would give him gold once again. 

But the people took the garlic, and gave him for it-

a few onions. 

The Dubner then said, "It's the same with me: I say 

a bit of Torah-- you give me back some of your own mutter

ings . That is not however the reason that I came to you. 

What I want is a donation. Onions-- I don't need . " 31 

In Bialik's story Aluf B'tzalot V'aluf Shum there are 

two princes, the first providing the onions and being re

warded with gold and diamonds while the second provides 

the garlic and is rewarded with onions. 32 

Other writers such as Naftali Gross , H. Zhitl ovsky, 

Chaim Graae and A. Raisin also were affected by and wrote 
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of Maggidirn, who in one way or another were all influenced 

by the Dubner. 

The Maggid's greatest legacy was in the influence he 

had on these succeeding generations of maggidim. Itinerant 

preachers contin ued to make their rounds well into this 

century, and many served as a kind of first line of de

fense for the Misnagdim against both Maskilim and Hasidim. 

They continued the tradition of preaching, bringing an 

admixture of social criticism and g uidance to the masses, 

using . parables and the lilting intonatio ns of the Dubner-

and always preaching in Yiddish. Many, like Kranz, served 

as Maggid Mesharim (Preacher of Uprightness) . Some like 

Moses b. Isaac ha-Darshan of Keliny and Hayyim Zadok, 

the Maggid of Rwnschischke, founded communal charitable 

institutions as we11. 33 In this regard, Joel Entin (187~-

1959) a Yiddish journalist-educator and translator wrote 

the following: 

"The maggid helped incubate the greatest 
Jewish undertakings of the newer era. He 
awakened Messianic hopes and it is not exag
gerated (to suggest) that the Magg idim had 
a part in the spread of Jewish socialism." 34 

Whether in socialism or messianism, whether through , 

parables or homilies, their impact was significant. While 

Hasidism and its writings were to become particularly fruit

ful sources for later Yiddish literatur e, the places of the 

Maggidim, and especially that of the Dubner, are also secure 

in the history of the development of that literature. 

Although Peretz, Mendele, and Sholem Aleichem wrote 
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in Yiddish, they and others were constrained at least 

initially by the poverty of the language for literary ex

pression. Those early writers were not only pioneers in 

Yiddish literature but in the development and adaptation 

of the language as a coherent instrument of n~tional expres

s i on . 

In furtherance of this aim a Yiddish language confer

ence was held in Czernowitz, Bukovina (Austria) in 1908. 

Seventy delegates from every shade of Jewi sh opinion, 

f rom Zionist-Hebraists to Bundists attended. Their aim 

was to clarify matters of ortho graphy, grammar, literature, 

theatre, press and translations to the Bible into Yiddish. 

The conference came under attack from some, but mostly it 

was successful in heighten;i.n~ the prestige of Yiddish. It 

stimulated research, increased publication, and the stan

dardization of grammar and spelling. 
\ 

~he Yiddish written subsequent to the conference be-

gan to show some differences in style and form from that 

written prior. To see some of the differences I would like 

to compare three different versions of the same parable 

that appeared in a span of 100 years. The moshel is the 

last one offered in the Yiddish version of the Maggid ' s 

conunentary to Shir Hashirim. I shall juxtapose it in its 

first Yiddish rendering of 1864 with that of I . Zevin35 

and that of B. I . Bialistotsky36 . 

The moshel is the final one in a series of mesholim 

which make up the commentary to the last half of Chapter 8, 
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verse 7 

"If a man offered all his wealth for love 
He would be laughed to scorn." 

Kranz's understanding of this verse is that the na

tions of the world will interpret the Temple as a sign of 

God's great love for the Jewish people, and so they too 

will be moved to collect lots of gold and build a temple 

so that God's shehinah will rest in it (their temple). 

God would then answer, "Even if you give all your gold 

for a temple, I will not cause my shehinah to rest among 

you.~ The parable is brought to illustrate this under

standing . 

Since there are substantial differences in the three 

ver~ion~, I shall translate the two newer ones so that 

they may be compared with the original Yiddish. (see 

appendix p. 102) . 

Zevin (Tashrak) ent~t~ed his story The Foolish Boy. 

"Two boys studied at a rabbi's cheder. One was the son of 

a rich father, while the second had a father who was a 

poor man (one who lacked bread, "a mel)usar lel)ero). One 

time the rich boy came to teder and showed his friends a 

handsome wallet which he had bought. The wallet was very 

attractive; it was in various colors on whic h were painted 

all kinds of pictures and ornamentations. 

envious; so too was the poor boy envious. 

taken with the desire to get such a wallet. 

The friends were 

All of them we re 

The other boys, when they got home, prevailed upon 

their mothers and fathers until they received money to buy 

r 

.. 
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the same (kind of) wallet. Those who didn ' t get the en

tire amount at one time eked it out bit by bit . After one 

week, every boy had a wallet similar to the rich man's son, 

except fo~ that poor boy, who could only get a few pennies 

from his parents. 

"The poor boy went to the storekeeper crying and plead

ing: 'Look fellow Jew (reb yid), this is all the money that 

I have . I swear to you that I don't have even one single 

penny more. So please give me a wallet for the little bit 

of money that I have.' 

"'You silly little boy' answered the storekeeper, 'You 

yourself say that you don ' t have even one additional penny, 

so what good is t he wallet to you?' 

"Moral: So it is with t o-day's Jews who spend for

t urnes building large synagogues, and the synagogues are 

almost empty." 

Bialistotsky entitled his moshel The Parable lmoshel) 

of the Handsome Wallet : 

"In the cheder of a teacher , boys studied Bible (~umash 

and Rashi). They were all children from wealthy homes . 

Only one little boy came from a poor widow, who (herself) , 

stemmed from superior stock. 

"One time a wealthy uncle came to visit one of the boys 

from far away, and he brought the boy a handsome wallet . 

The wallet had three locks and five little silk pockets 

sewn in it. 

"The other boys also wanted the same wallet. Their 
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parents had to travel to the city and buy wallets. Bu t the 

poor mother couldn 't manage it. 

"But her son wanted onl y to have such a wallet. He 

cried all night that he wanted a wallet. Re didn't stop 

dreaming of that wallet and what he would do with it if 

he could only get it . 

"The little boy began quietly to save penny by penny . 

He had to buy that wallet. But when he saw that he wouldn't 

be able to save very much, he went tearfully to t he biggest 

storekeeper in the shtetl and said, 'I beg of you, get me 

that wallet. I want to have a wallet like the other kids 

have.' 

"The storekeeper then pinched his cheek and said: 

'Why do you compare yourself to t hose rich boys? They 

have something tb put into the pockets of such a wallet. 

But you are poor. Why then do you need a wallet with so 

many pockets? With you they will always be empty.' 

"The same, concluded the Maggid is with the Torah. 

The Master of the Universe gave the Torah to the Jews, so 

that the Jews themselves would afterwards learn and add 

something to it (the Torah). (So that ) in every geheration 

there should arise another Rabbi Akiva, even another Moses , 

another Rabbi, so that the Torah would again be renewed. 

The nations of the world, however, have nothing of t heir .. 
own to put into the Torah." 

The differences are apparent. The first two versions 

refer to the boys ' parents as a "wealthy man and a poor 
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man-." Bialistotsky endows his poor boy with a widowed 

mother who stems from an important -family. There are dif

ferences in how the rich son acquired his wallet: "a 

wealthy urlcle 0 (Bialistotsky), he bought it himself (Zevin) , 

he simply s howed up with it (Kranz). The wallet itself is 

simply "very handsome" ('Kranz), "in various colors on 

which were painted all kinds of pictures and ornamenta

t.1.ons" (Zevin), "had three locks and five little silk pock

ets sewn on the side" (Bialistotsky). The other boys were 

envious and some bought themselves a wallet (Kranz), pre

vailed upon their fathers and mothers etc ... (Zevin), had 

their parents travel to the city ... (all the parents were 

wealthy) (Bialistotsky) . The poor boy didn ' t have enough 

money and simply went to tQe storekeeper (Kranz), could 

o nly get a few pennies out of his parents and then went 

to the storekeeper ... (Zevin), cried all night saved penny 

by penny and didn't stop dreaming about the wallet' (Biali

stotsky) until he finally went to the shop crying. Once 

at the shop he swore he had no more money (Kranz and 

Zevin), and pleaded for a wallet (all three). The shop

keeper's response is also different as recorded in our 

separate versions. The merchant calls the boy stupid, 

shoiteh and tells him that he doesn't need a wallet because, 

being poor he will have nothing to put in it (Kranz). The 

merchant calls him a foolish boy and asks him what he 

needs the wallet for, because the boy had said that he 

had not a single additional penny (Zevin). The shopkeeper 
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pinched his cheek and asked the boy why he compared him

self to the wealthy boys; they can make use of a wallet 

while he cannot (Bialistotsky). 

The most significant differences are in the nimshel, 

the moral which concludes the parable. For Kranz the 

poor boy represents the heathen nations of the world 

which are envious of the Jews and desirous of God's favor 

and want to build a temple similar to the Holy Temple. 

But lacking Torah, reverence, and good works, they will 

have nothing to bring in to such a temple. Zevin aban

dons the original nirnshel in favour of the more current 

issue of priorities for the Jewish community. He analog

izes the poor buy to the Jewish community which builds 

large attractive synagogues that remain empty most of the 

time. Bialistotsky is closer to the original in his ren

dering of t he nimshel but with a twist. The wallet here 

is the Torah which God gave to Jews, (the wealthy bdys) 

expecting that they would keep adding to it in each genera

tion. The nations of the world (the poor boy) have nothing 

to add and therefore canno t acquire the Torah. 

The more recent renderings of the nimshel disclose 

a certain difficulty that both Zevin and Bialistotsky have 

with Kranz's version .. Both abjure the chauvinism that the 

Maggid relies on time and time again. The Dubner spoke to 

an oppressed and impoverished people whose hopes lay in 

olam haba, in the ultimate redemption, resurrection and 

re- establishment of the Holy Temple. Only in such a world 
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could the Jew be conceived of as wealthy and the gentile 

as poor. Our two later writers , however, spoke to an 

American Jewish community that was even, by 1925, becoming 

secure and affluent, and by 1962 needed a mild polemic 

about the virtue of studying Torah. 

Despite the substantial differences in the nimshel, 

and the lesser differences in the moshel itself, this 

parable contains words and phrases which make a linguistic 

comparison among all three fruitful. (See chart p. 26). 
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Bialistotsky 

l'l, It ''l 

,., D'D •o,n , 

1:,,,, l1D ,,,1,p 

lJD't ,;, 

i1lD'71t 01,1t lit 

zevi n 

l1D lH ,,, 

11:,,,,ic 

llCD',IC lit JDltD IC 

an'7 ,o,no ic 

.,,,oo,,D .,. D'71ti,,.1 0'1C ll1Ci1 o,,ln ,, 

11,iJl IClPD 

,,.,,,,,o,•c ;,i,,1 D"l ,,, ll1Ci1 

lilt OJDICD lT1t'7Jl 

.. 

Kranz 

,1,pic 0,,.,, ,,,. 
,1,p 011t0,,. l''IC 

1''•• D:>1t,l11 

1'71D'"l 

111,l11t 1t11 U1t i1 

ltlPD 011t ,r11ip 

,,,,1 
Oil '7111, 0:, 1'7D 11t 

DD'1P1l 111C iH 

1'71D''llt iT1t 

lT"111tl DllCPll 

p11i1t ,,p,,lll''111t 

,,o,,p 1rDO1,.1 0,1 

'7iD iTIC Dlti11l Dil 

OIC1 '7i~ ic,,, 1'7Jl 

DDl,Dl 1'7iD''l 

,101,p 011 p1ii1t 1i1t 11llltl1l ,1 Tilt 

011 i1 ,,,,. l'7Jii.i 

, n,0 
. 
,, 'It Dll ,,ic 

ltTlt ,,o D.1,,p 

D'lt ,101,p ,11 Dlti1 

l'lt lltDll D'lP It 

'7Pll 
1"T 1DO:>'''7l 01t1i 

1DDD,lt1 01t11 11 ltD 

'7,JDD''D It 

,,. 01,,,,,.1 
lJDJlJl 

1'7'Dlt 1'7Jl Jllltl ,, 

ll'Jl''• l''lt l''P 

, •• ,.1 
'71ll'lt ,,.,,.l 11 

p,1tD• ,,,,,, Di1 

, n,o a,, 11Dll 1l 

,,, l'1D D1tii 11 ltD1Tlt ,1tl ,,, l1D Dlt11 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Shir Hashirim- - A Comparison of the 

Hebrew and Yiddish Versions of the 
' 

"Dubner's" Commentary 

Jacob Kranz's Hebrew commentary to the Song of Songs 

is a larger work from which sections were excerpted and 

translated into Yiddish. The latter work consists of 

extensive•conunents on eleven verses containing a total of 

ten parables. 

The Hebrew work is a scholarly one growing out of a 

study of Midrash. There are a ~ew Talmudic references 

but the greatest majority are to the standard Midrashic 

compilations, although these are not always cited. The 

most commonly used work is Shir Ha'shirim Rabbah bei~ng 

quoted 32 times. As well, there are references to Hovot 

Hal'vavot 
37 

and Nachmanides ' Introduction to Genesis. 38 

The work can be seen as a kind of superconunentary to 

various midrashim, and the ~agid's parables stem as much 

from his attempt to explain a Midrash, as from his attempt 

to expl ain the p l ain sense of a particular verse . The in

troductory comments, for example, are built on the midrashic 

understanding that the Song of Songs is a unique dialogue 

between God and Israel in that it contains both words 

27 
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of praise of God for Israel, and p~aise by Israel for God . 

Other songs and psalms in the Bible contain one or the other. 

Kranz uses this explanation39 to verses 15 and 16 of chapter 

Oh you are fair, my darling 
Oh you are fair, 1 

With your dove-like eyes. 

And you my beloved are handsome 
Beautiful indeed. 

The Maggid elaborates on the nature of God ' s love and 

praises, and the human response to them. He concludes that . 
the uniqueness of Shir Hashirim lies in the fact that this 

book (Holy Song) speaks of future Messianic times, when 

"our reverence (for God) will be complete and 
we shall be able to receive bountiful goodness 
without it spoiling (damaging) us, like a per-
fectly healthy person who is immune to damage 
from any foods."40 

God ' s love in the past often manifested itself as anger but 

in the future even the ~~ 'anger' will be o,y~ 'pleas-

ant.' 

The parable on 

Yiddish; p. 104 Hebrew is but part of a very lengthy series 

of comments and parables on verse 1:4: 

Draw me after you, let us runl 
The king has brought me to his chambers. 
Let us delight and rejoice in our love 
Savoring it more than wine 
Like new wine--they love you 

The comment begins with a quote from Pesikta de Rab Kahana41 • 

Piska 22:2 (Braude & Kapstein, JPS 1975, Philadelphia, p. 

345) which connects two Biblical passages: 



• 

---=--- - - - - ... • I 

This is the day which the Lord made; we w~ll 
rejoice and be ~lad in Him (or in it) (Ps 118:24) 

and line three of our verse above: 
'l'\ :w)7 Di,il i'\T 

i:i l"lhl'l'1ll n!,'>ll 

Let us delight and rejoice in You. u ;,r,r.w,)i n~'ll 

29 

The Song of Songs verse proves that the i:i in the Psalms 

verse which has two possibre antecedents 'day' or 'the 

Lord', must refer to 'the Lord,' because here the antece-

dent is clear. Further the numerical value of i:i is 

'twenty-two' corresponding to the number of letters in the 

Hebrew alphabet which themselves came only from the Torah. 

The rnaggid explains this midrash by asking how it is possi

ble to celebrate and be joyful on command at the appointed 

times. He answers that the essence of a joyful occasion 

lies in the fact that He has commanded us to celebrate, 

not simply in the day itself. Only Israel celebrates this 

way because only Israel can understand i:i as referring 

to the twenty-two letters of the alphabet which is re\ 11y 

the Torah and the commandments. Other nations (idolaters) 

rejoice and despair according to their prosperity or lack 

of it. They have no Torah or rnitzvot. The maggid then 

brings a parable to illustrate his understandings of the 

rnidrash. He compares Israel in its observance of regularly 

scheduled festivals to guests at a well-run inn who enjoy 

fine accomodations and food so long as they keep regular 

hours. The gentiles, on the other hand, are compared to 

a thief who of course "works" during "off-hours" and then 

complains when the inn will not service his needs. This 
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negative comparison is but one of a series that occur 

throughout this work. The gentiles in reality were respon

sible for, the Jew's subservience and suffering. The gen

tiles were a powerful majority. The maggid presented this 

superiority as transien~, and the gentiles as really being 

hapless. (See parable on 1:7 p. 43 English, p. 107 Hebrew, 

p. 75 Yiddis;,}. They had no Torah, no mitzvot and there

fore no good deeds to commend them . Even those laws which 

they did have, the Seven Noahide laws, they did not observe. 

When the exi l e ends, then the tables will be turned. Then 

the "heathens" will be envious and try to buy the love that 

God has for t~e Jews alone . (See parable on 8:7 p. 60 Eng-

lish ; p. 120 Hebrew, p . 97 Yiddish). This them is repeated 

in the next two parables on the same verse. In one, the 

gentiles are willing to pay "this world" for the Torah; 

and in the second, they are desperate to build a f emple 

like the Jews, but being morally and spiritually bankrupt 

they have nothing to bring into the Temple. 

The Maggid states flatly in his Commentary on 2 : 4 that 

1'' in gematria equals 70 which corresponds to the seven

ty nations (of the world) and He (God) loves only us of all 

of them." His "damn the gentiles" approach is entirely con

sistent with his uncritical love for his Jewish people. 

Israel is blameless. Its misery is a function of the oppres-• 

sion of the gentiles, but even when they have sinned in their 

own right they are blameless. The sin of the golden calf is 

blamed on the mixed multitude. (See parable on 1:6 
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p. 41 English, p. 106 Hebrew, p. 76. Yiddish) . In . a parable 

on the ~ame verse not only is Israel not to be punished 

for this ~in but God is expected to remove the imperfec

tion from their souls as well. 

Perhaps the commentary most revealing of the Dubner's 

methodology is that on 2:4 

"He brought me to the banquet room and his 
banner was beloved to me." 

Here he painstakingly develops the notion that devotion 

and ~ntent are as important as fluency and expertise . I 

offer the entire comment here in English translation (from 

the Hebrew). The commentary is based on the midrash oi 

Shir Hashirim Rabbah 2:4. 

"Bring me to a big wine cellar," which corresponds to 

the Torah which has in it 49 reasons for declaring clean 

and 49 reasons for declaring unclean (This is derived from) 

the numerical va lue of 

Torah) out 0f great love . 

- Don't say 

' I have received it (the 

,~~i -his banner, but rather 

u,~, - his "missions" are beloved to me. Even if he were 

to call Aharon, Ron and Abraham, Ram. 

"The explanation to this in my opinion is to be found 

in the words of the wise one (Solomon) in Ecclesiastes 

10:3 'a little folly outweighs massive wisdom.' The Mid

rash (says) 'Ten precious things were created in the world 

and this (the fact that folly has value) is one of them.' 

It is worthwhile to ask how it is possible that folly has 
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any value or that it should be one of the precious things. 

Let us introduce this matter with the words of Nachmanides 

(may his memory be for blessing) who explained how the 

Torah is studied and explained in 49 ways . Re said that 

the Torah itself is made up of 600,000 letters, which when 

joined together as they currently are, you will find them 

of course (to be) as we have it (the Torah). In the future 

the Lord will join them in many ways, and with each version 

the Torah will look different, and there will be many dif

fe r ent combinations. Beyond this we see the perfection 

of the Torah, every letter and syllable of which can be 

interpreted difierently. There are instances in which the 

meaning of a matter changes (drastically) as the rabbis 

in their interpretation of Psalm 61:8 changed 

D'il~I< 'l!l~ - May he be enthroned forever- to 

IJ~,y ;iv,, 

1ll~iy .:le1'> -

Your world settled. The Yodis (vocalized) with a ~atah 

as the Rabbis said i"IH'J 1ll~1Y ;,e,y - the purpose being to 

interpret words without violating its sense within context. 

Even more, we have found interpretations that have been 

very far (from the plain meaning of the text), such as 

'Do not read Ht~ne,,, but rather 

'Do not read 1l1M but rather 

in:u,0,, ' and similarly 

1li"'llD for it (the Torah) 

is wonderfully perfect in knowledge, as the poet said 

(in Psalm 68:12) 

"The Lord gives the word; great is the company 
of those who bear the tidings.' 

"There is no doubt that we can interpret in different 
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ways when the words are read correctly and the context is 

maintained, but even all the errors can be interpret ed; 

that is to, say, one who is not expert reads and mistakes 

letters which are similar in appearance and (therefore) 

interchangeable as in ,n~lll!I, , , or one can err because 

he does not distinguish between :l and ~ or between n 

and n . 

"It is also possible for one who is not (totally ) famil

ia1: with the shape of letters to err. Place in the Torah 

was given by the Holy One Blessed be He for all of them, 

so that these errors would also be expoundable a nd not 

thought of as ~otally foreign ( to the text). This is (what 

is me ant by) 'a little folly o utweighs massive wisdom;' 

in other words, the Torah was also given to (have meaning 

for) those who read it with errors , and interchange letters , 

because even the errors c an become precious interp• etations. 

(Even) his error is very dear to the Holy One Blessed be 

He as it is uttered with sincerity and devotion. This is 

(how one should understand). 

' Do not read , ~1'Ti but rather u,~,, "This 

is what we said (earlier); it is the l ove (intent) which 

is important to the Lord; it is as if one has studied 

properly. This aspect of righteousness is always attri

buted to the Holy One Blessed be He. He receives the offer

ings of the poor just as He receives the offerings of the 

rich. What is important in the eyes of the Lord i s that 

each person worship Him according to his ability . Therefore , 
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here, the reading of the one who err s is as important as 

the reading of the one who is very exacting. It is his 

intent which i s accepted even if it is not within his 

power ~-o read perfectly. It (his reading) is so important 

that the Torah is interpreted even with his error. There 

is total proof of the fact that his error is also accept

able and that it was even rendered at Sinai, for all new 

insights were said there according to the Rabbis who taught 

that the Holy One Blessed be He showed Moses even what sages 

in the future would newly derive. 

"This can be compared to a physician who sends medi

cines to his patient in another city, and notifies him how 

he i s to use them, without which (information} the patient 

could not be sure of being cured by them (the medicines). 

However a sick person might forget or not be careful to 

abstain from damaging food . and drink, or may even ,become 

sicker because the doctor is ~ot present to correct every 

mistake. 

"But if the physi cian is more accomplished and sends 

medicines which can cure despite the consumption of harm

ful foods, then his recovery is more certain despite the 

fact that the physician is not with him, but be is to 

take care not to spill his medicines on the ground and so 

be left without them. However if the physician coul d 

cleverly conceive and concoct medicines which would have 

the amazing qual ities of curi ng simply by being in his 

(the patient's) house for a moment, so that he (the patient) 

5 
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could smell them, then there is nothing to be feared and 

his recovery would be guaranteed. The moral is in what we 

said about the Torah being interpreted in all the ways 

that its words are read, whether by one who is knowledge

able or not knowledgeable . It (the Torah) is equal (equally 

accessible) to each person and all can benefit from it, the 

expert and the non-expert. This is because of the great 

iove He has for us, and this is (the meaning of) 

Of this comment, only the last part, i.e. the parable 

and its introduction are given in the Yiddish version . 

(See Yiddish p. 65 and Hebrew p. 111,) The moshel itself 

is a verbatim translation of the Hebrew. See my transla

tion of the Yiddish p. 50 . However the introduction and 

the moral are markedly different. In the Yiddish the com

ments are simple: inaccur~te readings of the une<\ucated 

are as important as those of the more literate because the 

Torah is expounded in many ways. The Hebrew introduction 

speaks of intent and devotion and has a summarizing mid

rashic quote abouc future interpretations being revealed 

to Moses at Sinai. More revealing of the peculiar audience 

to which the Yiddish is directed is the nimshel. It a l one 

makes explicit the connection to the moshel. It alone 

says "The Torah is just like the doctor's prescription, the 

fragrance of which alone can heal ." This is not present 

in the Hebrew, leaving the more erudite reader to make the 

connection himself. 

• 
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This is a pattern whi ch is evident throughout. The 

Yiddish consists mainly of parables, the language is highly 

explicit ?nd almost totally devoid of scholarly references. 

The audience was obviously the poorly educated masses who 

constituted amkho . It ~s precisely this fact that makes 

the preservation of the Dubner's parables in Yiddish so 

important, for this is the language that he spoke and in 

which he preached. Yiddish was the language of amkho. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE TRANSLATION 

Translation implies interpretation. No two people 

with equal fluency in the same two languages will render 

one into the other in exactly the same way. The differ

ences are not merely in methodology and approach , but in 

the background, training, and education of the translator. 

Also, each language reflects the subtleties of nuance and 

tone of its pacticular cultural milieu which is impossible 

to replicate in another language. This is especially true 

of Yiddish which maintained its uniqueness despite being 

subjected to significant pressures from neighbouring popu

lations over the centuries . 

"The difficulty of translating Yiddish into 
English, French or German lies far less in 
the absence of corresponding vocabularies 
than -in the Jewish-Yiddish conception of the 
meanings of life and the destiny of the peo
ple. '!42 

Eastern European Jewry remained separate and apart 

despite its minority status, and Yiddish reflected its 

unique and particular ethos. Translating Yiddish is 

therefore especially challenging. 

This translation makes every effort to be faithful to 

the literal meaning of the Yiddish. Accordingly, while I 

hope that my usage of English is correct, there are instances 

37 
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where I followed the word order and syntax of the Yiddish 

in violation of accepted English form in order to illus

trate the l~lt and intonation of the Yiddish. Where cer

tain liberties have been taken literal renderings follow 

inunediately in parenthese, . Because the Yiddish is quite 

terse there are many ellipses which are supplied in square 

brackets . Parentheses are also used to clarify antecedent 

references where the use of a pronoun leaves some ambiguity. 
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This is the best of all the songs that King ·Solomon, 

may he rest in peace, ·composed. 

1:4 n~,il 1'int< 'l:,en:) 

The Jews say to God: "Draw me near to you and we shall 

run after you. The v~rse is incomprehensible because the 

beginning o f th~ verse is inconsistent with the end . 

'll:,en:) means "Draw me near to you" implying unwillingness, 

and one must pull, while the words ~,,.:i ,.,,rt< mean, "we 

shall run after you" implying we shall pursue you by our

selves (voluntarily) {and) we do not need to be drawn to 

you. So we shall interpret the verse with a parable: a 

man's wife die ".l and he remarried. He had one poor son by 

his first wi fe, but his second ~ ife would not allow her 

husband to assist his son financially. The man consulted 

with some people who advised him to do the following: he 

was to give his son a promi~sory note indicating a \ substan

tial indebtedness that had been carried over from the dowry, 

and the wife would not be able to say that she would not 

allow the payment of the note because she knew that a prsmis

sory note must be paid. However this also did not help be

cause when the son came to her house she threw him out 

together with the note. She said that he was demanding 

money unjustifiably, and that the note was false. It became 

tiresome for the son to continue approaching her because ~ 

she drove him out of the house. One time the father met 

him. The father asked him, "Why don't you demand [payment 

of) the debt which I owe you with the promissory note?" 

::. 
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The son answered, "What can I do when your wife .quarrels 

with me and drives me away?" The father said, "Let me 

give you an idea. You summon me to the rabbi. Then I 

shall have to pay you and she will not be able to say any

thing." The son said, "Is it proper that a son should 

summons hjs father? What will people say?" The father 

said , "Fool, you need to do this only for my wife . There

fore, you must send the beadle t o summons me to the rabbi 

in order that she understand that you are suing me to pay 

you ,' but as soon as I leave the house I shall pursue you 

willingly in order to pay you. I shall not need to be 

coerced beca use I myself want to g ive you money bu t my 

wi f e won't allow me." 

The obj ect o f the parable is (This can be compared to) 

that our souls have been taken from heaven, from under the 

throne of glo ry . The soul is therefore holy and ~esires 

constantly to serve God. Tht= evil inclination however 

won't allow us [to serve God]. Therefore we beg God 

'.l:Jl?113 to "Draw us near to Him." Make the evil inclination 

submissive so that it will not withhold us from worshipping 

You ;,~n.,J , ,.,l'lf,( , (and) we shall run (after] (pursue) You 

by ourselves in order to worship you because the soul is 

inclined to serve you but the evil inclination (temptation) 

doesn't allow it. 

"The king has brought me to his chambers , let 
us delight and rejoice in you (your love)" J.P.S . 
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The kind has brought me to b is ~hambers. Thi!$ means 

that God has b rought me t o his Temple, [and so] we delight 

in You, God . Imagine that if a lowl y man were to g ive you 

a present, you would rather boast about the present than 

that the lowly man is fond of you, because the fact that 

a coarse and vulgar man is fond of you is not important . 

But [imagine] you are considered important by the king, 

and the king gives you a present. Even if the gift is not 

handsome , you would boast (about it as a sign] that the 

king lilkes you, and that you are considered important by 

him. The gift is not important to him [the king) , but it 

is important to you and you would boast (about it) only 

becau~e the king gave you a present. This is what the 

verse says: God has brought 

me into the Temple and I shall delight in You alone God, 

but not with the precious objects which are found in, the 

Temple . The joy in the objects is not important to me 

compared with the joy I have in you, because the essential 

rejoicing is me [being with] and you. 

1:6 

Don ' t stare at me because I am swarthy, •.• my 
mother's sons quarreled with me. 

The Jews say to the heathens, "Don't attribute the im-

- portance of my being black (dark) to my sin of making the 

(golden] calf . I am blameless because the mixed multitude, 

that is the Egyptians who left Egypt with me, they persuaded 

me to make the calf . " 
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A parable: a man had an employee in his . shop. A neighbour 

persuaded the employee to steal clothing materials from his 

boss, and give it to him (the neighbor). The employee did 

just that, and he stole [the goods] and sold [them] to t~e 

neighbour. Afttrrwards the shopkeeper became aware, but he 

pretended that he didn't know that the neighbour had per

suaded the employee [to steal]. The shopkeeper swnmoned 

the employee to the rabbi, and presented a document detail

ing how much material was missing from his shop. The rabbi 

ruled that the employee pay for the materials which he had 

stolen according to a valuation established by [other] 
t 

merchants. The shopkeeper sent someone for his neighbour 

and requested him to [make an] estimate bec ause [the neigh

bour] was a big expert and knew how to appraise. The neigh

bour appraised the materials at twice its real value in 

order to appear important in the eyes of 1¥1e shopkeeper, 

because he was his neighbour. The rabbi calculated the 

total of the appraisal and the neighbour himself signed it. 

Afterwards the shopkeeper went and demanded the entire 

[amount] of the stolen property from the neighbour . He 

said, "You persuaded the employee to steal and all the 

stolen goods remained with you." The judgement was handed 

out that the neighbour should pay according to the estimate 

that he himself had made. He was very embarassed that,he 

had been the cause of his own misfortune by appraising the 

goods at twice their value. The moral is: When the Messiah 

comes God will gather the heathens together and chastise 

• 
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them for mistreating the .Jews j"n the diaspo=a, and (at the 

same time] He will ask them (the heathens) what kind of a 

penalty He should impose on the .Jews who had sinned against 

Him. The heathens will probably recommend a huge penalty 

aft~r which God will switch his sentence and say to them: 

"The penalty which you recommended against the Jews shall 

be imposed on you, because you have caused the Jews to 

sin. Therefor~ you will suffer your own chastisements as 

well as those of the Jews.: This is what Solomon said in 

the Song of Songs. 

"The Jews say to the heathens." 

Don't stare at me because I am swarthy because of the trans-

gressions My mother's sons-- these are 

the mixed multitude-- with whom I became entangled in Egypt 

just as a child with its mother. They persuad.ed me to sin 

and I'm not to blame. The~efore you ought not to f ccuse 

(prosecute) me to [before] Goo to chastise me, because God 

will turn the penalties on you, because it is through you 

I have sinned. 

1:7 

Tell me whom I love so well. 

There is a parable: A wealthy man's only son was re

moved from him and placed in prison where he was subjected 

t o much suffering. The son sent a messenger to his father, 

bemoaning the fact that he was sitting in prison and sub

ject to such agonies, and requested that his father send 

him food and drink in order to refresh his soul. The son 
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hoped that his father would send him even better -food than 

he used to eat at home at his father's table, because now 

he needed to refresh himself from (because of) the trou

ble s, and the agonies to which he was being subjected. 

But the father didn ' t do as requested. He sent him dry 

bread and a bit of water. The son was astonished and sent 

again to his father saying: "Dear father, you also have 

become my enemy." The father answered by saying, 11My 

child do not misunderstand , when you were with me at my 

table I gave you the best foods because I was certain that 

only you would eat it, and no one else, but now even if I 

were to send y0u fish and meat and all kinds of foods they 

would have to reach you through messengers, (through) those 

who are appointees over you and chastise you; they will 

probably eat it and you will end up with dry bread and 

water. Why should I satiabe your enemies with the~e food

stuffs?" The moral is: Wise King Solomon laments that 

God has withheld (His) the bounty from the Jews and pro

vides them with dry bread, and even that with (only) great 

effort and suffering. This is what he said in the Song of 

Songs, 'eJ!>.l iONW ,~ n,, ln "Tell me that I love you 

as myself (my own life). 

0,, n~~ y,~,n ;o,H ny,n n:,,M 

How you nourish the Jews who are compared to sheep in the 

middle of the day. What is meant is the exile which is 

compared to a hot day on which you provide them with dry 

bread and suffering." The Holy Spirit answers: 
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l:S If you do not ~ow. 

If you do not know why this is 

out and see the lowly state of the sheep. They are not 

provided with " good" food while they pasture near oxen 

who hit them and smite them. But if they were to graze 

a l one in pasture, they would be well off. This means that 

the Jews sinned and (therefore) they must be in exile among 

the heathens. The abundance must pass through the heathens. 

Before it reaches you (the Jews) they take it, and onl y 

what t'emains comes to you. But when the Messiah comes the 

abundance will go directly from me to you and you will then 

satiate yourselves with all good things . 

1:14 

My beloved to me is a spray of henna blooms 
from the vineyards of Ein Gedi. 

The gernara in tractate Shabbat, page 88, interprets 

this verse as follows: May He through whom is eveilything, 

forgive me for the sin of the kid, i.e . the (golden) calf, 

the fact that I desired to make the calf (into) for a god. 

Now we understand what the Jews destroyed in the matter of 

the calf. This is what happened. The Jews transgressed 

God's command in which God t o ld us not to make a n idol, 

but they didn't obey, and made t he calf; and they also de

stroyed (themselves) by blemishing their souls, because 

when they stood on Mount Sinai and received the ten comrnand- • 

ments, they were purified of the defilement of Egypt, but 

when they made the calf the defilement returned to them 



• 

46 

and blemished their souls. Our ho~y sages aaid that God 

blames Simself for our sins againsc Him because the choice 

is not ours, for God has created the evil inclination, and 

we are enticed by the evil inclination to sin. So the sin 

of the calf i s also through the evil inclination and we 
• 

are also not guilty. Therefore God should forgive us. 

There is a parable: a man came into his friend's house 

in which wa~ standing a carton full of expensive glass 

dishes (utensils). There was another carton of containers 

of expensive (olive) oil. The man's caftan caught in the 

carton; his caftan tore, he overturned the carton of uten

sils; the glass utensils and the containers of oil broke 

and the oil spilled. The damage amounted to a great deal 

of money so the owner of the house dragged the man to the 

rabbi and demanded he pay for the damage. The man com

p)..ained to the owner . "'llh..e damage I made is your \own faul t 

because you placed the carto~ in the middle of the house 

where people walk. The rabbi ruled that the man was right 

and was not required to pay for the damage. The man then 

complained, "If I'm not to blame for the damage than the 

owner has to pay for my caftan which I tore on the carton. 

The moral is: If the Jews see that God blames Himself for 

the sins which the Jews committed because he created the 

evil inclination, they therefore are free from punishment 

for having sinned against Him. 

They then pray to God to correct (remove) the imper

fection which they had created in their own souls, because 
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the imperfection in their souls als_o came fi:om the evil 

inclination. Exactly as the man who overthrew the car

ton, so do the Jews complain. This is how the Germara 

interprets t his verse from the Song of Songs. 

~::>elN make a man whole. The man who is every-

thing (only) through Him; this means that the Jews say, 

"Our sins are through God because he created the evil 

inclination . "l!>:>ii - let him forgive us ,,l PY 

the sin of the calf which blemished our souls. In addition 

to (1:he fact that) God has forgiven me by not chastising 

me for sinning against him, t he blemish still remains in 

our souls; therefore we want Him to remove the imperfec

tior from our souls. 

2:4 He brought me to the banquet room. 

The Jews say: God brought me to the house of wine. 

The Midrash reckons P" as (the number) 70. This, means 

that of the seventy heathen n~tions that God had earlier 

loved bountifully He l oved us so much that we were able to 

possess their (the 70 nations ) love as well as our own. 

Because we received the Torah God loves us (so). God pur

posefully went to all 70 nations to offer the Torah even 

though he knew they would refuse. So He loved us doubly , 

the earlier love which He had for the 70 nations Be applied 

to us . 

There is a parable: An official entered a village in 

which sat a Jew who sold whiskey. The Jew pleased the 

official, and the latter liked him so much that he lodged 
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with the Jew for a while, with his . horses ann servants. 

In order for the Jew to e arn a substantial amount, what

ever the officer bought he paid the Jew double its worth. 

The officer bought hay and oats from the wagons of the vill

age peasants, and he paid them also more than their value. 

The Jew then asked: "Why do you enrich the peasants with

out reason? They were not pleasing to you. " The officer 

answered, "You should know that I enrich the peasants in 

order to improve your lot. I know that you will keep all 

the msney but the peasants will probably get drunk as is 

usual with peasants. I make them rich in order that their 

money should remain with you." The moral is that God cre

ated the world only for the sake of the Jews and he alloted 

them a portion of love worthy of them. He allocated a 

portion of the cormnandments to them by notifying them that 

they were to observe seve~ commandments, and through these 
. \ 

conunandments he accorded them a portion of his love. God 

understood that when the time came to give the Torah, the 

heathens would refuse and they would not [even] observe the 

seven commandments that they had earlier been notified of. 

So the Jews would take away their commandments and the 

portion of God's love which He had allocated to them in 

any event. The Jews would then have a double portion of 

love, their own (portion of) love that God had for them a s 

well as the portion of God's love that the heathens had 

had. Thus the Midrash stresses that (the word) ,,, means 

the seventy heathen nations, and all the love God had hac 
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for the heathens was only so that He could love us. 

Another parable: A man had had many children of whom 

only a few survived. He gave them (the survivors) a house 

and a field. In addition it was his custom that one day a 

year all his children had to come to his home. He prepared 

a feast, rejoiced with them and gave each one a gift. Once, 

he sent for them to come on the day which had been desig

nated accordinq to the custom, but they did not come all 

at once but rather one by o ne. The father was offended 

that they d id not come t ogether. The children asked him, 

"What do you gain if we come all at once and what do you 

lose if we come one by one?" "You should know the differ

ence, " said the father. "I love you for two reasons: as 

a father loves his child ana oecause of that love I gave 

each of you a home and a field. I have however another 

love for you because I had many children and only a few 

• of you are left . You are important to me. Therefore one 

day a year I call you to my home to rejoice with you, be

cause only you are left of the many. You a re beloved to 

me and the love is at its greatest when you all come toget

her and I see that I have none other than you. But when • 

you come t o me one by one then I don't feel the love (as 

strongly [." The moral is in the rnidrash which says that 

God counts the Jews one by one and then returns and counts 

them again as a group because he delights in the Jews; no 

heathen people is as important to him as the Jews. These 

two countings correspond to the two kinds of love that God 
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bas for us, one fo r having accepted the Torah, and the 

other because not one heathen (people) was willing to 

accept the Torah. But God loves us Jews even more. There

fore he counts us and delights in us. This is what 

the Midrash says [about 

adds up to seventy, meaning the seventy nations of God's 

love. God had loved the heathens earlier; now He loves us 

(fo1/~ourselves alone) and we have inherited [His] love for 

the heathens. Therefore the verse goes on 

Hi.s bp.nner of love was over me. The love that we have in

herited from the heathen is not recognized unless we are 

gathered together as one in the commandments, exactly as 

in the parable of the father and the children. He loves 

them when they gather together before him as one. 

Yet another word about this verse 

The Midrash explains , ')li, as 

' Even if a common man learned in the Torah makes a mistake, 

it is just as important to God as one who learns quickly. 

The Torah is interpreted in all ways and even mistakes are 

good. 

There is a parable: A doctor sends prescriptions to. a 

sick person in another city and notifies him (the sick per

son) how to use the medicine. But the patient is afraid 

he might not be cured because he might forget and not re

frain from the foods which can harm him. In fact his sick

ness may increase because the doctor is not there to correct 

his mistakes. Now if the doctor is more competent and would 
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send him prescriptions which would allow the patient to eat 

foods which might harm him and neverthel ess the patient is 

cured, then certainly the patient is more confident that 

he will heal even though the doctor is not there (with him). 

Nevertheless the patient must still worry about being care-
1 

ful with the medicine so that it does not spill and he 

might not be healed. But i f the doctor prepares the kinds 

of medicines that, if the patient were only t o smell them, 

and be healed from the odour alone, then the patient c a n 

be su.re of being healed even if the bottle of medicine 

should spill. The moral is that the Torah is interpreted 

in many ways. Eve~ the i ncompetent who makes a mi stake is 

received by God in the same way as the p roficient one. 

This is what the Midrash say s n:l:'IN '>~y U ,n, . Even the 
' 

one who learns Torah inexpertly with a mistake is also be

loved by God, Blessed be Re, because all are privileged 
I 

in the holy Torah. The Torah is just like the prescription 

the fragran~e of which alone can heal. 

3:6 

Who is she that comes up from the desert like 
columns of smoke? 

The Midrash says: The heathens ask "which is the na

tion all of whose works rise with (like) fire and descend 

with fire?" God answers: They have on whom to rely -

clouds of myrrh and frankincense; i.e. Abraham, Isaac and • 

Jacob. Now we shall explain this (matter). First we shall 

reflect on the question of peoples' livelihood . There are 

' 
-
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two kinds. [In] the one [a man] earns his livi~g from 

(the) trade [which he conducts] in the store; he sells 

goods or beverages and earns [a living] . The other kind 

[of livelihoo d are those] who sail the seas on ships and 

bring goods from distant lands. The difference between 

the two [forms of] livelihoods is: for the one who does 

his business in the c ity it i s difficult to become weal

thy suddenly thr ough [the sale of) his goods because some 

(most) people know full well what it is worth. Therefore 

he establishes a small profit (margin) on his stock. He 

can only charge for his trouble (handling) so he certainly 

can ' t get too rich s uddenly. On the other hand he cannot 

become impoverished either if he incurs a loss on his 

stock. But he who sails the seas and transports goods 

from distant lands can very quickly get rich without meas

ure and can also lose without measure. Therefore people 

' ought not to be in too great a hurry t o become wealthy, 

because one can become impoverished very quickly. But the 

wealthy man who has a son who is wealthy, the son may travel 

to distant lands for goods because, if he is fortunate, then 

he will become even wealthier, but even if he loses his 

money and remains poor, his father is rich; he simply re

turns to hie father and resumes his previous position with 

his father. This is l i ke the sons of Noah to whom were 

pronounced by God no more than seven commandments. This 

is just like the man who sits at home and is satisfied with 

little income. Because he e arns little, he can only lose 
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little . So it is with the sons of' Noah: They earn few 

rewards, and accordingly are accorded few punishments for 

not observing the commandments. But the Jews have obligated 

themselves to fulfilling 613 commandments, through which 

they can have (earn ) a full reward and become great. In 

reality we have seen that before the Jews received the 613 

commandments they said only )IDeJ J , ;,v,y J - "We shall 

do and we shall listen," and they immediately became great. 

God performed miracles for them in Egypt and at the sea , 

all because of the Torah which they were to receive. After

wards God gave them manna. Particularly when they received 

the Torah they became g reat. But if they violate even the 

smallest cormnandment, they receive a substantial punish

ment, because the Eternal is exacting with the righteous-

to the point of splitting hairs. In regard to them [the 

righteous] the [violation p ~ the] commandments bring on 
\ 

severe punishments. When the heathens saw that the Jews 

were liable to severe chastisements for not observing the 

commandments, they argued with the Jews asking why the Jews 

had accepted such a load . They could become impoverished. 

This is what the Midrash says. "Who are they whose works 

rise and descend with fire. This means that it is easy 

for them to become wealthy through the commandments but it 

is [just as] easy to be knocked down through the cormnand

ments. Why did they undertake [to observe) so many com

mandments . They are in great danger. God answers them. 

Don't be surprised that the Jews undertook the great load. 
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They have someone to support them.· They have a wealthy 

father and their parents are wealthy. They are the child

ren of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. And that is actually how 

it was . When the Jews sinned and made the calf and whe n 

they sinned with (in the matter of) the spies ~hey became 

impoverished. So they returned to their parents and sought 

their protection. They pleaded with God and said, "remem

ber Abraham, Isaac and Jacob," so God forgave them. 

3:9- 10 

King Solomon made him a palanquin. 

God made a (marriage canopy for Himself. This means the 

Tabernacle The inside 

was inlaid with love by the daughters of Jerusalem. The 

inside was spread with love by the Jews. 

A parable: A king had in his c ity only craftsmen . 

At the beginning they were all poor, but afterwards they 
I 

all became very wealthy because of the work they did for 

the king. 0nce the king went for a stroll in the city 

through all the streets, exarning all of them, when he saw 

a little old house with a list as if it were ready to fall 

over; and the little house ' s roof was broken. The king 

went inside the little house and saw a poor man sitting 

naked; the wife and children were also naked and barefoot. 

There was great poverty in the house. When the king saw 

this he asked the man, "Why are you poorer than all my 

city folk?" Be (the poor man) answered him, "All the city 

folk became wealthy because of the work they do for you, 
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but I don't have any trade and therefore I am poor.' The 

king went home and ordered his craftsmen to build a house 

and paint it with paint the likes of which is not (to be 

found anywhere else) in the world. The artisans said to 

the king, "What does your house have of paint? It is 

painted with such paints as are not [to be found) in the 

entire world . Can we paint something new for you?" The 

king answered them, "Build me a house and paint it so that 

from the inside and from the outside it looks like it's 

going to cave in. It should appear as if the roof is 

broken so that it rains inside and paint the walls as if 

they had holes. Inside it should appear as if there are 

broken utensils, and there should be an image of a wor

ried poor man whose wife and children are naked and bare

foot. In short all the c raftsmen went out into the city 

in search of just such a poor house to paint (copy), but 
\ 

they couldn't find one because in the entire city the re 

were only good houses . So they went t o the edge of the 

city were they saw the poor man's house which was exactly 

what the king had ordered them to make. They gave the poor 

man (more than) full value for the little house and they, 
' 

n jred on the poor man as a master craftsman to show them 

how [water) dripped into the little house when it rained 

and what it was like inside the house when the weather was 

frosty. In short they made the poor man into a rich man. 

The moral is: God is the king of the entire world and all 

the heavens. The heavens receive strength from God with 
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joy. But the hwnan soul unfortunately rests in the lower 

world. God has compassion on man and in order to confer 

privilege upon him He ordered us to build a Tabernacle 

from materiais which do not [even] exist in the heavens , 

namely He o r dered construction from gold and silver which 

is very dear to people, even though in the heavens it ' s 

not in the least important. Because it is important to 

people He therefore ordered construction from these kinds 

(of materials) in order that we be beloved to Him and to 

the ang~ls. Just so the king ordered a house built for 

himself like the poor man's little house in order to make 

him (the poor man) rich. This is what King Solomon asks: 

,m.., , ~ ;wry ,, ''l!lN The king to whom the peace of 

all the world belongs ordere4 a canopy made for himse l f. 

This means that God ordered the Ta.bernacle to be construct~d 

of gold and silver which to Him are not at all important. 

He continues o,~,.,, nu::in itlilN r,iY"l i:,,n so that ~e 

love of God by the Jews should be in the Tabernacle (and) 

God should love the Jews, and t herefore he ordered the 

Tabernacle made from materials which are important to us. 

5:3 

I had taken off my robe. How shall I put it 
on again? I had washed my feet, was I to 
soil them again? ~ 

I have already taken off my night shirt, how shall I 

put it on again? I have washed my feet, how shall I soil 

them? We can i nterpret the verse as referring to we Jews 

who are in exile; how we must lament on the holy days from 
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Rosh Hashanah till after Yorn Kippur. On these days the 

Jews' works are good (nice); they are full of reverence 

and each one serves God with all his strength. A parable: 

A wealthy man became impoverished and couldn't earn a 

livelihood so he hired himself out as a groom to the 

horses 0f a wagon driver . Re rode with the wagon driver 

wherever he went, and all week he wore patched up clothes 

and his feet were covered with mud. When Sabbath came he 

washed his hands and his feet, took off the patched up 

clothes and put on the handsome clothes that were left . 
over from the time he had been a wealthy man. Saturday 

night he removed his handsome clothes and put his patched 

up clothes back on again. Once a man who had known him 

earlier when he was wealthy met him. The man consoled him 

and told him, "Brother as I live, when I see you wearir.g 

these clothes, and how poor you are, I suffer . The man 

answered him, "My dear friend, I don't feel badly' at all 

wearing these clothes when I ' m working, because I'm used 

to it, but when Saturday night comes I remind myself that 

soon I will have t o take off the handsome clothes that I 

had put on on Shabbat eve, when I was clean and washed, 

and {magine_ that I was in my previous station {in life}; 

soon I will have to take these clothes off and put on the 

patched up garments and slop myself full of mud, then I 

prefer to die rather than live. The moral is that when • 

we were in the land of Israel we served God in holiness 

and in joy, and now that we have been driven into exile 



• 

58 

the people have no reverence and no truth and we are slopped 

up with transgressions. When the holy days come we wash 

away the slop, dress up in o ur handsome clothes, i.e. we 

study Torah and observe commandments, and good works. When 

Yorn Kippur comes before nightfall, when the time approaches 

that each one will return to the foolishness he had done 

over of the entire year, and he will again neglect the 

Torah and commandments, t hen the soul cries out bitterly 

" ,nJn::> m< '>nU\!l!l • " "I have already removed 

the ~tained undershirt on the holy days, how shal l I put 

the stained undershirt back on again after Yorn Kippur? 

.,.,,., Ill'< ,mm, I have already washed my 

feet of the e xcrement of the transgressions. Shall I dirty 

t .hem again in the excrement after Yorn Kippur?" 

8: 7 1':11'\Ni'I Ill'< nu:,'> , '):,p ><'> D' :1, D'D 

Vast floods cannot quench love. 

Vast waters cannot extinguish the love that God has 

for the Jews. ,n,J ,, i'I '>=> Ill'< \!l'>t< ,n, 01'< If a 

roan offered all his wealth for love He would be laughed to 

scorn. Even if a man were to give his entire fortune for 

the love of God, so that God should love him, God will 

scorn him. The Mtdrash says: When the Messiah comes the 

heathens will say to God: "We will give all our wealth 

for the Torah." God will answer them: "Even if you were 

to give all your money for the Torah it is a .shameful thing 

to you; but my children, the Jews, have made a pledge to 

me. 11 Now to understand the Midrash we shall say (provic"ie) 
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a parable: A man was looking for a dwelling and chose 

one of the cwo [he had been looking at). Well, you will 

want to know the reason the man chose this dwelling and 

why he did not want the other dwelling; whether [it was) 

because the dwelling he chose is nicer than the other or 
I 

because the owner of the one dwelling is more honest than 

the owner of the other dwelling. If you want to know the 

man's reason you should know that the other owner will 

say, "I'll also make my house nice for you; it will be 

even nicer than this home." He will answer that he 

doesn't want [the other dwelling]. In this way you can 

certainly understand why he chose the dwelling. It is 

because this owner is more honest than the other. Well 

the "other" owner disgraced himself (uncovered his ::>wn 

disgrace) by saying that he would enhance his dwelling; 

because if he had kept silent (people) would have under-
~ 

stood that the man chose the dwelling because it was bet-

ter, not because of the owner. But now because he (the 

landlord) was willing to enhance the dwelling, but the man 

still didn't want it, he disgraced himself as a dishonest 

man. Now we can understand the words of the midrash. 

Even though God chose to rest (dwell) among the Jews and 

had scorned the heathens with their pledge, we can ' t know 

whether he ca.me to hate them or (whether) the pledge of 

the Jews was nicer than theirs. But when the Messiah comes• 

and the heathens say "we'll give away all our money for the 

Torah so that God should love us, and dwell among us, 
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nevertheless God will not want to dwell among them; the 

fact that God hates them will uncover their disgrace. 

This is what King Solomon said: 

If a man o f fered all his wealth for love. 

Even if the heathens were to give their entire for

tune for the love which God has for us, so that God should 

love them, the heathens will be scorned, because God will 

answer that he loves the Jews more, and therefore he will 

cause his Shechinah to rest among the Jews in the Taber

nacle, ~ot among the heathens. Another parable about the 

matter that the Midrash spoke earlier: A king had a man 

(servant) who was an expert in precious diamonds, and 

the man died. The king inquired in the provinces for an

other man [who was] expert in precious diamonds, except 

that he (the king) required someone [who was already] ex

pert to determine whether _a candidate (wise man) was him-
\ 

self an expert in precious stones. This is what the king 

did. He took a precious diamond from his treasury and 

gave the diamond to his slave, and told him to travel to 

a big city to which all the merchants of the world come 

to trade. The slave was to station himself in the street 

and call out t o the people who might want to buy an expen

sive diamond to approach him. Meanwhile the s lave would 

[be able to] determine that the one who is truly clever 

and an expert on expensive diamonds, is the one who would 

pay the diamond's value. 

The slave did this (as he was told). Be came to the 
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big city to where all the merchants come to trade, sta

tioned himself on the street, and called out to whichever 

merchant wanted to buy a precious diamond to come to him. 

As soon as the slave called out, merchants came to buy the 

diamond. There was a very wealthy man who also wanted to 

buy the diamond, except that he was ignorant and not an 

expert on anything. Customarily he used to see how much 

other merchants were paying for diamonds, (and) then he 

added a few ducats and he bought. When the merchants came 

to the king's slave to see the diamond that he had been 

calling out to sell, the rich but inexpert man also came 

and stood among the merchants to hear how much they would 

give for the diamond, and then he was goin g to add on as 

he always did. In short, the merchants bid , and he adde d 

as he always did and act ually matched the exact value of 

the diamond, not more and not less. The slave wondered 
) 

silently whether God had made him lucky to have p~ovided ' 

him with a person worthy of being the king's expert , be

cause the slave understood from the man's face that he was 

not an expert. The slave thought "I'll keep silent until 

he pays for the diamond, in which case I can determine, 

while he is paying, if he is an expert of not . " In the 

end the rich man gave himself away because when he had to 

pay the money he said to the slave, "If you like I'll give 

you other diamonds that I bought long ago in lieu of the 

money that I owe you for this diamond. The other diamonds 

are also good." From these words many could see that he 



• 

62 

was not an expert because his diamonds were glass stones . 

He had once been duped. He had been sold glass stones in

stead of diamonds. When the slave heard what the man said 

to him he · (the slave) said to him, "Now I have nothing [to 

do) with you. I intended to bring you to the king and he 

would have made you wealthy . Now I see from your words 

that you are not worthy of being with the king. " The moral 

is: God chose to give the Torah to the Jews because they 

understood (were expert in) the preciousness of the Torah . 

The sign of this is that they forego all the pleasures of 

this world and yearn only for t he Torah. The heathens, on 

the other hand yearn only for the pleasures of this world, 

but when they see that the Jews are important to God be

cause of the Torah, they want the Torah [also), but not 

because they understan<;t,o.-t. They are not at all expert; 

they only see the importance of the Jews because of the 

Torah. The Midrash says : "When the Messiah comes the 

heathen will say, 'we will give all our money for the 

Torah' because they will see the importance of the Jews. 

God will answer them. 'Even if you give all your money 

for the Torah, it will be shameful, because if you pay 

this world for the To rah, this is a sign that you are not 

experts on the Torah, because you want to exchange foolish

ness foL a precious thing . This is an ignominy that you 

have yourselves uncovered; (and) it shows that you are 

not experts in the Torah.'" Another parable o n what the 

Midrash says. When the heathens see the Temple which the 
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Jews have built and see how much God loves the Jews be

cause they made (built) the Temple and love the Torah, 

the heathens will gather gold in order that they also make 

a Temple so that the Shechinah should also dwell among 

them in the (their) Temple. God will answer them: Even 
I 

if you give all your gold for a Temple I will not cause 

the Shechinah to dwell among you. There is a parable: 

Two boys were studying with a rabbi. One was t he child 

of a wealthy man and one was a poor man's child. One 

time the rich man's son came to "cheder" and brought a ----
nice little wallet. The other children coveted the ob-

ject because it was very handsome. In any event some 

boys also bought the same kind o f wallet and the poor 

man's boy also wanted very much to buy such a handsome 

wallet except that he didn't have as much money as it 

cost. He went to the merchant's store, gave him as much 
'l 

money as he had and begged the merchant strongly to give 

him a similat handsome wallet like that of his friend, 

for that amount of money. He swore that he had no more 

money because he is a poor man's son. The merchant an

swered him: "Stupid, you don ' t have any money because 

you are a poor man's boy, so what do you need such a wallet 

for? What will you put in the wallet if you don ' t have any 

money?" The moral is that the heathens want to build the 

same kind of Temple to God as ours, because they see the 

shape of our Temple but they don't see at all what it's 

like inside.-- They are totally blind to this [the inside). 

\.. ' 
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What can they bring into the Temple if they have no Torah. 

or reverence or good works? They have nothing t o bring 

into the Temple. This is what King Solomon said, 

,~ 'lrn, n:i ,n,:i w, ~:, rn< em< ,n, ON • If they (the 

heathens) were to give their entire fortune to make a simi

l ar Temple, what nice th~ngs wil l t hey brin g inside? Also 

they have no Torah or rever ence to bring inside so it will 

be a s hameful (detestable) thing . 
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