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Well-Meaning Frankenstein
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1. The Curse of the Irreversibility

Among the many important features of man's confrontation with the outside world, let us note two that will interest us in the coming story. These are, first, the passion to create the new, and, second, the impulse to improve the old. Various springs move the will of the pioneers of novelty. For example, the thirst for knowledge for its own sake. Or the urge to gain a benefit of some kind. There may be other aspirations: ambition, curiosity, escape from boredom - all can not be enumerated: innovators are many, and the motives are even more.

The hero of our story, hasid Shlomo, was obsessed with the idea of freeing repentant sinners from the curse of irreversibility. From a young age, a protest settled in his soul against the impossibility of atoning for the crime of the past with sincere repentance. 

No matter how pure-hearted the suffering about the past deed, but grief or conscience will gnaw at the aching soul until death. In his earthly existence, a man can never return to the serene life before the sin, for time is irreversible.

When Shlomo himself had a misfortune for which he blamed only himself, the smoldering protest in his soul turned into an irresistible wish to invent and make some entity not created by God, endowed with the ability to return to the repentant man the tranquility of his soul, as long as his days on earth were passing. 

Nothing is more difficult than not deceiving oneself. However, neither self-deception nor sweet lies to the sufferer were to be the instruments of Shlomo's conceived essence, but the actual reversal of events to the past.

The hasid from the town of Bozhin sought not so much to create something new as to correct and improve the old. He wanted to endow the aching human soul with the ability to return to the coveted rest. In contrast to Shlomo, the famous Swiss naturalist Victor Frankenstein sought by all means to create something unprecedented, namely, a humanoid living creature. Common in the deeds of the two brave men, who were passionate about the idea, is the audacious appropriation of the Creator's prerogative.

Hasid was aware of the European's discovery. Shlomo was proud of the difference in intentions - he created for the sake of usefulness, and Frankenstein was driven either by ambition or curiosity. The inventions of both failed, but managed to cause a lot of trouble. Fate did not spare Victor, but had mercy on Shlomo. 

***
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The author begins his story by repeating a banal and well-known fact - there is a modest town of Bozhin on the Dnieper River. Triviality cannot be superfluous, if it forms a real background to the picture of events that are about to appear before the reader's eye.

Bozhin is small. A significant part of its inhabitants are hasids, led along the paths of righteousness by the tzadic rabbi Yaakov. These bearded men are poor and, needless to say, not very educated. There are no illiterates among them, but you can count in your fingers of restless thinkers desires for knowledge. Such people stand out from the masses - in the minds of descendants they leave a trace, and in the annals of the city's history their legacy is kept untouched for centuries.

Most hasids are people of simple faith. Therefore, at the end of every Sabbath they gather around the vast table of their mentor's hospitable home and listen to and tell endless tales and stories of a moral quality.

Rabbi Yaakov himself can hardly be categorized as a thinker who tirelessly pursues truth, for he is an ordinary sage who does not seek novelty in those things in which novelty has already been found, or rather established by God. He does not unreasonably assume that nothing can be said that has not been said before. The tzadic is, of course, far more well-read than his hasids, but he is respectful and polite to them and always accessible to his disciples. It is no wonder that the flock loves his rabbi for his advises and his inoffensive instructions, for his kind disposition and his sincere hospitality, for his entertaining stories and his unpretentious language.  

Among the regular guests of rabbi Yaakov we always see two people of a special kind - our good acquaintance Shlomo and his young comrade Shmulik. Why do we single out these two hasids? The fact is that God has endowed them with a particularly deep mind and a remarkable ability to penetrate into the essence of things. Both of them surpass the rest of the inhabitants of Bozhin not only by their mental baggage, but also by their desire to replenish it. Perhaps it is fair to say that both Shlomo and Shmulik are selflessly striving to generate new spiritual creations. However, they do not turn up their noses. Other hasids have no ill feelings toward them. And in fact, many clever people become the object of secret hostility. Modesty justifies itself.

Let us say a few words about Shmulik. This guy is endowed with the talent to memorize a lot of numbers, as well as to manipulate them by making calculations. Therefore, he excelled in accounting and alone replaced several accountants. Shmulik's inquisitive mind and rich imagination sometimes take him very far and high. He can easily imagine life in the heavenly stars, and is ready to fly to other worlds to get useful information for the people of the earth. We will return to Shmulik many times. He will act as a listener, interlocutor and opponent of his elder friend.
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Shlomo's biography is not as simple as the life path of most of Bozhin's hasids. They are all poor, working hard for their livelihood. Shlomo was born into a wealthy family. His father and mother died untimely, and the son received a very good inheritance. Money freed him from the need to fight daily for a piece of bread, but whether he felt happier than his poor fellow countrymen - we can not say.

Having learned Talmudic sciences in his native town, first in the cheder and then in the house of learning, the young Shlomo decided to continue his education outside the lovely town of Bozhin, to breathe the dense air of the big world. And so he did, for he had money to pay for it.

Shlomo spent several years in Europe and learned, saw, heard and understood a great deal. However, he was not seduced by the splendor of European enlightenment, returned to his homeland, joined the simple Bozhin hasids and, along with the others, developed a love for rabbi Yaakov.

Upon his return to Bozhin, the educated Shlomo married. The hasids had a wonderful wedding and long remembered the generous meal, the abundant drink and the beautiful speeches. Rabbi Yaakov proclaimed one after another eloquent toasts in honor of the newlyweds.

Shlomo chose a girl named Ruth, who lived in a neighboring town, as his life partner. A worthy, loving couple. "I fell in love with Shlomo so that I could be with him everywhere," said the bride. "I fell in love with Ruth for her intelligence," declared the groom. Both were right: Ruth was not inferior to Shlomo's sanity, and, as the years they lived together showed, she was devoted to him with all her soul.

The comrades flattered Shlomo, saying that his spouse was above all praise, and he had drawn the lucky ticket. Ruth was highly regarded in Bozhin's respectable society, but there was a drawback that diminished her advantages - she was born a woman. This circumstance prevented the good Jews from recognizing her as a being equal to themselves. Shlomo was the only one among the hasidic brotherhood who did not hold to the age-old and unshakable view of the inferiority of the female race.  

God did not bless the spouses with numerous offspring, and only one son was born to the family. The mother claimed that the father not only loved, but adored the young child. The boy grew up bright, ahead of his peers in knowledge. Shlomo and Ruth enthusiastically nurtured and developed their favorite kid. His father and mother did not envy other families with many children. "There are many ants, but they are voiceless, and there is only one cricket, but he sings loudly!" - said Shlomo.

The years rolled by, the boy grew up and changed, and his father was deaf to the alarm bells, and only noted with grief how his son's thoughts became less and less like his own. Bitter days would come, and in endless repentance Shlomo would blame himself for his blindness and deafness.

Completing the portrait of Shlomo, let's say that in his youth he was most fond of thinking about things speculative. That's why practical hasids used to joke that he was a naive guy! Of course, neither rabbi Yaakov, nor Ruth, nor Shmulik thought so.

The Holy Scriptures depict both happy and unhappy characters. In the life around Shlomo, joys and troubles coexisted together, and their mingling reminded him of familiar book stories. Books say what is known without them.

Shlomo came to the conclusion that there was already plenty of happiness on earth - that was enough. But some of the unhappy must be helped. Not all of them. Only those who have been appointed by men or Heaven to suffer for their past sin and repent of it. And these people, too, do not all need help, for those who pretend to grieve are comforted themselves. Sometimes we deceive others and ourselves by shedding tears. We should give a helping hand to those who repent sincerely, for they cannot cope with their grief on their own.
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2. The Great Woe of David
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The Sabbath was over. The hasids finished their proper prayers, left the gates of the synagogue, and followed their beloved tzadic, rabbi Yaakov. A quarter of an hour later, the entire brotherhood was already seated at the immense table in the sitting-room that we know well. Golda, rabbi Yaakov's wife, arranged the wicker baskets of challah on the tablecloth and placed knives on the table - let each one cut a chunk according to his appetite. A promising odor came from the stove, it was borscht cooking in a large pot. "Be patient, my darlings, it will boil soon!" - Golda promised the hungry guests and placed a bottle of green glass in the center of the table - one shtof of vodka would be enough for the whole crowd, for hasids know how to limit themselves!

Shlomo took the place on the left hand of the host, and Shmulik sat next to him. On the right sat rabbi Yaakov's guest and best friend, the tzadic of the town of Dobrov, rabbi Meir-Itzhak.

It seemed that rabbi Yaakov's face was somewhat sad, or rather concerned, or even more correctly, anxious. With considerable effort, the host achieved relative silence at the table. He announced that the story that the hasids were to hear today would come from the tzadic of the neighboring town of Dobrov. The hasids looked favorably at the skillful storyteller, and the latter stroked his white beard solidly and with an expressive gesture of his hand pointed toward rabbi Yaakov and said that the host intended to make an opening statement.

- Hasids," pronounced rabbi Yaakov, "today's story, rabbi Meir-Itzhak and I will devote it to things that are well known to you. But even alphabetical truths require a reminder, so that the word we hear can be translated into a living deed. 

- The word is dry straw, but the deed is succulent grass! - shouted one of the hasids.

- Please don't interrupt! - Rabbi Yaakov said sternly, "If you don't feed a cow with straw in winter, it won't need succulent grass in summer! Lately, I have begun to notice that in the hearts of some of you the foundations of righteousness that I have instilled in you have been shaken. Is it the wind from the west? Drive away from you the evil spirit of the enlightenment!

- It is said in Scripture," added the tzadic of Bozhin, "Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor's wife. You all know the dry straw of these words. But news has reached me that some of you are thinking of forbidden succulent grass. I will not name names, I will not hint with a look, I will not point with a finger, but everyone knows about himself.

- I want to remind you," continued rabbi Yaakov, "of an event of remote antiquity, of how king David took the wife of his military commander....

- The Talmud does not blame the king for this story and does not explain it as a reproach to him! - again the same restless hasid interrupted the tzadic.

- The descendant of king David will become the Messiah," replied the rabbi patiently, "and therefore we dare not reproach the ancient monarch, so as not to anger the Messiah, our Savior. We should interpret the Holy Scriptures wisely: sometimes we do not see the forest for the trees. If what we have been talking about had not happened to David, there would have been fewer intricate puzzles for our sages. Rabbi Meir Yitzchak will tell us a sad story that happened in his town. Please, Rabbi, begin.  

Rabbi Yaakov's introduction aroused general curiosity. The hasids, not excluding Shlomo and Shmulik, pricked up their ears and gazed expectantly at rabbi Meir-Itzhak, whose countenance was also sad. Meir-Itzhak prepared to begin the story, but Golda, disregarding the significance of the moment, put a steaming pot of fresh borscht on the table. The belly doesn't like talking. So the attention of the guests naturally turned to the new important object.

Golda poured the borscht into bowls. The challa chunks had been prepared in advance. The vodka from the shtof was shared equally. The hasids pronounced the blessing and began to work with spoons and jaws. The hasids have a wonderful appetite, and after only a minute or two of loud slurping, they finished the borscht, wiped the bowls with the last piece of challah and stared at rabbi Meir-Itzhak again. 
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- In Dobrov lives a certain wealthy Jew, - rabbi Meir-Itzhak began the story, - whose name surprisingly coincides with the name of the great king. So, this man's name is David. He is not a hasid, but he gives the impression of honesty. Anyone truly suffering evokes sympathy, which is enough to make people forget this man's sins. I must tell you, hasids, that David is indeed deeply unhappy, and his soul is tormented, and he sees no salvation for himself.

- Wealthy and yet miserable? - asked a certain hasid lacking imagination.

- Yes, it happens, - answered the narrator, - listen to his story and you will understand everything. A quarter of a century ago, young David had a very large fortune, not like today, although he is not poor now. Even though he was young, he ruled his business skillfully, like an experienced businessman. He hired laborers, paid them well, and got excellent work in return.

- David was in no haste to marry," continued rabbi Meir-Itzhak, "even though it was reprehensible. He thought: "There's no need to hurry, the more money I have, the sooner I'll find a rich bride. We'll combine our capitals, and then - good-bye Dobrov! We will go to the oversea and become millionaires there! In other words, David lived as a bachelor. However, dear hasids, some of you feel and others remember that young blood boils and desires caress. 

At these words, rabbi Yaakov looked at his flock with an eloquent gaze, raised the index finger of his right hand meaningfully, and then gratefully put his arm around the narrator's shoulders.

- Now listen further," pronounced the encouraged rabbi Meir-Itzhak, "David had a good fellow working for him, a master of all trades. The boy found a wonderful bride for himself - a girl who was industrious and nice looking. They had a wedding, and David was happy for the newly married couple and gave them great gifts. And then, God save us from sin, David took a fancy to the wife of a laborer. You have certainly guessed that the worker was named Uriah, and his young wife - Bath-sheba. Coincidences only seem random to us, but in fact, the world is made up of regularities.

- This is a controversial issue, honorable Meir Yitzhak," Shlomo, who had been silent until now, remarked.

- 'Don't distract the narrator with extraneous things, Shlomo,' said Rabbi Yaakov, 'please continue, Meir Yitzchak.

- David became enchanted with Bath-sheba," the storyteller reported, "but what she herself thought of him, we do not know. Be that as it may, David desired another man's wife. At first he brutally drove his wicked thoughts into the depths of his heart, but he did nothing wrong. There was an urgent need to settle important business in a distant capital. David could not find a better performer for the mission than Uriah. So he sent the young man to fulfill the difficult task.

- Was Uriah chosen at random? - Shmulik asked.

- Shmulik, ask Shlomo what he thinks about it," replied Meir Yitzchak, "but I am informing everyone here that an abomination has occurred between David and Batsheva. 

- I would not be surprised if further on we will hear that a misfortune happened to Uriah on the journey, and he died and did not return to Dobrow," Shlomo remarked with a smile.

- I have nothing to surprise you, Shlomo," said Meir Yitzhak, "it happened exactly as you suggested - Uriah died and did not return. But it's not that simple. It should be noted that Uriah had no brothers, and no one could continue his line by marrying Bath-sheba.

- For a whole year and a half there was no news of the missing man," the narrator added, - and so Bath-sheba became a straw widow. She worked for David in place of her missing husband. Finally the people learned that Uriah had been captured by robbers and they had killed him. Soon after the sad news reached the city, Bath-sheba's belly began to round. Honest David immediately took his worker as his wife, and she gave birth to a daughter. 

- What happened a quarter of a century ago has grown old," Shmulik said thoughtfully.

- You are mistaken, my young friend," rabbi Meir Yitzhak objected, "it has not grown old! David suffered and is suffering. He repents of his sins, but fate does not spare him. His daughter, a child of vice, will probably never marry - no one wants such a wife. David and Bath-sheba had no other children, and they would not see any grandchildren. Our noble people are
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